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Consumer Responses to Conflict-Management Strategies on Non-Profit Social Media 

Fan Pages 

 

Abstract: Past research has demonstrated that consumer-to-consumer (C2C) conflicts, here 

defined as uncivil social interactions between consumers, can have a negative impact on 

consumers’ engagement in social media fan pages (SMFPs). Little is known, however, about 

how best to manage such conflicts, and this is particularly true in the non-profit context. This 

paper follows a mixed-method approach in order to address this research gap. Study 1 uses a 

netnography of a non-profit organization (NPO) to examine how it manages C2C conflicts on 

its SMFP. Five different conflict-management strategies are identified: non-engaging, 

censoring, bolstering, educating, and mobilizing. These findings inform Study 2, an online 

experiment to test how different strategies affect consumers’ attitudes towards the conflict-

management approach itself and towards the NPO’s social responsibility. Study 2 also accounts 

for the moderating effect of the conflict content, differentiating between whether a conflict 

relates to a consumer’s self-benefit or the benefit to others. Our results offer insights for 

practitioners into preferable content management strategies when consumers engage in 

different types of conflict on social media platforms. 

Keywords: conflict management; customer misbehavior; uncivil consumer-to-consumer 

communication; social media fan pages; non-profit organizations; self and others benefits;  
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1. Introduction 

Non-profit organizations (NPOs) have fan pages on social media sites such as Facebook to 

facilitate consumer-to-consumer (C2C) interactions and encourage social action (Saxton & 

Waters, 2014). These permit NPOs to promote an ethical cause to a global audience in an 

interactive way (Waters, Burnett, Lamm & Lucas, 2009). Recent studies have shown that non-

profit social media fan pages (SMFPs) successfully attract and engage individuals who wish to 

contribute to the welfare of society by engaging in behaviors that support the NPO’s cause 

(Guo & Saxton, 2014; Saxton & Wang, 2014). Such behaviors include giving (i.e. donations 

and volunteering) (Liu & Aaker, 2008); activism (i.e. signing petitions, lobbying and spreading 

word-of-mouth) (Lee, Kim, Kim & Choi 2014); and ethical purchase behaviors (i.e. buying 

ethical products or refraining from buying unethical ones) (Sudbury-Riley & Kohlbacher, 

2016).  

While non-profit fan pages attract participants who appear to support the same cause, 

disagreements frequently occur due to the global reach of SMFPs. Previous research has 

suggested that these may be a result of SMFP users’ dissimilar backgrounds and personal 

values (de Almeida, Dholakia, Hernandez & Mazzon, 2014; Ewing, Wagstaff & Powell, 2013), 

or because they have different opinions about what the NPO’s mission involves or how it 

should be pursued (Carrington, Neville & Whitwell, 2014; Freestone & McGoldrick, 2008). 

Such disagreements can take the form of one consumer verbally attacking another consumer, 

who then reciprocates in kind (Chan & Li, 2010; Ilhan, Kübler & Pauwels, 2018). We term this 

phenomenon ‘C2C conflict’. As noted by others, C2C conflicts can range from being mild in 

tone, e.g. name-calling, teasing and provocation, to being very strong, e.g. harassment and 

threats (Breitsohl, Roschk & Feyertag, 2018; Ewing et al., 2013). To illustrate this, the excerpt 

shown in Figure 1 demonstrates a typical C2C conflict resulting from one consumer 

questioning the validity of another consumer’s beliefs regarding veganism. The excerpt also 
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illustrates how an NPO may choose to intervene in the conflict by affirming a supporter’s 

comment. 

Insert Figure 1 here 

Previous research suggests that similar conflicts can have a negative impact on both 

consumers (Gebauer, Füller & Pezzei, 2013; Thomas, Price & Schau, 2013) and organizations 

(Fisk et al., 2010). C2C conflicts can cause consumers psychological and emotional distress 

(Pew, 2017), making them less likely to continue to interact on the SMFP and obtain functional 

benefits (e.g. cause-related information) from it (Gebauer et al., 2013). The NPOs concerned 

could, meanwhile, experience a loss of credibility, especially if they are deemed to have failed 

to manage the C2C conflict effectively (Pfeffer, Zorbach & Carley, 2014).  

