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Abstract
This study explores firm responses to stakeholder-initiated involuntary disclosures, which are 
disclosures made by stakeholders about an organization but are against the will of managers, 
and subsequent stakeholder reactions. We analyzed 134,977 firm Twitter replies from seven 
companies to identify their responses to involuntary corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
disclosures and find that companies demonstrate different attitudes toward engagement in 
the exchange about involuntary disclosures. Whereas some companies communicate with 
stakeholders, others are almost silent. When a company engages in communication with its 
stakeholders, the communication is mostly one-way, and mortification or dissent is the likely 
response strategy. We also find that while stakeholders generally do not continue to engage with 
corporate communications, they are likely to respond when companies deny the information 
revealed by involuntary disclosure. Our results suggest that involuntary disclosures on social 
media are not able to improve communication between stakeholders and companies.
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Introduction

Traditionally, a company communicates corporate social responsibility (CSR) information 
through official documents, such as annual reports, CSR reports or press releases, and sections of 
its official corporate website dedicated to nonfinancial issues. CSR has been defined in different 
ways but generally relates to the responsibilities of an organization beyond its benefits and profits 
(Carroll, 1999; Waddock, 2004). At a minimum, CSR focuses on how companies manage their 
economic, social, and environmental impacts and their relationships and negotiations with differ-
ent stakeholder groups and society at large (Ihlen et  al., 2011). The development of internet 
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technologies and the spread of social media (SM) platforms—such as social networks, blogs, 
microblogs, and other internet platforms—have the potential to transform how companies com-
municate with stakeholders.

SM can also foster stakeholder engagement because it offers stakeholders a platform upon 
which they can interact with each other and with companies. Stakeholders may use SM to engage 
with a company—they can praise, criticize, and question its decisions and actions and even call 
for action such as banning. A body of research exists that investigates both how firms use SM to 
interact with stakeholders (Bellucci & Manetti, 2017; Castelló et al., 2013; Gómez-Carrasco & 
Michelon, 2017; Manetti et al., 2021; Okazaki et al., 2020; Saxton et al., 2019; Saxton et al., 
2021; Whelan et al., 2013) and vice versa (Gómez-Carrasco & Michelon, 2017; Okazaki et al., 
2020; Saxton et al., 2019).

SM allows stakeholders to express their views and expectations of a company (Bellucci et al., 
2019)—not only as a reaction to corporate communications but also as a source of independent 
information about a company. Dumay and Guthrie (2017) define this type of information as 
involuntary disclosure, as through this type of disclosure, information is involuntarily revealed 
against the will of managers. Involuntary disclosures could be used, for instance, to highlight or 
denounce some facts related to the social or environmental activities of a company. Stakeholders 
may want to disclose such information in this way because they otherwise have limited abilities 
to influence firms. A well-known example of an involuntary disclosure was one made by a whis-
tleblower inside the Volkswagen Group. As a result, in September 2015 the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency accused Volkswagen of installing illegal “defeat device” software that dra-
matically reduced emissions. The involuntary disclosure resulted in a share price decrease of 
more than 30% and led to significant reputational damage (Dumay & Guthrie, 2017). Michael 
Horn, head of Volkswagen America, admitted “We’ve totally screwed up,” while the group’s 
CEO, Martin Winterkorn, admitted that the company had “broken the trust of our customers and 
the public” (Hotten, 2015).

The objective of our study is to examine stakeholder-initiated communication dynamics after 
involuntary information is disclosed on SM by analyzing firms’ attempts to manage such com-
munication and stakeholder reactions to these efforts. Specifically, we investigate how firms use 
rhetorical strategies and the types of language they use in their replies to involuntary disclosures. 
We then analyze stakeholders’ subsequent reactions to firm responses to involuntary disclosures. 
We focus our attention on Twitter, as this microblogging and social networking service seems to 
be the most popular for business communication (Okazaki et al., 2020).

In our empirical analysis, we focus on a data set of 134,977 Twitter replies made by seven 
large companies (Dell Technologies, H&M Group, Intel Corporation, Nestlé, Danone, Hewlett–
Packard [HP], and General Electric [GE]) that engage in corporate communication on Twitter 
and are well known for their CSR programs. We first identified 4,644 firm replies in response to 
stakeholders’ involuntary disclosures. We then coded and analyzed the types of rhetorical strate-
gies and language used in these replies. Finally, we analyzed stakeholders’ reactions to the strate-
gies employed by the firms to address involuntary CSR disclosures.

Our article contributes to the existing literature in two distinct ways. First, it brings to light a 
specific disclosure type made by stakeholders—involuntary disclosures—which may be consid-
ered a potential mechanism leading to sustainable changes within the firm (Dumay & Guthrie, 
2017). To date, most of the literature has focused mainly on voluntary corporate disclosures that 
may (or may not) lead to real changes in firm behavior (see Michelon et al., 2022, for a summary 
review). Despite the general tendency to emphasize positive information in voluntary sustain-
ability reporting, prior research has also documented that self-disclosing information on negative 
aspects related to sustainability by a company might be regarded as a positive signal and a risk 
mitigation tool (Reimsbach & Hahn, 2015), and companies develop communicative legitimation 
strategies to report the negative aspects of sustainability disclosures (Hahn & Lülfs, 2014). Prior 
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research has also suggested that third-party disclosures on negative aspects of CSR might lead to 
negative evaluative judgments (Reimsbach & Hahn, 2015). In the case of SM, when negative 
information about a company spreads quickly and widely, negative judgments may jeopardize 
corporate reputation (Etter et al., 2019) and firms need to develop ways to manage social disap-
proval (Wang et al., 2021).

This article builds on and contributes to the prior literature by providing some insights into 
how companies manage involuntary disclosures on SM. We provide evidence that companies are 
generally not eager to respond to involuntary disclosures made by stakeholders—but, if they 
decide to do so, the most frequently used communication strategy is mortification. However, 
companies may also dispute involuntary disclosures by choosing denial or evasion of responsi-
bility as their response strategy. Overall, with some exceptions, involuntary disclosures are 
unlikely to be a mechanism through which meaningful communications can develop between 
companies and stakeholders and real sustainable changes in corporate behavior can be achieved.

Second, our article contributes to the literature on communication between stakeholders and 
companies. Prior research documents that, despite the advantages of SM in terms of easily engag-
ing in more meaningful two-way communication, companies still focus on one-way communica-
tion by simply managing communication with stakeholders (Bellucci & Manetti, 2017; 
Gómez-Carrasco et al., 2021; Okazaki et al., 2020). Gómez-Carrasco et al. (2021) even suggest 
that two distinct worlds of communication exist—one belonging to companies and another 
belonging to stakeholders. This article adds to these findings evidence that neither companies nor 
stakeholders can engage in persuasive conversations about stakeholder-initiated involuntary dis-
closures. Our empirical evidence suggests that stakeholders do not symmetrically engage with 
most firms’ rhetorical strategies. Only when denial is used as a response strategy to involuntary 
disclosures are stakeholders likely to become more involved by replying to corporate communi-
cations. However, in such cases, further exchanges and communications may be hindered or even 
blocked by the firm’s denial. Overall, communication between stakeholders and companies 
around involuntary disclosures seems to be limited and predominantly one-way on both sides.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. In “Literature Review” section, we pres-
ent the literature review and discuss our research framework. “Research Method” section dis-
cusses the method, whereas “Findings” section presents our sample and descriptive statistics and 
discusses the results. “Discussion and Conclusion” section provides a discussion and concluding 
remarks.

Literature Review

Firm CSR Communication and the Role of SM

Morsing and Schultz (2006) build on Gruning and Hunt’s public information model (Gruning & 
Hunt, 1984) and discuss three types of stakeholder relations in terms of how firms strategically 
engage in CSR communication with stakeholders. These include stakeholder information, 
response, and involvement strategies. A stakeholder information strategy is always a one-way 
communication through which information flows from the organization to its stakeholders. The 
purpose of an information strategy is to disseminate information—not necessarily with a persua-
sive intent but rather to inform the public as objectively as possible about CSR outcomes. 
Therefore, this strategy is more about telling than it is about listening. In contrast, the stakeholder 
response and involvement strategies are, at first glance, two-way communication strategies. The 
main difference between these two strategies is the extent of their engagement with stakeholders. 
In the stakeholder response strategy, communication is about obtaining feedback on what stake-
holders accept or think. In the stakeholder response strategy, stakeholders passively respond to 
corporate communication. Given that such communication is inherently asymmetric, the 
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stakeholder response strategy can still be considered a one-sided communication. In contrast, the 
stakeholder involvement strategy assumes symmetric communication, proactive involvement, 
and dialogue with stakeholders. It is described by Brennan et al. (2013) as “a process of recipro-
cal influence between organizations and their audiences” (p. 666). Both the company and its 
stakeholders are equally and reciprocally involved in the communication process; thus, persua-
sion comes from both. The stakeholder involvement strategy invites concurrent negotiations with 
a company’s stakeholders to explore their concerns while accepting necessary changes. As a 
result, the purpose of a stakeholder involvement strategy is to reach mutual understanding, ratio-
nal agreement, and consent (Morsing & Schultz, 2006).