Despite these negative outcomes for both consumers and organizations, the marketing 

literature presently lacks research on how NPOs should manage C2C conflicts when they arise, 

as evidenced by calls of de Valck (2007) and Husemann, Ladstaetter and Luedicke (2015). To 

date, only a few studies have examined what strategies organizations use to address C2C 

conflicts (Bacile, Wolter, Allen & Xu, 2018; Dineva, Breitsohl & Garrod, 2017; Hauser, Hautz, 

Hutter & Fuller, 2015). It is noteworthy that these studies focus exclusively on the for-profit 

context. We argue here that the non-profit context is different and deserves specific attention. 

Compared with for-profit, commercially oriented SMFPs, NPOs pursue value-laden causes that 

are largely dependent on engaged consumer interactions in order to encourage action towards 

a social/ethical cause (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Waters et al., 2009). Moreover, in comparison 

with for-profit SMFPs, which are characterized by weaker member commitment, members of 

non-profit SMFPs frequently display extreme commitment in the form of brand/cause defense 

and a deeper level of participation in the community (de la Peña, Amezcua & Sepúlveda, 2018). 

Such extreme commitment can, in turn, amplify the frequency and severity of conflicts when 
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they occur, which necessitates a better understanding of the specific conflict-management 

practices adopted in these non-profit fan pages. 

The first contribution of the present study is therefore to investigate the kind of conflict-

management strategies an NPO uses on social media. To this end, the purpose of Study 1 is to 

uncover strategies used by PETA (‘People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals’) on their 

Facebook fan page to manage C2C conflict, following a three-month netnography of the fan 

page. To gain a more complete understanding of the context in which conflict management 

takes place, our analysis further distinguishes between two main types of conflict content: self-

oriented, which refers to conflict content revolving around issues related to the self, and other-

oriented, which refers to conflict content revolving around issues related to others. 

The extant knowledge on social media conflict-management strategies is further limited to 

observational studies, with a need for more quantitative research. In particular, authors have 

called for experimental studies that are able to measure how such strategies are perceived by 

consumers (Gensler, Völckner, Liu-Thompkins & Wiertz, 2013; Ilhan et al., 2018; Johnson & 

Lowe, 2015). Consequently, our second contribution relates to the investigation of which 

strategy leads to the most favorable consumer attitudes. Study 2 thus employs our observations 

from Study 1 in an experimental design that compares how different conflict-management 

strategies, taking into account the types of conflict, affect consumers’ attitudes towards the 

NPO and its organizational social responsibility. We chose these two outcome variables since 

previous research suggests, but has not yet verified, that consumers regard the governance of 

interactions in SMFPs, and particularly those that are hostile in nature (Illia et al., 2017; Pew, 

2017), to be the responsibility of organizations (Felix, Rauschnabel & Hinsch, 2017). 

Therefore, we aim to establish how an organization’s perceived social responsibility is affected 

by different management strategies, as well as consumers’ attitudes towards the management 
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of conflicts itself. Taken together, the two studies aim to provide new insights into conflict-

management practices adopted in an online non-profit context. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. C2C Conflicts in a Non-profit Context 

Previous research has found C2C conflicts in a non-profit context to occur between supporters 

of the cause the NPO is promoting (Schröder & McEachern, 2004). Pro-social consumers 

consider a range of ethical issues when making consumption-related decisions (Shaw & 

Newholm, 2002). Hence, opinions about these ethical issues, what the cause constitutes and 

how it should be pursued often differ, causing C2C conflict to occur. In contrast, due to the 

global reach of fan pages in the social media, C2C conflict can also take place between 

supporters and non-supporters of the NPO’s stated cause (Zane, Irwin & Reczek, 2015). 

Reasons for such conflicts may stem from differences in personal values, a lack of information, 

skepticism or cynicism towards ethical behavior (Bray, Johns & Kilburn, 2011; Burke, Eckert 

& Davis, 2014), or simply from the joy of provoking others (i.e. ‘trolling’) (Buckels, Trapnell 

& Paulhu, 2014). Bray et al.’s (2011) study, for example, suggests that some consumers dismiss 

the positive impact of ethical consumption on humans, animals and the environment on the 

grounds of it essentially being little more than a marketing strategy, designed to enable 

companies to charge premium prices for ordinary products. In addition, Zane et al. (2015) 

confirm that less-ethical consumers sometimes denigrate supporters of ethical consumption. 

Such denigration, which can take the form of online C2C conflict, is said to arise from the self-

threat inherent to making social comparisons when encountering opinions and values different 

from one’s own.  

More recently, research has started to focus on the negative outcomes of C2C conflicts. 

Studies suggest that C2C conflicts can deter individuals from engaging in constructive 
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discussions with other like-minded users and the company host (Anderson et al., 2014; Seraj, 

2012). Decreased levels of involvement in the fan page can in turn make it more difficult for 

NPOs to encourage people to commit to actions concerning the causes they are promoting 

(Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012). Such activism could be private, for example making ethical 

consumption choices or donating money, or social, for example protesting, lobbying or 

spreading word-of-mouth about the cause.  

2.2. Extant Knowledge on Conflict Management 

Ensari, Camden-Anders and Schlaerth (2015) define conflict management as a collection of 

practices used by organizations to intervene in disputes. Few studies have empirically 

examined conflict management in online settings; fewer still have focused on NPOs, as 

demonstrated in Figure 2. The extant literature on the management of (uncivil) social 

interactions in online environments focuses on providing conceptual recommendations, 

examines for-profit or small-scale, consumer-hosted communities, and offers preliminary 

findings based on conflict-management theories and typologies designed for offline 

(organizational) conflict management. Table 1 synthesizes notable studies that fall into this 

domain.  

Insert Figure 2 here 

Some early conceptual insights into the roles that companies choose to adopt when 

managing social interactions between consumers in online settings are offered by Godes et al. 

(2005). The authors distinguish between four roles that a company may adopt: observer, 

mediator, moderator and participant. These are not considered to be mutually exclusive and 

which particular option or combination of options is chosen will depend on the type of C2C 

interaction (positive versus negative) as well as the context. Likewise, more recently, 

Homburg, Ehm and Artz (2015) identified two generic company roles in managing C2C 



7 
 

discussions in an online community setting: passive and active. In choosing passive 

engagement, the company offers users a platform with which they can interact and does not 

engage in conversations among them. Active participation, in contrast, involves direct 

interactions to stimulate user-generated content (Gensler et al., 2013).  

Specifically in the context of for-profit SMFPs, Dineva et al. (2017) demonstrated that 

across six product and service categories, most firms adopted a passive role during C2C 

conflicts. The remainder of the strategies proposed by Dineva et al. (2017) comprised providing 

corporate or product information to rectify what are perceived to be incorrect consumer 

comments, affirming consumers who defend the brand, pacifying conflict by asking one or 

more consumers to adjust their communication style and censoring consumer comments. These 

findings were supported by a study examining consumer incivility, which demonstrated that in 

11 SMFPs companies generally did not intervene in uncivil C2C communication (Bacile et al., 

2018). 

Others have put forward the concept of community-governing mechanisms (Mathwick, 

Wiertz & De Ruyter, 2008; Schau, Muñiz & Arnould, 2009). These mechanisms involve 

articulating expectations of acceptable behavior, comprised of, for instance, keeping criticism 

constructive, challenging negative comments, and realigning interactions to maintain a positive 

community environment. Similarly, based on an in-depth review of the literature, Sibai, de 

Valck, Farrell and Rudd (2015) differentiate between two C2C conflict-moderation roles that 

take place in online communities: interaction maintenance and interaction termination. 

Interaction maintenance is intended to ensure that C2C interactions remain functional and 

involves monitoring and pacifying interactions through rewarding positive behaviors and 

sanctioning negative behaviors. Interaction termination occurs when C2C interactions become 

dysfunctional and entails ignoring members or excluding them from the online community.  
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In line with maintaining or terminating hostile interactions, an observational study outlined 

the behavioral strategies used in a feminist online forum to deal with flaming (i.e. hostile 

expression of strong emotions) among its members (Lee, 2005). The proposed strategies can 

be categorized into three groups: competitive-dominating, cooperative-integrating and 

avoiding. The competitive-dominating strategy involves threats, persuasion and realignment 

through requesting compliance. Cooperative-integrating strategies suggest an overall 

consideration of others, including compromising, offering concessions, apologizing and 

showing solidarity. Avoiding strategies, in contrast, comprise of activities that aim to ignore 

the conflict, including making jokes, being silent and withdrawal. 