The development of new communication technologies has had a profound impact on how 
organizations disclose information and communicate with stakeholders (Dumay, 2016). SM can 
be defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and techno-
logical foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of user generated con-
tent” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). The increase in the use of SM leads to more information 
production, which is diffused more quickly, and new ways to access, evaluate, and use such 
information (Dumay & Guthrie, 2017). SM changes the dynamics of traditionally corporate-
centric communication to gain legitimacy (Schultz et al., 2013). Higher connectivity, speed, and 
pluralization allow for more diverse voices on CSR. However, more importantly, organizations 
are often confronted with stakeholders’ alternative views on organizations’ alignment with soci-
etal and environmental norms and expectations, and stakeholders put moral pressures on them 
(Castelló et al., 2013). Not surprisingly, Castelló et al. (2013) call for an exploration of CSR as a 
polyphonic concept, in which “several voices are combined into a complex concept in which the 
individual voices can remain independent identities instead of being dominated by another 
homophonic voice” (p. 688). Along the same lines, Whelan et al. (2013) discuss and distinguish 
between corporate and public citizenship arenas in the SM age. In the former, corporations con-
struct digital spaces (e.g., YouTube channels) within which individual citizens can discuss, 
debate, and organize CSR issues relevant to the company that created the space. As a result, more 
citizens gain the ability to voice their concerns and issues about firm CSR practices, but this abil-
ity does not necessarily lead to substantial changes in CSR because the company maintains con-
trol over the communication medium. In contrast, an individual citizen can influence CSR issues 
within the public arena of citizenship by creating and disseminating media content in public 
arenas—such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other SM platforms—potentially increasing 
stakeholder participatory capacities.

Undoubtedly, the emergence of SM provides companies with new alternative communication 
modes that may bring benefits but also risks. As Bellucci and Manetti (2017) argue, SM is par-
ticularly well suited for stakeholder engagement because it allows companies to interact with a 
large group of people, especially external stakeholders. SM can help organizations engage with 
stakeholders because it allows one party (the organization) to interact with another (the stake-
holder) in communication in which both parties learn from the interactions, thereby allowing 
them to revise their expectations and preconceptions. SM also makes it possible for stakeholders 
to “initiate and discuss any issue of their interest and engage in dialog about and with the com-
pany, in a media characterized by almost immediate and worldwide diffusion” (Gómez-Carrasco 
& Michelon, 2017, p. 855).

The use of SM in corporate stakeholder communication has been investigated in prior research 
from the perspective of both financial (Bilinski, 2019; Elliott et  al., 2018) and nonfinancial 
reporting (Gómez-Carrasco et al., 2021; Manetti & Bellucci, 2016; Okazaki et al., 2020). Manetti 
and Bellucci (2016) show that a small number of organizations use SM to engage stakeholders 
and that the level of interaction is generally low. Bellucci and Manetti (2017) investigate 
Facebook as a dialogic accounting tool and explore its use by large nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). They found that, with some exceptions, NGOs use SM simply to legitimize their 



Dobija et al.	 5

activities rather than to interact with stakeholders. In the context of CSR reporting on Twitter, 
Okazaki et  al. (2020) suggested that SM communication remains a mostly one-way process. 
Given the still relatively low engagement on Twitter, Saxton et al. (2021) investigate the determi-
nants of a company’s responses to stakeholders. In general, companies do not respond to stake-
holders’ tweets, with some exceptions in the case of the high connecting power of stakeholders 
and their urgency. Gómez-Carrasco et  al. (2021) point out that significant differences exist 
between the information interests of companies and stakeholders and suggest that a “parallel” 
occurs in relation to CSR information on SM.

Involuntary Disclosures and Possible Corporate Responses

Dumay and Guthrie (2017) define involuntary disclosures as “what stakeholders and stake seek-
ers disclose about an organization” (p. 30).1 Not all information revealed by stakeholders is clas-
sified as involuntary. Involuntary disclosures are initiated by third parties against the will of 
managers. They are not subject to any guidelines or regulations. Hence, the reliability of such 
information may be questionable as it might be based on rumors or insinuations and misinter-
preted as being truthful. Rumors, however, like any other disclosed information, can be negative 
or positive. Therefore, involuntary disclosures pose opportunities and threats to firms, bringing 
new risks that affect their reputations and need to be managed effectively (Dumay & Guthrie, 
2017).

Organizations can undertake various strategies to manage information produced by stakehold-
ers outside their boundaries and control, but each involves using communication processes. One 
of the perspectives allowing for the conceptualization of firm responses to involuntary disclo-
sures is impression management. Merkl-Davies and Brennan (2011) developed a conceptual 
framework of impression management, suggesting that the concept is multifaceted and complex 
and aims to shape the perceptions of a wide range of outside parties. Impression management 
may be explained from four perspectives: (a) economic, (b) psychologic/behavioral, (c) socio-
logical, and (d) critical. Each is based on different assumptions regarding the rationale underly-
ing the behavior of managers and organizational audiences and the motivation for providing 
disclosures (Merkl-Davies & Brennan, 2011). The sociological perspective may be particularly 
suitable for analyzing the motivation for companies to respond to involuntary disclosures. The 
sociological perspective sees corporate narrative-reporting as determined by structural con-
straints exerted by stakeholders (Merkl-Davies & Brennan, 2011) as well as by public pressure 
and media attention (Hooghiemstra, 2000). Companies may engage in symbolic management to 
provide the impression that their activities are congruent with societal norms and values. In a 
situation in which a company faces an event that jeopardizes its image as a legitimate organiza-
tion, it may become involved in strategic restructuring and/or providing normalizing accounts 
(Suchman, 1995). Normalizing accounts are verbal remedial strategies, such as justifications, 
excuses, and apologies (Hooghiemstra, 2000; Merkl-Davies & Brennan, 2011). In contrast, stra-
tegic restructuring is aimed at symbolically distancing the company from a negative event by, for 
instance, disassociation (Suchman, 1995).

Possible corporate reactions to involuntary disclosures may also be analyzed from the per-
spective of reputation risk management. Reputation can be viewed as an asset but also as the 
outcome of the company’s shared, socially constructed impressions (Bebbington et al., 2008). 
Drawing on the corporate communication literature, Bebbington et al. (2008) analyze how CSR 
disclosures can be used for reputation risk management. Reputation risk management involves, 
among others, possible discourses (image-restoration strategies) in the face of the need for image 
restoration. Benoit (1995) suggests that reputation discourse is a function of two factors: (a) an 
audience of concern perceives the fact or the perception of a commitment of a “reprehensible 
act,” and (b) a relevant audience demands that the actor “be held responsible for the occurrence 
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of that reprehensible act.” Image-restoration strategies may be addressed to the accuser alone or 
to the accuser and other audiences. Benoit (1995) presents a typology of 14 image-restoration 
strategies that can be classified into five groups: (a) denial, (b) evasion of responsibility, (c) 
reduction of the offensiveness of the event, (d) corrective action, and (e) mortification. Shrives 
and Brennan (2017) extend the framework for analyzing communication strategies in reputation 
risk management by combining Benoit’s (1995) image-restoration strategies with Bolino and 
Turnley’s (2003) impression management profiles and offer a more complex typology. Table 1 
provides a summary of the strategies and a list of the subcategories.

Ardiana (2019) uses an extended typology to analyze the rhetorical strategies used in sustain-
ability disclosures for reputation risk management. Because involuntary disclosures can be per-
ceived as a part of reputation risk, this typology may be suitable for the analysis of rhetorical 
strategies in response to involuntary disclosures.

Theoretical Framework

We build on the concepts of involuntary disclosures and stakeholder–company communications 
to frame our research in the context of SM. Our research framework is presented in Figure 1.

We focus on firm responses to stakeholder-initiated communication with a particular interest 
in understanding how firms address stakeholder-initiated involuntary disclosures. Initially, stake-
holders disclose involuntary information (Stage 1 in Figure 1); then, the company may choose to 
ignore or respond to such disclosures (Stage 2 in Figure 1). In turn, stakeholders may discontinue 
the communication or engage in additional discussion (Stage 3 in Figure 1). The communication 
may continue in the subsequent cycles. The main point of interest in this study is to examine the 
interactions between firms and stakeholders at Stages 2 and 3 in Figure 1. Mainly, we investigate 
both the rhetorical strategies and the language used by companies in their responses to stake-
holder-initiated communication when involuntary information is disclosed (Stage 2 in Figure 1). 
Next, we focus our attention on the stakeholder responses and the reactions to firm communica-
tions (Stage 3 in Figure 1). As such, we pose the following research questions:

Research Questions 1 (RQ1): When firms respond to involuntary CSR disclosures, what 
type(s) of rhetorical strategies do they use?
Research Questions 2 (RQ2): When firms respond to involuntary CSR disclosures, what 
type(s) of language do they use?
Research Questions 3 (RQ3): When firms respond to involuntary CSR disclosures, do stake-
holders continue communicating with the firms, and if so, how do they react?

Because stakeholder-initiated communication may provide opportunities and threats not only 
in terms of firm reputation but also in terms of share value, companies might want to respond to 
these communication types. However, companies may adopt different approaches in responding 
to involuntary disclosures and use different rhetorical strategies to respond to stakeholder-initi-
ated/sustained communications. We build on Shrives and Brennan (2017) and Ardiana (2019) to 
propose the rhetorical strategies of (a) denial, (b) evasion of responsibility, (c) reduction of the 
offensiveness of the event, (d) corrective action, and (e) mortification.

Research Method

Sample, Data Collection, and Coding

We observed the Twitter accounts of the top 30 companies from the Salterbaxter (SB) Influencers 
100 Index2 (Salterbaxter, 2019) in 2019. While we acknowledge that stakeholders may use 
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alternative SM channels to disseminate involuntary disclosures,3 we believe that Twitter is the 
best platform for our analyses for three main reasons: (a) Compared with alternative SM plat-
forms—such as Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram—Twitter is known for information dissemi-
nation, and firms generally prefer to adopt Twitter rather than Facebook as their first choice of an 
SM platform (Zhou et al., 2015); moreover, the “@” function allows stakeholders to directly 
establish dialog with the firm and the firm’s responses to individual stakeholder tweets can be 
traced via Tweet ID and mentioned usernames; (b) unlike Facebook, where firms may delete 
stakeholder comments without responding, Twitter users do not face any restrictions from the 
firm when posting messages, making Twitter a more appropriate platform for identifying invol-
untary disclosures; and (c) Twitter data are more easily accessible than other SM platforms; for 
example, Facebook restricted its API licenses in 2018, making it more difficult for the public to 
retrieve firm messages and stakeholder comments.

We initially selected five firms from the top 30 companies listed on the SB Influencers 100 
Index (Salterbaxter, 2019) that have the highest number of followers and the highest number of 
tweets issued (Dell Technologies, Intel Corporation, Nestlé, HP, and GE). These companies have 
the highest interaction rates with CSR-/sustainability-related posts. We therefore considered 
them as the most active and engaged in building a sustainability agenda on Twitter. We assumed 
that such an approach would provide rich material for analysis. As all of these companies—apart 
from Nestlé—are from the United States, we added two European-based firms to our sample: 
H&M and Danone. Both are ranked highly on the SB Influencers 100 Index (Salterbaxter, 2019). 
Moreover, H&M is the highest ranked company on the SB Influencers 100 Index representing the 
apparel and “fast fashion” industry, which is subject to criticism for payments to workers in the 
supply chain below the living-wage level (Schrage & Gilbert, 2021) and enormous waste produc-
tion (see Brennan et al., 2013; Greenpeace, 2011).

In summary, our sample consists of seven well-known and leading international brands (Dell 
Technologies, H&M Group, Intel Corporation, Nestlé, Danone, HP, and GE) based on their high 
Twitter activity, respective of their industry and their reputation for their CSR programs accord-
ing to leading industry reports (Forbes, 2021; Newsweek, 2021; Salterbaxter, 2019). Similar to 
the approach used in Okazaki et al. (2020), they represent various industries. Table 2 presents the 
key demographics of the selected companies.

CompanyStakeholders

Stage 1: Involuntary 
disclosures via Twitter

Stage 2: Company responses
Rhetorical strategies (RQ1)

Communication language (RQ2)

Stage 3: Stakeholder responses to rhetorical strategies (RQ3)

a

Figure 1.  Research Framework.
aNot within the scope of this study.
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To examine how firms employ rhetorical strategies and linguistic features to respond to invol-
untary disclosures, we focused on firm replies that explicitly address stakeholders’ communica-
tion, revealing information against managers’ will. We adopted this approach to ensure (a) that 
we could crossmatch the firm replies with the stakeholder-initiated involuntary disclosures that 
refer to the firm and (b) that the information communicated by stakeholders meets the definition 
of involuntary disclosures.4

Using a scraping algorithm, 206,801 firm-initiated tweets were initially extracted from 
Twitter.5 The firm-initiated tweets included tweets from brands’ corporate handles or news pub-
lished up to May 20, 2020, and tweets that mentioned or directly replied to these tweets. Non-
English tweets were excluded from the sample. Following other Twitter content analysis research 
(e.g., Adams & McCorkindale, 2013; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Okazaki et al., 2020; Waters & 
Jamal, 2011), a coding booklet was developed to guide coders to sort tweets into specific coding 
categories. The booklet instructed two independent researchers on how to code the collected 
data. First, the coders identified the character of all extracted tweets by assessing the subject mat-
ter of the tweets’ messages, and then classified them into the categories of CSR and other general 
information. For this purpose, CSR-related keywords were used based on the literature review of 
economic, environmental, ethical, and social issues (see Okazaki et al., 2020; She & Michelon, 
2019; and Appendix 1 for the keywords used and examples of tweets from each category).

Next, the tweets that contained firm replies to stakeholders were identified and manually clas-
sified by two independent coders into replies to involuntary disclosures related to CSR and other 
replies.6 We found 134,977 total replies to stakeholders, of which 4,644 tweets were replies to 
involuntary disclosures related to CSR. To ensure the accurate identification of firm responses to 
involuntary disclosures, we analyzed not only the company’s reply but also the stakeholder’s 
original tweet containing the involuntary disclosure. In this case, we analyzed both the informa-
tion released by the stakeholder against the company’s will (see Appendix 2 for examples of 
involuntary disclosures) and the content of the hyperlinks added to the tweet to ensure that the 
information met the definition of an involuntary disclosure.

Finally, all replies to involuntary disclosures were examined by the coders following the coding 
booklet to determine the rhetorical strategies used by the company.7 Examples of the coding of the 
rhetorical strategies can be found in Appendix 3. The coding took more than 9 months (from June 
2020 to February 2021) because the content of all companies’ replies to stakeholders’ tweets 
(134,977) was analyzed by two independent coders to identify the replies to involuntary disclosures 
and rhetorical strategies. Moreover, the process required the investigation of the original stakehold-
ers’ tweets and other provided information. The independent coders had an intercoder reliability of 
95%, which was deemed acceptable (Rust & Cooil, 1994). However, all coding discrepancies 
between the coders were reconciled and discussed to ensure consistency and reliability.

Empirical Model and Variable Measurement—Main Analyses

We relied on 4,644 firm replies to involuntary disclosures and their associated descriptive statis-
tics to address RQ1 and RQ2, exploring the types of rhetorical strategies and language used by 
the firms. We first identified the extent of firm replies to involuntary disclosures vis-à-vis other 
replies. This analysis provided a general indication of the firms’ willingness to engage in invol-
untary disclosures. We then examined the extent of the firm replies that employed each of the five 
rhetorical strategies (i.e., denial, evasion of responsibility, reduction of the offensiveness of the 
event, corrective action, and mortification). Finally, we identified the linguistic characteristics of 
the firm replies by examining the number of replies that were positive or negative in tone. We use 
the Valence Aware Dictionary for Sentiment Reasoning (VADER) net sentiment score to measure 
the tone of the firm replies. The VADER net sentiment score ranges from −1 to +1 and a higher 
score indicates a more positive tone (Gilbert & Hutto, 2014). The VADER is particularly suitable 
for an SM context because it considers terms and phrases used in an online setting (Gilbert & 
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Hutto, 2014; She & Michelon, 2019).8 We coded a firm reply as positive (negative) in tone if the 
VADER net sentiment score was above (below) zero. Firm replies were considered neutral if the 
net sentiment score was equal to zero.

To investigate the subsequent stakeholder reactions to the firm replies that addressed involun-
tary disclosures (RQ4), we first focused on all the firm replies (N = 139,477) made to the stake-
holder-initiated tweets. We included all firm replies in this model to examine whether stakeholders 
reacted differently to the firm replies that addressed involuntary disclosures vis-à-vis other 
replies. Following prior studies (e.g., Saxton et al., 2019), we estimated the following logit model 
to determine the likelihood of stakeholders responding to a firm’s reply to an involuntary 
disclosure:

    

Stakeholder_Reaction FirmReply_InvDisc Sentimenij ij= + +α β β1 1 2 tt

Readability Hyperlink MentionAcc

Hashta

ij

ij ij ij

+

+ + +β β β

β
3 4 5

6 gg Firm Fixed Effect Year Fixed Effect ij + + + ε,

	 (1)

where subscript ij denotes message i posted by firm j.
In Model (1), Stakeholder_Reaction is the likelihood of a stakeholder reacting to a firm’s reply. 