Matzat and Rooks (2014) drew a contrast between positive (reward) and negative 

(punishment) conflict-management strategies. According to the authors, positive conflict 

management involves rewarding desirable behaviors (e.g. public appreciation for appropriate 

community engagement), while negative conflict management describes punishing undesirable 

behavior (e.g. public disapproval of unwanted community engagement behaviors). In a study 

on addressing public scandals in online settings, Hauser et al. (2017) continued this debate by 

comparing the effects of assertive versus cooperative strategies. Assertive conflict management 

is represented by competing, obliging, and avoiding, while cooperative conflict management 

involves accommodating, yielding and integrating strategies.  

Lastly, a netnographic study on different types of consumer conflicts in a user-hosted 

online community offers findings into conflict-management practices as a sub-theme 

(Husemann et al., 2015). The authors divide C2C conflicts into routinized (i.e. positive for the 

community) and transgressive (i.e. negative for the community) and recommend different 

practices depending on the type of conflict. The authors argue that routinized conflicts warrant 

nurturing because they are seen as beneficial for the community, while transgressive conflicts 
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should be dealt with by excluding members from the online community due to their negative 

impact on the welfare of its members.  

Insert Table 1 here 

2.3. The For-Profit versus Not-for-Profit Context 

While some of these strategies may also apply in non-profit fan pages, the different 

characteristics of non-profit and for-profit fan pages suggest that the nature of conflict – and 

hence what needs to be done, if anything, to manage it – is likely to differ (Aaker, Vohs & 

Mogilner, 2010; Bernritter, Verlegh & Smit 2016; Thach & Thompson, 2007). Hosts of for-

profit SMFPs pursue monetary goals and the main objective is to stimulate interactions between 

users, and ultimately increase their consumption expenditure (Habibi, Laroche & Richard, 

2014; Naylor, Lamberton & West, 2012). When such interactions turn hostile, hosts of for-

profit fan pages have a responsibility to pacify these in order to maintain constructive 

discussions and continued consumer engagement and participation in the fan page (Van Noort 

& Willemsen, 2012). Past studies have shown that such management will include requesting 

consumers to adjust their communication behavior (Dineva et al., 2017), correcting/disagreeing 

with consumers (Habel, Alavi & Pick, 2017) or using more authoritative styles (e.g. sanctioning 

undesirable behaviors) to resolve the conflict (Matzat & Rooks, 2014; Sibai et al., 2015).  

In contrast, non-profit SMFPs measure their success by how far their efforts contribute to 

improving the welfare of their target group (Hassay & Peloza, 2009). Thus, the host of a non-

profit SMFP has ideological motives to increase interactions on the fan page, which can create 

further discussions around the ethical issue that is being promoted (Waters & Jamal, 2011). 

Consequently, NPOs are likely to use more inspirational, value-laden conflict-management 

strategies (Chen, Lune & Queen, 2013; Thach & Thompson, 2007). Indeed, some NPOs aim 

to generate public controversy around their promoted cause in order to encourage activism 
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(Botner, Mishra & Mishra, 2015; Kronrod, Grinstein & Wathieu, 2012). Thus, strategies that 

suppress the creation of controversy around the ethical issues that are promoted may be seen 

as counterproductive and are, therefore, unlikely to take place. These contentions have, 

however, not been thoroughly tested. 

3. Study 1  

3.1. Method 

Study 1 aimed to address the following research question: 

What strategies are used by NPOs to manage C2C conflict on their SMFPs? 

Following Ertimur and Gilly (2012), we conducted a non-participatory netnographic study 

of a Facebook fan page hosted by PETA: an American NPO with over 5.5 million fan page 

members (https://www.facebook.com/official.peta). Topics discussed in the community 

revolve around animal rights, including vegan lifestyles, animal testing and the use of animals 

for the purpose of entertainment. We chose a non-participatory approach to studying the online 

environment, because it allowed for more naturalistic and unobtrusive research (Wu & Pearce, 

2013). Moreover, community members tend to alter socially undesirable behavior if they know 

they are being observed (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). Since hostile C2C interactions are often 

deemed to be socially undesirable, we considered it essential not to participate in any of the 

discussions, but merely to monitor them. Figure 3 illustrates the research procedure undertaken 

in Study 1. 