We used three alternatives to capture stakeholder reaction: favorites (Favorite), retweets (Retweet), 
and comments (Reply). Favorite (Favorite) captures stakeholders’ acknowledgment of the reply 
and represents positive stakeholder sentiment (Saxton & Waters, 2014; She & Michelon, 2019). 
Retweet (Retweet) shows that the message resonates with stakeholders, as a high level of retweeting 
increases message visibility (Saxton et al., 2019). Retweet also indicates the message credibility, as 
stakeholders are more likely to share credible messages with their followers (Cade, 2018). Comment 
(Reply) represents the level of discussion and debate between stakeholders and the firm (She & 
Michelon, 2019). Each of the three measures is a dummy variable equal to one if at least one stake-
holder reacted to a firm reply using the relevant response and zero otherwise. FirmReply_InvDisc 
is a dummy variable equal to one if a firm replied to an involuntary disclosure and zero otherwise. 
We included several variables to control for other message characteristics. Following prior studies, 
we included the sentiment of the firm reply as measured by the VADER net sentiment score 
(Sentiment), as prior studies have shown that firms may strategically frame CSR information in a 
positive tone to manage stakeholder perceptions (Bozzolan et al., 2015; Cho et al., 2010). We con-
trolled for text readability (Readability) using the Flesch–Kincaid score, as prior studies have found 
that firms may reduce text readability to hide poor CSR performance (Muslu et al., 2019). We also 
controlled for the presence of hyperlinks (Hyperlink), the mention of any Twitter account 
(MentionAcc), and hashtags (Hashtag), as these SM message features affect stakeholder responses 
(Saxton et  al., 2019; Saxton & Waters, 2014; She & Michelon, 2019). We included firm fixed 
effects to control for unobservable, time-invariant firm characteristics and year fixed effects to 
control for any unobservable events that may have occurred during the sample period.

Next, we further explored the subsequent stakeholder reactions to the rhetorical strategies and 
types of language used in the firm replies that addressed involuntary disclosures. In this model, 
we focused on firm replies that addressed involuntary disclosures (N = 4,644). We used the fol-
lowing logit model to examine the likelihood of stakeholders’ continuing dialogue with the firm 
after seeing the rhetorical strategies and linguistic characteristics:

    

Stakeholder_Reaction  Denial Evasion Reduceij ij ij= + ++α β β β1 1 2 3 OOffense

CorrectiveAction Mortification Sentim

ij

ij ij

+

+ +β β β4 5 6 eent

Readability Hyperlink MentionAcc

Has

ij

ij ij ij

+

+ + +β β β

β
7 8 9

10 hhtag Firm Fixed Effect Year Fixed Effectij + + + ε,

	 (2)

where subscript ij denotes message i posted by firm j.
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In Model (2), Denial, Evasion, ReduceOffense, CorrectiveAction, and Mortification are 
dummy variables equal to one if the firm employed a denial, evasion of responsibility, reduction 
of the offensiveness of the event, corrective action, or mortification strategy, respectively, in the 
reply and zero otherwise. The use of rhetorical strategies in a firm reply is neither requisite nor 
mutually exclusive. A firm may not employ any strategy or it may employ more than one strategy 
in response to an involuntary disclosure.

Empirical Model and Variable Measurement—Additional Analysis

To further explore the variations in firm strategies employed to respond to involuntary disclo-
sures, we examined whether firms may strategically select rhetorical strategies depending on the 
CSR issue exposed by stakeholders. To answer this additional research question, we focused on 
the firm replies that addressed involuntary disclosures (N = 4,644). We manually coded the 
involuntary disclosures that the firms replied to into economic, environmental, ethical, and social 
issues (Okazaki et  al., 2020; She & Michelon, 2019). We used the following logit model to 
explain the variance in the firms’ use of rhetorical strategies when responding to different CSR 
topics:

Rhetoric_Strategy Social Environmentalij ij ij ij= + + + +α β β β β1 1 2 3 44

5 6 7 8

Ethical

Sentiment Readability Hyperlink

ij

ij ij ij

+

+ ++β β β β MMentionAcc

Hashtag Firm Fixed Effect

ij

ij

+

+ +β ε9 ,

  (3)

where subscript ij denotes message i posted by firm j.
Rhetoric_Strategy is the likelihood of using a selected rhetorical strategy by a firm when 

replying to an involuntary disclosure and includes the denial (Denial), evasion of responsibility 
(Evasion), reduction of the offensiveness of the event (ReduceOffense), corrective action 
(CorrectiveAction), and mortification (Mortification) strategies. Social, Environmental, Ethical, 
and Economic are dummy variables equal to one if the tweet is related to social, environmental, 
ethical, and economic issues, respectively, and zero otherwise. All other variables are identical to 
those in Models (1) and (2). The definitions of all variables used for Models (1) to (3) can be 
found in Table 3.

Findings

Descriptive Statistics for RQ1 and RQ2

Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics and provides answers to RQ1 and RQ2, which aim to 
explore the types of rhetorical strategies and language used by companies when replying to 
involuntary disclosures.

Panel A presents the total number of firm replies to stakeholders’ tweets and to involuntary 
disclosures made by stakeholders. Of the 206,801 extracted firm tweets, 134,977 represented the 
firms’ replies to stakeholders’ tweets, whereas less than an average of 4% of those tweets (N = 
4,644) were the firms’ replies to involuntary disclosures (Table 4, Panel A). This percentage var-
ied significantly across firms; for example, in the case of Nestlé, more than 76% of all replies 
were related to involuntary disclosures, whereas they represented merely 0.04% of all replies for 
HP. Three of the analyzed companies—Nestlé, Danone and H&M Group—actively engaged in 
communication initiated by stakeholders through involuntary disclosures.9 The tweets replying 
to involuntary disclosures represented only 2% of all of the companies’ tweets. This result indi-
cates that, in most cases, companies responded to involuntary disclosures, but engagement 
remained relatively low, as only a small percentage of firm replies addressed involuntary 
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disclosures. The only exception was Nestlé, whose replies to involuntary disclosures represented 
almost one third of all of the firm tweets, which means that they were visible to the public.10

Panel B presents the number of firm replies employing rhetorical strategies. For almost all 
companies, the most frequently used rhetorical strategy was mortification. Only GE preferred to 
use denial to a higher degree than the other companies. Interestingly, H&M Group mostly used 
the mortification strategy, but denial and reducing offensiveness were also widely used. Similar 
to H&M Group, Nestlé used a combination of these three strategies but added the corrective 
action strategy to their replies. Evasion of responsibility was rarely used. Dell Technologies used 
this strategy more frequently than did the other sample firms.

Table 3.  Variable Definitions for Models (1) to (3).

Variable Definition

Favorite A dummy variable equal to one if a stakeholder reacted to a firm reply with 
a favorite and zero otherwise.

Retweet A dummy variable equal to one if a stakeholder reacted to a firm reply with 
a retweet and zero otherwise.

Reply A dummy variable equal to one if a stakeholder reacted to a firm reply with 
a comment and zero otherwise.

FirmReply_InvDisc A dummy variable equal to one if the firm replied to an involuntary 
disclosure and zero otherwise.

Denial A dummy variable equal to one if the firm employed a rhetorical strategy of 
denial in the reply to an involuntary disclosure and zero otherwise.

Evasion A dummy variable equal to one if the firm employed a rhetorical strategy 
of evasion of responsibility in the reply to an involuntary disclosure and 
zero otherwise.

ReduceOffense A dummy variable equal to one if the firm employed a rhetorical strategy 
of reducing the offensiveness of the event in the reply to an involuntary 
disclosure and zero otherwise.

CorrectiveAction A dummy variable equal to one if the firm employed a rhetorical strategy 
of corrective action in the reply to an involuntary disclosure and zero 
otherwise.

Mortification A dummy variable equal to one if the firm employed a rhetorical strategy of 
mortification in the reply to an involuntary disclosure and zero otherwise.

Social A dummy variable equal to one if the tweet was related to social issues and 
zero otherwise.

Environmental A dummy variable equal to one if the tweet was related to environmental 
issues and zero otherwise.

Ethical A dummy variable equal to one if the tweet was related to ethical issues 
and zero otherwise.

Economic A dummy variable equal to one if the tweet was related to economic issues 
and zero otherwise.

Sentiment The sentiment of firm replies, measured using the VADER.
Readability The readability of firm replies, measured using the Flesch–Kincaid 

readability score.
Hyperlink A dummy variable equal to one if the firm reply contained a hyperlink and 

zero otherwise.
MentionAcc A dummy variable equal to one if the firm reply mentioned an account (i.e., 

contains “@”) and zero otherwise.
Hashtag A dummy variable equal one if the firm reply contained a hashtag (i.e., “#”) 

and zero otherwise.

Note. VADER = Valence Aware Dictionary for Sentiment Reasoning.
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Panel C presents the number of firm replies with positive and negative tones.11 Generally, the 
tone used in firm replies to involuntary disclosures was positive (over 70% of companies’ replies). 
In particular, the tone of Danone’s and Nestlé’s tweets was mostly positive (93% and over 75% 
of their tweets, respectively). Interestingly, for two companies (GE and HP), almost half of the 
replies had a negative tone. Moreover, the language used in 9% of the tweets can be described as 
neutral. The information technology companies (Dell Technologies, HP, and Intel Corporation) 
were more prone to using a neutral tone than were the other companies.