Insert Figure 3 here  

Prior to the data collection, the lead researcher spent a month observing the page as part of 

the entrée stage (Kozinets, 2002, 2015). This was done to ensure that: (1) there is familiarity 

with the organization and its context, (2) there is presence of between-member interactions of 

the type required for the present study (i.e. C2C conflicts), and (3) there is evidence of content 

https://www.facebook.com/official.peta
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moderation by the organization. Furthermore, as part of the entrée stage, the lead researcher 

was able to develop a set of semantics related to the examined online environment and context, 

as demonstrated in Table 2. These allowed the researcher to differentiate between negative 

(hostile/counterproductive) and positive (constructive) C2C conflicts, as well as to distinguish 

these from other types of interactions, with the former (i.e. negative C2C conflict) being of 

interest in this study. It was further confirmed that the majority of the C2C conflict that 

occurred on the fan page was between groups of supporters and non-supporters of the 

organization (as opposed to in-group conflict), suggesting that such conflict was the result 

mainly of the different values and belief systems held by the members of the two groups.   

Insert Table 2 here 

During three months of observing a total of 194 organizational posts and 165,275 

individual comments, the researchers agreed that no new insights were emerging from the data; 

a case of theoretical saturation (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Fusch & Ness, 2015). A total of 343 

conflict episodes (3,468 individual comments) and 78 organizational interventions had been 

recorded by this time. 

3.2. Data Analysis 

To analyze the data, we followed a six-stage thematic analysis approach, as recommended by 

Braun and Clarke (2006, 2014). The first phase involved familiarization with the dataset for 

the purpose of identifying relevant data. Next, the data were analyzed in order to generate initial 

data-driven codes. The codes were then subsumed based on their unifying features, which 

generated our themes, i.e. conflict-management strategies. The themes were reviewed in 

relation to the coded data and the entire data set, while labels were assigned, and definitions 

developed to describe the underpinning meaning of each theme. Given that previous studies 

have identified a tendency for organizations to adjust their communication strategies in 



12 
 

accordance with particular characteristics of a C2C conflict (e.g. (Barcelos, Dantas & Sénécal, 

2018; Husemann et al., 2015; Schröder & McEachern, 2004), we further analyzed whether 

these conflict-management strategies would vary in relation to the content of the content. This 

led to the development of an additional theme (i.e. conflict content orientation). 

Investigator triangulation was employed to enhance the study’s validity (Reeves, Kuper & 

Hodges, 2008). This process involved researchers comparing and discussing their codes and 

interpretations of the data over several rounds of analysis. More specifically, three researchers 

independently coded 86 conflict scenarios from the total dataset and upon completion of the 

triangulation excluded 11 conflict scenarios. This resulted in an acceptable inter-rater reliability 

index of .87, calculated using proportional agreement (i.e. the proportion of total pairwise 

agreements between coders) (Rust & Cooil, 1994). The names in the examples provided here 

were all changed to ensure anonymity. 

3.3. Results 

Our analysis yielded five conflict-management strategies, as illustrated in Table 3. Non-

engaging is a conflict-management strategy wherein the organization does not intervene in a 

conflict. This was the most commonly used strategy, irrespective of the intensity and length of 

the C2C conflict. In contrast, a more active and authoritative strategy is censoring, which 

involves the organization removing certain comments. Censoring was observed in two C2C 

conflicts, both of which involved the users specifically requesting for the content to be 

removed. Unlike censoring, bolstering involves the organization actively posting comments to 

affirm views expressed by like-minded users. This strategy broadly involves the organization 

thanking supporters of the organization’s cause (e.g. users who follow a vegan lifestyle) or 

agreeing with their comments in support of issues relating to the cause the organization is 

promoting. Educating, in comparison, refers to providing consumers with additional 
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information about an ethical issue. During our observations, the organization used educating 

in C2C conflicts where one or more users partly or wholly disagreed with the organization’s 

views on a given ethical issue. Lastly, mobilizing involves the organization encouraging users 

to take action with regard to the ethical issue that caused the C2C conflict to happen. This 

strategy enables the organization to further promote its views on certain ethical issues and thus, 

arguably, to promote the organization’s objectives. In our observations, mobilizing was 

frequently complemented by the provision of additional information (e.g. an external link), 

possibly to strengthen the impact of the message. 