Descriptive Statistics for Stakeholder Reactions to Firm Responses (RQ3)

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics for the variables used to analyze the stakeholders’ sub-
sequent reactions to the firm replies to involuntary disclosures.

Table 4.  Descriptive Statistics for RQ1 to RQ3.

Panel A: Firm replies to involuntary disclosures—RQ1

Firm Total tweets Total replies
Replies to involuntary 

disclosure

Replies to 
involuntary 

disclosure (%)

Danone 2,838 157 30 19.11
Dell Technologies 61,137 49,892 374 0.75
GE 65,535 52,841 232 0.44
H&M Group 13,114 6,960 484 6.95
HP 38,085 14,799 6 0.04
Intel Corporation 13,984 5,766 38 0.66
Nestlé 12,108 4,562 3,480 76.28

Panel B. Rhetorical strategies used in firm replies to involuntary disclosures—RQ2

Firm

Replies to 
involuntary 
disclosure

RS1-
denial

RS2-evasion of 
responsibility

RS3-reducing 
offensiveness 

of event

RS4-
corrective 

action
RS5-

mortification

Danone 30 2 2 7 3 23
Dell Technologies 374 20 115 6 23 288
GE 232 168 0 32 16 118
H&M Group 484 170 23 162 71 344
HP 6 0 0 0 2 4
Intel Corporation 38 2 0 5 4 33
Nestlé 3,480 1,434 4 1,237 1,134 2,491

Panel C. Tone used in firm replies to involuntary disclosures—RQ3

Firm
Replies to involuntary 

disclosure
Positive  

tone
Positive tone 
percentage

Negative 
tone

Negative tone 
percentage

Danone 30 28 93.33% 0 0%
Dell Technologies 374 208 55.61% 104 27.81%
GE 232 154 66.38% 71 46.10%
H&M Group 484 299 61.78% 111 22.93%
HP 6 2 33.33% 3 50.00%
Intel Corporation 38 31 81.57% 1 2.63%
Nestlé 3,480 2,636 75.75% 569 16.35%

Note. RQ1 = Research Question 1; RQ2 = Research Question 2; RQ3 = Research Question 3; RS = Rhetorical 
Strategies.
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Panel A presents the descriptive statistics for the full sample (N = 134,977) of firm replies to 
stakeholder tweets (including replies to both involuntary disclosures and other tweets). Panel B 
presents the descriptive statistics when focusing on firm replies to involuntary disclosures  
(N = 4,644).

Interestingly, the replies to involuntary disclosures achieved greater public resonance and 
encouraged stakeholders to continue engagement with the companies more so than did the gen-
eral firm replies. This phenomenon was clearly visible in the higher percentage of reactions to the 
retweets (18%), comments (37%), and favorites (30%) to the replies to involuntary disclosures 
than to all of the firm replies (11%, 29%, and 19%, respectively). More than 3% of all firm replies 
were to involuntary disclosures.

The mean values of the Flesch–Kincaid readability index equaled 5.98 for all replies and 9.32 
for replies to involuntary disclosures, suggesting that the content of the tweeted replies was gen-
erally difficult to understand. Regarding the sentiment of the tweets, it was on average neutral 
(0.48 for all replies and 0.31 for replies to involuntary disclosures). However, the sentiment index 

Table 5.  Descriptive Statistics of Variables for Models (1) to (3).

Panel A. Full sample of firm replies to stakeholder tweets

Variables No. M SD Minimum P25 P50 P75 Maximum

Favorite 134,977 0.19 0.39 0 0 0 0 1
Retweet 134,977 0.11 0.31 0 0 0 0 1
Reply 134,977 0.29 0.45 0 0 0 1 1
FirmReply_InvDisc 134,977 0.03 0.18 0 0 0 0 1
Sentiment 134,977 0.48 0.36 −0.92 0.27 0.58 0.77 0.98
Readability 134,977 5.98 3.47 −15.7 3.9 5.6 7.6 268
Hyperlink 134,977 0.2 0.4 0 0 0 0 1
MentionAcc 134,977 0.58 0.49 0 0 1 1 1
Hashtag 134,977 0.14 0.35 0 0 0 0 1

Panel B. Subsample of firm replies to involuntary disclosures

Variables No. M SD Minimum P25 P50 P75 Maximum

Favorite 4,644 0.3 0.46 0 0 0 1 1
Retweet 4,644 0.18 0.39 0 0 0 0 1
Reply 4,644 0.37 0.48 0 0 0 1 1
Denial 4,644 0.39 0.49 0 0 0 1 1
Evasion 4,644 0.03 0.17 0 0 0 0 1
ReduceOffense 4,644 0.31 0.46 0 0 0 1 1
CorrectiveAction 4,644 0.27 0.44 0 0 0 1 1
Mortification 4,644 0.71 0.45 0 0 1 1 1
Sentiment 4,644 0.31 0.41 −0.92 0 0.42 0.64 0.95
Readability 4,644 9.32 3.51 −15.7 6.8 9.1 11.5 27.3
Hyperlink 4,644 0.55 0.5 0 0 1 1 1
MentionAcc 4,644 0.3 0.46 0 0 0 1 1
Hashtag 4,644 0.1 0.3 0 0 0 0 1
Social 4,644 0.44 0.5 0 0 0 1 1
Environmental 4,644 0.42 0.49 0 0 0 1 1
Ethical 4,644 0.26 0.44 0 0 0 1 1
Economic topic 4,644 0.02 0.15 0 0 0 0 1

Note. All variables are defined in Table 3.
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for tweets with the most negative sentiments equaled −0.92, whereas the same index for tweets 
with the most positive sentiments equaled 0.98 (0.95 for replies to involuntary disclosures), sug-
gesting a large variation in the tone of the replies.

Twenty percent of the replies contained a hyperlink to an external webpage. Interestingly, 
such hyperlinks were included in 55% of replies to involuntary disclosures, which means that 
companies want to provide stakeholders with additional information to make them more informed 
or convince them about their activities. We also observe that only 14% of the tweets contained a 
hashtag. The user-targeted tweets represented 58% of all tweets, whereas only 30% of tweets 
replied to involuntary disclosures. Moreover, a denial strategy was used in 39% of replies to 
involuntary disclosures; evasion of responsibility, in 3%; reduction of the offensiveness of the 
event, in 31%; corrective action, in 27%; and mortification, in 71%. Firms replied to involuntary 
disclosures related to social issues in 44% of the replies to involuntary disclosures, to environ-
mental issues in 42%, and to ethical topics in 26%. The replies to economic involuntary disclo-
sures were in the minority at 2%.12

Regression Analyses for Stakeholder Reactions to Firm Responses (RQ3)

Table 6 presents the logit regression results of stakeholder reactions to firm replies to involuntary 
disclosures. Specifications 1, 3, and 5 present the effect of the control variables on stakeholder 
reactions using the favorite, retweet, and reply buttons, respectively. In Specifications 2, 4, and 
6, we added our variable of interest, FirmReply_InvDisc, to the regression model and examined 
how stakeholders might react differently to firm replies to involuntary disclosures vis-à-vis other 
replies using the favorite, retweet, and reply buttons, respectively. FirmReply_InvDisc is a 
dummy variable equal to one if a firm replies to an involuntary disclosure made earlier by a 
stakeholder and zero otherwise.

As shown in Table 6, firm replies to involuntary disclosures (FirmReply_InvDisc) were sig-
nificantly and positively related to stakeholder reactions through retweets and comments. 
However, for reactions through favorites, FirmReply_InvDisc was negative and significant. 
These results suggest that stakeholders engage in dialogue with companies on involuntary disclo-
sures and are willing to make comments and continue communication. However, stakeholders 
are less likely to react through favorites because they might not like what firms are doing and 
may be critical of firm actions. These results suggest that stakeholders are willing to establish 
two-way communication with firms regarding exposed involuntary disclosures instead of merely 
acknowledging or appreciating everything that firms say.

Regarding the control variables, tweets with positive sentiments (Sentiment) received more 
stakeholder reactions through favorites and retweets, whereas those with negative sentiments are 
more likely to attract stakeholder comments. This finding is in line with those suggesting that 
negative messages receive more attention from users than do positive messages (Coleman & Wu, 
2010; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Saxton et al., 2021). For stakeholder reactions through favorites, the 
Flesch–Kincaid index (Readability) was negative but not statistically significant. In contrast, the 
consistent and positive effect of Readability on Reply and Retweet suggests that stakeholders 
may prefer to retweet and reply to less complicated tweets. Inclusions of URLs (Hyperlink) nega-
tively affected reactions through likes and comments on the message, which may suggest that 
stakeholders are less likely to question firm responses when stakeholders are provided with addi-
tional information. Similarly, the use of the user mention convention in replies (MentionAcc) was 
not appreciated by Twitter users, but it increased the likelihood of retweeting and commenting by 
stakeholders. Finally, tweets with hashtags (Hashtag) were more likely to attract positive reac-
tions from stakeholders and to be retweeted but were less likely to receive comments.