Insert Table 3 here 

Our analysis of the conflict content also identified two main orientations: conflict content 

revolving around the self (e.g. a vegan lifestyle as a personal choice, the implications of a vegan 

diet on personal health) and conflict content revolving around others (i.e. the implications of 

personal or collective consumption choices for animal welfare and animal rights). The latter 

accounted for the majority of conflicts, as shown in Table 3. However, we did not uncover any 

patterns in the data to support that PETA differentiated between these different orientations 

and adjusted their conflict-management strategies accordingly.  

3.4. Discussion 

The findings of Study 1 provide insight into our research question by identifying strategies that 

an NPO employs to manage C2C conflicts on their SMFP and thus contribute to the interactive 

marketing literature. First, we identify mobilizing: a strategy that has not previously been 

discussed in studies on consumer-conflict management. Mobilizing represents one of the key 

functions of NPOs that utilize online communities in the social media: requesting individuals 

to take action (Guo & Saxton, 2014; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012). In our observations, mobilizing 

is often used in combination with an informative statement, arguably to align the organization’s 
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mission and objectives to the requested action (Vázquez, Álvarez & Santos, 2002). In line with 

previous studies (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Saxton & Wang, 2014), we propose that such an 

approach is meant to empower consumers to be more self-directed in their decisions regarding 

ethical consumption and participation in advocacy programs. 

An additional insight is that the remaining conflict-management strategies (i.e. non-

engaging, censoring, educating and bolstering) were similar to the ones uncovered by others in 

a for-profit context (Dineva et al., 2017; Sibai e al., 2015). Thus, these strategies complement 

the scarce findings of the extant literature. Non-engaging is the most passive and frequently 

used of all strategies observed. The strategy is similar to what Godes et al. (2005) call taking 

the ‘observer’ role, whereby the organization simply observes interactions and collects 

information about fan page users (see also Homburg et al., 2015). While other studies have 

confirmed the regular use of non-engaging in for-profit settings (e.g. Bacile et al., 2018), the 

absence of moderation in a non-profit context does appear to be contradictory as NPOs 

typically endorse communal interactions (Hassay & Peloza, 2009). NPO community 

moderators are thus expected to take action with respect to uncivil C2C communication, rather 

than to ignore it.  

Censoring, in contrast, is an active and authoritative strategy. As noted in studies on both 

non-profit (Husemann et al., 2015) and for-profit contexts (Sibai et al., 2015), censoring is a 

means of sanctioning undesirable user behavior. It is not surprising that this strategy was used 

infrequently and exclusively in situations where users demand it. Past research has 

demonstrated that NPOs actively promote their commitment to the diversity of opinions (Guo 

& Saxton, 2014; Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012), and thus censoring may appear controversial 

in this context.  



15 
 

Educating is a less-intrusive strategy in this regard because it involves the company 

providing educational information about an ethical issue. Similar to Dineva et al.’s (2017) 

findings with respect to for-profit brand fan pages, the organization uses educating to address 

those users who possess incomplete information on the organization or issues of animal rights 

or only partly agree with the organization’s opinion about an ethical issue. This strategy can be 

further related to Lovejoy and Saxton’s findings (2012), who demonstrate that information-

sharing is a key function of non-profits’ communication on Twitter, covering information about 

the organization’s activities and news with the purpose to educate consumers on ethical issues. 

The final strategy, bolstering, represents a more relationship-oriented strategy. Our findings 

demonstrate that bolstering is often used as a strategy to invoke positive feelings among users 

and encourage them to continue doing what they are being praised for (de Hooge, Verlegh & 

Tzioti, 2014; Schamari & Schaefers, 2015). This is crucial in the present context because 

continued support through taking action, donations and word-of-mouth is considered to be key 

to enhancing animal welfare (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012).  

Our findings further show that the majority of C2C conflicts revolve around content that 

discusses collective action and benefits (i.e. other-oriented) as opposed to personal benefits 

(i.e. self-oriented).  Past studies provide support for these orientations in a non-profit context 

and show that while one highlights that a certain ethical action is performed to benefit the self 

solely, the other posits that the same action is invariably socially-oriented (Fisher, 

Vandenbosch & Antia, 2008; Green & Peloza, 2014). Scholars have further demonstrated that 

consumers’ attitudes are more strongly influenced when organizational communications 

emphasize the benefit to the self (as opposed to the benefit to others) (Ye, Teng, Yu & Wang 

2015). It is thus a somewhat surprising finding that other-oriented content dominates the fan 

page, given that the goal of the NPO is to change or reinforce certain individual behaviors. 