Table 7 presents the logit regression results of stakeholder reactions to the rhetorical strategies 
used in firm replies to involuntary disclosures. In this model, we focused only on firm replies to 
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Table 6.  Stakeholder Reactions to Firm Replies to Involuntary Disclosures Vis-à-Vis Other Replies.

Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Favorite Favorite Retweet Retweet Reply Reply

FirmReply_InvDisc −0.340***
(0.056)

0.118*
(0.063)

0.427***
(0.049)

Sentiment 0.447***
(0.023)

0.441***
(0.023)

0.165***
(0.029)

0.168***
(0.029)

−0.478***
(0.018)

−0.471***
(0.018)

Readability −0.002
(0.002)

−0.000
(0.002)

0.016***
(0.003)

0.015***
(0.003)

0.005***
(0.002)

0.003*
(0.002)

Hyperlink −0.185***
(0.022)

−0.179***
(0.022)

0.080***
(0.027)

0.078***
(0.027)

−0.289***
(0.019)

−0.296***
(0.019)

MentionAcc −0.053**
(0.022)

−0.054**
(0.022)

0.063**
(0.026)

0.063**
(0.026)

0.093***
(0.017)

0.094***
(0.017)

Hashtag 0.407***
(0.024)

0.399***
(0.024)

0.495***
(0.027)

0.497***
(0.027)

−0.080***
(0.020)

−0.073***
(0.020)

Constant −2.874***
(0.757)

−2.813***
(0.756)

−2.124***
(0.282)

−2.159***
(0.285)

−0.634***
(0.208)

−0.721***
(0.209)

Observationsa 134,977 134,977 134,939 134,939 134,722 134,722
Firm fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
Pseudo R2 .183 .183 .144 .144 .0255 .0260

Note. All variables are defined in Table 3. Statistically significant variable of interest is highlighted in bold. Robust 
standard errors in parentheses.
aThe number of observations dropped due to a perfect prediction caused by firm and year fixed effects.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

Table 7.  Stakeholder Reactions to Rhetorical Strategies Used in Firm Replies to Involuntary 
Disclosures.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Variables Favorite Favorite Retweet Retweet Reply Reply

Denial −0.081
(0.088)

0.196*
(0.113)

0.145*
(0.078)

Evasion −0.003
(0.260)

0.633**
(0.316)

−0.289
(0.243)

ReduceOffense −0.164**
(0.081)

−0.083
(0.104)

0.071
(0.073)

CorrectiveAction 0.077
(0.101)

0.195
(0.134)

0.015
(0.088)

Mortification 0.098
(0.095)

−0.001
(0.110)

0.103
(0.084)

Sentiment −0.149*
(0.089)

−0.159*
(0.093)

−0.071
(0.113)

0.012
(0.121)

0.052
(0.078)

0.062
(0.082)

Readability 0.025**
(0.011)

0.022*
(0.011)

0.031**
(0.014)

0.034**
(0.014)

−0.025***
(0.010)

−0.021**
(0.010)

Hyperlink 0.018
(0.076)

0.014
(0.077)

−0.157*
(0.094)

−0.146
(0.096)

−0.111*
(0.067)

−0.133*
(0.068)

MentionAcc 0.647***
(0.130)

0.638***
(0.131)

0.478***
(0.149)

0.466***
(0.150)

0.340***
(0.114)

0.335***
(0.115)

 (continued)
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involuntary disclosure (N = 4,644). Specifications 1, 3, and 5 present the regression results using 
only the control variables. In Specifications 2, 4, and 6, we added our variables of interest—the 
rhetorical strategies—to the regression and examined their effects on stakeholder reactions with 
a favorite, retweet, and reply button, respectively.

The results show that ReduceOffense was significantly and negatively related to stakeholder 
reactions through the favorite button. These results suggest that stakeholders are not impressed 
by firms using the tactic of reducing the offensiveness of the event in their replies to involuntary 
disclosures. In contrast, Specification 4 shows that disclosure strategies Denial and Evasion were 
positively associated with stakeholder retweets, and the use of denial and evasion of responsibil-
ity disclosure strategies was more likely to result in a retweet. Finally, the likelihood of receiving 
a comment to the reply (Specification 3) was positively associated with Denial, indicating that 
stakeholders engaged in discussions of firms’ denial. Overall, these findings indicate that while 
stakeholders do not engage with most rhetorical strategies used by firms in response to involun-
tary disclosures, they are more willing to engage in subsequent discussions about firms’ use of 
denial and evasion strategies. Therefore, the mere use of denial, evasion, and reduction of the 
offensiveness of the event strategies does not satisfy stakeholder information needs and firms 
need to communicate more concrete actions regarding their sustainability practices.

Regarding the control variables, interestingly, tweets with negative sentiments (Sentiment) 
received more favorites (Specification 1) than did those with positive sentiments. This finding 
suggests that stakeholders are more likely to react with a favorite button when firms deliver bad 
news and/or acknowledge their wrongdoings. For stakeholder reactions with favorites and 
retweets, the Flesch–Kincaid index (Readability) was positive (Specifications 1 and 2), whereas 
the negative effect of Readability on Reply (Specification 3) might suggest that stakeholders 
prefer to reply to less complicated tweets. This result suggests that stakeholders may know a 
firm’s strategy of avoiding public scrutiny by providing obfuscating information. Hyperlink was 
negative and statistically significant only for commented tweets (Specification 3), suggesting 
that stakeholders are less likely to question firm responses when being provided with additional 
information. Firm replies mentioning an account (MentionAcc) are appreciated by Twitter users 
and increase the likelihood of retweets and comments by stakeholders (Specifications 1, 2, and 
3). Furthermore, firm replies to involuntary disclosures with hashtags (Hashtag) were more 
likely to attract positive reactions from stakeholders and be retweeted (Specifications 1 and 2) 
but were less likely to receive comments (Specification 3).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Variables Favorite Favorite Retweet Retweet Reply Reply

Hashtag 1.111***
(0.306)

1.091***
(0.309)

0.564**
(0.266)

0.550**
(0.275)

−0.684***
(0.218)

−0.684***
(0.221)

Constant −5.674***
(1.284)

−5.693***
(1.286)

−4.419***
(1.028)

−4.474***
(1.021)

−0.521
(0.445)

−0.691
(0.462)

Observationsa 4,638 4,638 4,635 4,635 4,635 4,635
Firm fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
Pseudo R2 .173 .174 .188 .190 .0359 .0370

Note. All variables are defined in Table 3. Statistically significant variables of interest are highlighted in bold. Robust 
standard errors in parentheses.
aThe number of observations dropped due to a perfect prediction caused by firm and year fixed effects.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

Table 7.  (continued)
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Exploring Firm Selective Responses to Involuntary Disclosure—Additional Analysis

In “Descriptive Statistics for RQ1 and RQ2” subsection, we noted a substantial variation in firm 
replies to involuntary disclosures (see Table 4, Panels A and B). This subsection obtains further 
insights and explores possible differences in firm replies to different types of involuntary disclo-
sures. In doing so, we examined how each CSR topic (social, environmental, ethical, and eco-
nomic) is associated with each rhetorical strategy that companies might selectively use to respond 
to involuntary disclosure.

Table 8 presents the logit regression results used to examine the likelihood that each CSR 
topic is related to each rhetorical strategy with the economic topic as a baseline. In this model, 
we focused only on firm replies to involuntary disclosures (N = 4,644). We used only firm fixed 
effects, as firms’ choices in choosing a strategy when responding to involuntary disclosures 
tended to be consistent over the years; therefore, we do not expect companies to suddenly change 
strategies in a particular year.

As shown in Specification 1, the likelihood of using a denial strategy when replying to envi-
ronmentally related involuntary disclosures was lower than it was for involuntary disclosures 
related to economic issues, whereas the responses to involuntary disclosures related to social and 
ethical topics had a higher likelihood than did economic involuntary disclosures. The likelihoods 
of an evasion (Specification 2) or a mortification strategy (Specification 5) were lower for social, 
environmental, and ethical involuntary disclosures than they were for economic tweets. According 

Table 8.  Additional Analyses—CSR Topics and Variations in Firm Rhetorical Strategies.

Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Denial Evasion ReduceOffense CorrectiveAction Mortification

Social 0.382**
(0.157)

−12.249***
(0.528)

−1.641***
(0.165)

−0.312**
(0.152)

−0.698***
(0.138)

Environmental −0.832***
(0.140)

−14.530***
(0.712)

−0.254*
(0.147)

0.607***
(0.141)

−1.334***
(0.123)

Ethical 1.478***
(0.138)

−14.074***
(0.380)

0.367**
(0.149)

0.625***
(0.152)

−0.384***
(0.124)

Sentiment −1.346***
(0.093)

−0.409
(0.262)

1.095***
(0.096)

0.106
(0.090)

1.058***
(0.091)

Readability −0.103***
(0.012)

0.120***
(0.038)

−0.009
(0.011)

0.142***
(0.012)

0.034***
(0.012)

Hyperlink 0.228***
(0.080)

−1.552***
(0.243)

0.026
(0.077)

−0.193**
(0.076)

0.486***
(0.082)

MentionAcc 0.710***
(0.111)

2.342***
(0.329)

−1.087***
(0.123)

−1.127***
(0.126)

−0.811***
(0.105)

Hashtag 1.257***
(0.182)

−0.859
(1.204)

−2.950***
(0.356)

−1.828***
(0.324)

−2.772***
(0.177)

Constant −1.543*
(0.788)

10.318***
(1.046)

−0.569
(0.503)

−3.311***
(0.670)

2.083***
(0.582)

Observationsa 4,638 4,368 4,638 4,644 4,644
Firm fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES
Pseudo R2 .286 .560 .219 .182 .210

Note. All other variables are defined in Table 3. Robust standard errors in parentheses. CSR = corporate social 
responsibility.
aThe number of observations dropped due to a perfect correlation caused by firm and year fixed effects. Social, 
environmental, and ethical indicate the topic to which the tweet is related.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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to the result of Specification 3, for the social and environmental involuntary disclosures, the 
likelihood of the reducing offensiveness strategy was lower than it was for the economic tweets. 
Moreover, the likelihood of using a corrective action strategy (Specification 4) when responding 
to involuntary disclosures related to environmental and ethical topics was higher than it was for 
economic topics.

In sum, the results indicate that companies are more likely to use a denial strategy for social 
topics and less likely to use other rhetorical strategies in their responses to involuntary disclo-
sures than they are in their responses to economic topics. For environmental topics, companies 
are more likely to use a corrective action strategy than they are to use other strategies. Finally, for 
ethical topics, companies are more likely to reduce the offensiveness of the event or to use a cor-
rective action strategy than they are for economic topics, but they are less likely to use denial, 
evasion of responsibility, and mortification as their rhetorical strategies in response to involun-
tary disclosures. Overall, the results indicate that companies are likely to choose different com-
munication strategies in their responses to involuntary disclosures related to various CSR 
topics.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, we examine the communication dynamics of company–stakeholder interactions 
after involuntary disclosures are made on SM. We first investigated how firms respond to invol-
untary disclosures made on SM by analyzing the rhetorical strategies and language tone used in 
corporate replies. Our findings show that companies are generally more reluctant (with some 
exceptions) to engage in persuasive conversation with stakeholders. When a company responds 
to involuntary disclosures, it is likely to use a mortification communication strategy, followed by 
the denial and reduction of the offensiveness of the event strategies. Combining the latter two 
strategies as a form of dissent to involuntary disclosures, companies are more likely to disagree 
with than to propose corrective action to the disclosures. Regarding tone, our results show that 
firm replies were mostly positive, supporting the view that companies are more likely to down-
play the seriousness of involuntary disclosures through positive messages (Cho et  al., 2010). 
These results indicate that, for involuntary disclosures made on SM, companies prefer either to 
acknowledge an issue and ask stakeholders for “forgiveness” or to dispute the revealed informa-
tion (by denying or reducing its offensiveness). The use of the mortification strategy suggests 
that companies may see involuntary disclosures as potentially crisis-generating (Muralidharan 
et al., 2011); thus, they prefer to de-escalate the claim rather than to engage in further dialogues 
with stakeholders. Our empirical evidence also shows almost equal chances of a company react-
ing to involuntary disclosures by denying or reducing offensiveness. In contrast, proposing cor-
rective action is one of the least used responses. These findings suggest that companies have little 
intention of considering involuntary disclosures seriously and making a real change after they are 
made.

Next, we examined how stakeholders react to firm replies to involuntary disclosures. We find 
that in general, firm responses to involuntary disclosures are likely to resonate with the public, as 
stakeholders were likely to continue to engage by replying to or retweeting a message, but they 
were less likely to simply press the “like” button. Stakeholders did not engage with companies’ 
responses if mortification was chosen as a rhetorical strategy to an involuntary disclosure. At the 
same time, stakeholders were more likely to respond to firm communication by replying to the 
company’s tweet when denial was the company’s communication strategy to an involuntary dis-
closure. When the denial strategy was used, stakeholders were also likely to share the firm 
response with their Twitter network. This finding does not necessarily mean that stakeholders 
appreciate how companies respond to involuntary disclosures. The reply may be generated 
because stakeholders disagree or think greenwashing is taking place. Stakeholders were also 
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likely to share, but not reply to, corporate tweets when evasion of responsibility was the strategy 
chosen by the company in reaction to an involuntary disclosure. At the same time, stakeholders 
were less likely to press the “like” button when reduction of the offensiveness of the event was 
the rhetorical strategy used for the initial involuntary disclosure. Overall, the above results sug-
gest that two streams of communication exist on SM—one belonging to companies and another 
belonging to stakeholders (Gómez-Carrasco et al., 2021; Manetti & Bellucci, 2016).

While firms’ choices regarding their responses do not seem to support real engagement in 
two-way communication, stakeholders also fail to follow up on firm communication to exert 
pressure for real change—even though they are not reluctant to make involuntary disclosures. 
This finding is intriguing, as stakeholders seem more likely to make involuntary disclosures for 
the sake of information only, without much expectation regarding the reaction of the company. 
As a result, they miss the opportunities provided by SM, which offers a convenient and relatively 
fast communication medium for both senders and receivers to initiate sustainable changes within 
firms. Therefore, we argue that both parties (i.e., companies and stakeholders) should play a role 
in materializing involuntary disclosures into sustainability-related outcomes (Hahn et al., 2020). 
While we cannot ascertain why stakeholders failed to take follow-up actions, future studies may 
investigate stakeholders’ motives behind involuntary disclosures on SM through experiments, 
interviews, or analyzing their tweets using the classification scheme proposed in Saxton and 
Waters (2014).

In addition, we examined the involuntary disclosure types by dividing them into different 
CSR themes (social, environmental, ethical, and economic), as different types of involuntary 
disclosures may have different behavioral outcomes in regard to enhancing sustainability (Hahn 
et al., 2020). Our results indicate that companies are more likely to use the mortification and eva-
sion of responsibility strategies in the case of involuntary disclosures related to economic issues 
than they are for other disclosure types. At the same time, companies are more likely to use denial 
as a response strategy for social disclosures than they are in response to economic disclosures and 
to reduce the offensiveness of the event in response to ethical issues raised in involuntary disclo-
sures. Hence, our findings suggest that companies have certain preferences regarding the use of 
rhetorical strategies in responding to different types of CSR issues raised. Companies may con-
sider social and ethical issues to be more important than economic issues when building and/or 
maintaining their reputation. Thus, our findings support the view that companies are less willing 
to take a dialogic approach in forging a democratic consensus on how to address specific sustain-
ability issues (Manetti & Bellucci, 2016). Instead, SM is mainly used by companies to legitimize 
their presence in society and maintain the status quo on sustainability outcomes (Cho et  al., 
2010). Therefore, future research may explore how firm behaviors may differ when stakeholders 
strategically choose involuntary disclosure topics that firms consider material.

Our findings also bring an interesting debate as to whether involuntary disclosures on SM can 
become an effective mechanism for initiating sustainable change within firms. SM changes how 
evaluations about organizations in the public domain are organized, supplementing the traditional 
vertical, top-down and one-to-many diffusion by horizontal, bottom-up coproduction (Etter et al., 
2019). Indeed, prior studies document that SM has emerged as a public arena of citizenship where 
corporate sustainability issues can be reported, discussed, and debated by stakeholders (Whelan 
et al., 2013). Undoubtedly, involuntary disclosures made by stakeholders on SM can be a powerful 
tool to expose possible irresponsible corporate activities, empowering stakeholders to influence 
share prices (Gómez-Carrasco & Michelon, 2017) and organizing campaigns targeting corporate 
behaviors (She, 2022). Given the potential ability of stakeholders to undermine corporate green-
washing, SM is expected to make companies sincerely commit to sustainability (Lyon & 
Montgomery, 2013). On the contrary, some studies question the ability of SM to advance sustain-
ability as companies continue to engage in one-way dialog with stakeholders (Bellucci & Manetti, 
2017; Gómez-Carrasco et al., 2021; Okazaki et al., 2020), while stakeholder voices on SM do not 
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seem to serve as an impulse for positive social change (Neu et al., 2020). While our findings are 
largely aligned with the latter view that involuntary disclosures on SM may have limitations in 
initiating sustainable changes within firms, some of our results also seem to provide evidence that 
some firms are more willing to respond in a persuasive way to stakeholders than others. For 
example, Nestlé is far more active in responding than HP. This may be due to the possibility that 
Nestlé may respond to messages they consider urgent in terms of being time-sensitive and critical 
and may perceive a message as a threat to their value or legitimacy. Saxton et al. (2021) refer to 
this phenomenon as “stakeholder urgency,” in which stakeholder power and firm connecting 
power can influence (although in opposite directions) firm responses to stakeholder messages. 
While companies sometimes may not take individual stakeholders’ disclosures seriously, the 
mobilization of a large number of involuntary disclosures via SM may also create collective power 
to draw companies’ and potentially other stakeholders’ attention (She, 2022), thus resulting in dif-
ferent behavioral outcomes. While our study provides evidence on whether involuntary disclo-
sures may influence firm behavioral outcomes as reflected in the use of rhetorical strategies, future 
research may shed more light on this issue by investigating the conditions under which involun-
tary disclosures may result in different firm behaviors and whether involuntary disclosures can 
indeed generate real impacts on firm sustainability outcomes.

Our article also offers some practical implications about how to shape communication strate-
gies after involuntary disclosures are made. We support Saxton et al.’s (2019) suggestion that 
managers should be careful in determining how they draft their communication strategies on SM. 
Among the many rhetorical strategies used by managers, denial attracts shareholders’ reactions 
the most.

Like all empirical studies, ours is not without limitations. First, we analyzed communication 
in relation to involuntary disclosures only on Twitter. The use of other SM platforms may require 
different communication-management strategies; thus, the interaction patterns between compa-
nies and stakeholders may be different. We also examined corporate tweets for seven companies. 
While we aimed to select the most active companies on Twitter with the highest interaction levels 
with sustainability-related posts, we acknowledge the possibility of a biased sample given that 
this choice was arbitrary, which precludes the generalization of the results. Finally, we analyzed 
involuntary disclosure as a homogeneous group of disclosures without distinguishing between 
presenting facts or fake news, such as rumors or insinuation.

Given these limitations, further research could investigate stakeholder–company communi-
cations in relation to involuntary disclosures conducted on other SM platforms (such as 
LinkedIn or Facebook) and a different sample. As we focused only on firm replies to involun-
tary disclosures and stakeholder subsequent reactions to these replies, future studies may 
employ a larger data set and more sophisticated machine-learning algorithms to identify poten-
tial involuntary disclosures and track the subsequent multistep communications to obtain more 
insights into what information is being disclosed, the communication dynamics, and stake-
holders’ motivations in disseminating such information. Further studies may also deepen our 
understanding of the differences in the rhetorical strategies used by companies in the case of 
shareholders disclosing facts or fake news as well as for different topics of involuntary disclo-
sures. Finally, researchers could employ alternative methods, such as in-depth case studies, to 
explore the challenges companies face when managing involuntary disclosures on SM. Given 
that SM has become an integral part of everyday life, the role it plays in communication 
between companies and their stakeholders and how it enhances public engagement are cer-
tainly worthy topics of further scientific inquiry.
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Appendix 2
Examples of Stakeholder Tweets Containing Involuntary Disclosures.

Company Tweet content

H&M Group True cost of Fast fashion profits: $5 @hm shirts drive down wages to $2/day, 
create unsafe wk environments. 1,129 killed in 2013 #ranaplaza

13yr old child in Bangladesh killed in textile factory he worked in. Ask @Asda 
@HM &amp; @UKGap to prove it’s not theirs

Surprise! @hm factories in Myanmar employed 14 yrs old workers
Nestlé Thirsty? @Nestle steals water to sell it back to you - Profit over people

Please don’t buy Easter eggs made by @nestle @cadburyuk contains 
#killerpalm oil

Children are enslaved to enable @Nestle to sell their chocolate

Appendix 3

Examples of the Rhetorical Strategy Coding.

Rhetorical strategy Tweet examples

Denial •  Hi, this is not true. We don’t steal water.
• � Hello, we do not use human embryonic cells to produce any of our 

products.
•  @claudiamiles We don’t accept child labor.

Evasion of responsibility •  @FashionInformer This is not an H&M supplier.
• � @MamaMiaMelb We don’t own any factories and don’t set their 

wage, but we do share your views.
• � @kajanistudio We haven’t had any business connection with 

Daewoo International since 1999.
Reduction of the 

offensiveness of the 
event

• � @andegregson We’re aware of the mass fainting and teamed up w/ 
experts like Better Factories Cambodia to find solutions to these 
incidents.

• � Hi! Paper bags still generate waste and charging for carrier bags 
leads to a reduction in the number of bags purchased. We want to 
contribute to a more sustainable future. All the money raised from 
paper bags will be donated to UNICEF.

• � Hi Sean, we always pay what the local authorities ask us. We also 
continually monitor our groundwater withdrawals to ensure no 
adverse impact to the watershed, the associated ecosystem, our 
neighbours or other water users.

Corrective action • � Nestlé is working with partners and industry associations to explore 
different packaging solutions—to reduce plastic usage, facilitate 
recycling and eliminate plastic waste.

• � Hello Aegidius. We continuously improve the nutritional quality of our 
products around the world, including sugar reduction. On labelling, 
69% of our products display comprehensive nutritional information.

• � @2degreesnetwork H&M works to ensure zero discharge of 
hazardous chemicals by 2020 across our entire value chain.

Mortification • � @QueenIrisWest We apologize for our earlier messages; want to clarify 
that we in no way state that positivity is linked to an ethnic group.

• � @curlywurlygirly We accept this regrettable incident shouldn’t have 
happened.

•  @TheYarina We’re sorry to hear about this accident.
• � @_jamiestorey This affected 540 people and we accept this 

shouldn’t have happened.
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Notes

  1.	 Before it was introduced to the intellectual capital literature by Dumay and Guthrie (2017), the invol-
untary disclosure concept was mainly used in the context of revealing information about a severe 
illness such as HIV or about sexual orientation. In an involuntary disclosure, a family member, medi-
cal staff, or any other person is intentionally or unintentionally given this information, breaching the 
confidentiality of the issue (Cohen et al., 2007). The second context in which involuntary disclosure 
appeared was when an organization collected information without the informed consent of the indi-
vidual (Wilson et al., 2015).

  2.	 The SB Influencers 100 Index identifies the 100 most influential corporate communicators on sus-
tainability on social media. The index measures the social influence on sustainability through three 
attributes: activity (measures relevant sustainability content on social media channels), engagement 
(measures response to sustainability content on social media), and reach (assesses company-led con-
versations across social media platforms; Salterbaxter, 2019).

  3.	 We also discuss this caveat in the conclusion.
  4.	 We did not identify stakeholder involuntary disclosures via stakeholder-initiated tweets because it was 

practically difficult to do so manually given the large amount of data involved, and the success rate 
for crossmatching between stakeholder-initiated tweets and firm replies was very low. This is because 
stakeholders may directly comment on firm tweets without using the @ sign or they may use hashtags 
that are difficult to identify in advance.

  5.	 We relied on the GetOldTweets3 Python module combined with various virtual private network con-
nections for the purpose of data scraping.

  6.	 See Table 4, Panel A in “Descriptive Statistics for RQ1 and RQ2” subsection for the descriptive statis-
tics of the firm replies.

  7.	 See Table 4, Panel B in “Descriptive Statistics for RQ1 and RQ2” subsection for the descriptive statis-
tics of the rhetorical strategies used.

  8.	 The results of the Valence Aware Dictionary for Sentiment Reasoning (VADER) analysis were cross-
checked with the TextBlob module (after cleaning the tweets of emoticons, emoji, and other artifacts). 
However, the manual check indicated that the VADER was more accurate and showed that this library 
was particularly useful for Twitter data analysis. Although we recognize that existing sentiment analy-
sis tools are not ideal or perfect and have limitations, they still provide a useful and relevant way of 
comparing different data sets overall (although it is risky to claim that a company is tweeting generally 
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positive tweets overall based on one score alone, stating that Company A tweets more positive tweets 
than Company B according to the VADER methodology is a specific, precise finding). To check the 
reliability of the analyses, we also used an alternative sentiment dictionary (AFINN sentiment devel-
oped by Finn Årup Nielsen and cited in Castelló et al., 2016). The results were qualitatively the same 
as our main analyses.

  9.	 We also ran robustness regression analyses keeping only Nestlé, Danone, and H&M Group in our 
sample because these firms replied more to stakeholder involuntary disclosures. The results (untabu-
lated but available upon request) were qualitatively consistent with the main regression findings.

10.	 Some additional insights into the variance in firm replies to involuntary disclosures can be found in 
“Exploring Firm Selective Responses to Involuntary Disclosure—Additional Analysis” section.

11.	 To identify the positive and negative tones, we used the net sentiment score of each individual com-
ment, which is the sum of the scores of the positive and negative words and ranges between −1 and 1, 
where −1 is the most negative, 1 is the most positive, and 0 is neutral (Gilbert & Hutto, 2014).

12.	 Classification to different corporate social responsibility (CSR) categories is not mutually exclusive.
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