Since research has demonstrated that the two orientations have a potentially differential impact 
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on consumers’ attitudes towards organizational communication (management) (Green & 

Peloza, 2014; Yang, Lu, Zhu & Su, 2015; Ye et al., 2015), we included these in Study 2 in 

order to test whether this is relevant in a conflict-management context, and whether it may be 

useful for NPOs such as PETA. 

4. Study 2 

Study 2 is guided by the following research question: 

 Which conflict-management strategy is the most effective?  

We explored effectiveness through two consumer outcomes (i.e. dependent variables), 

namely consumers’ attitudes towards the conflict management (ATCM) itself and attitudes 

towards the organization’s social responsibility (ATOSR). These were deemed important, since 

previous research suggests that consumers distinguish between different styles of 

organizational communication on social media (Amatulli et al., 2017; Gretry, Horváth, Belei 

& van Riel, 2017), and that such communication, whether perceived appropriate or not by 

consumers, directly influences an organization’s reputation (Wang, Yu & Wei, 2012). Thus, 

assessing attitudes towards the conflict-management approach itself, as well as towards the 

organization’s social responsibility, provides an understanding of the level of appropriateness 

of different strategies used by an NPO to address C2C conflict. Given the lack of quantitative 

findings on the effect of the strategies under investigation, and the explorative nature of this 

study, a research question was favored over providing specific hypotheses, following others 

(e.g. Roschk & Kaiser, 2013; Waters, 2007). 

4.1. Research Design and Sample 

Based within an online survey, we conducted a randomized 2 (content orientation) x 6 

(management strategies) between-subjects scenario experiment. Subjects were recruited 

through a Qualtrics online panel and consisted of 512 US individuals (68% female, MAge = 44 
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years) with an average income of over $2,000 per month, and aged 18 to 65. All subjects visited 

SMFPs at least once a week and, on average, posted comments two or three times per month.  

4.2. Scenario Development  

The 12 experimental scenarios were developed in close relation to our observations in 

Study 1. In the beginning, participants were asked to read a Facebook post by a fictitious NPO 

called the World Society for Ethical Food Consumption (WSEFC) about the implications of 

consuming dairy products. In the comments section below the organization’s post, respondents 

were shown a C2C conflict which consisted of two conditions related to the content of the 

conflict (Manipulation 1 – Conflict content orientation: Self vs Others) (Appendix A). The first 

condition showed a conflict about personal health and was meant to activate respondents’ self-

focus, i.e. considering the implications of an issue directly related to their own health. The 

second condition showed a conflict about animal welfare and intended to activate respondents’ 

focus on others, i.e. considering the implications of a consumption issue related to the welfare 

of animals.   

Subsequently, each subject was randomly allocated to one of six conditions, each 

portraying a different management strategy in response to the C2C conflict (Manipulation 2 – 

Conflict-management strategy) (see Appendix B). The six conditions included the five 

strategies identified in Study 1, and one additional strategy, ‘realignment’. We added a 

realignment strategy for two reasons. First, studies in the for-profit literature suggest that 

realignment in the form of enforcing the company rules leads to favorable customer attitudes 

and perceptions (Habel et al., 2017; Skålén, Pace & Cova, 2015). Second, there is evidence 

from past research that realignment is frequently employed as a strategy to manage online 

environments (Hauser et al., 2017; Matzat & Rooks, 2014). Based on our observations of 

PETA’s approach to conflict management, we suggest that realignment may represent an 



18 
 

additional, beneficial strategic option that is worth exploring. Moreover, including realignment 

allowed us to compare our results to findings from research on for-profit communities. We 

therefore included realignment based on its potential to positively affect consumers’ attitudes 

in the present context. We define realignment as ‘asking one or more users in a SMFP to adjust 

their communication style or behavior’ (Skålén et al., 2015). 

4.3. Pre-tests and Pilot Study 

We conducted a pre-test (n=16), in which subjects were presented with different excerpts 

of conflicts and strategies that we took from Study 1. Subjects were asked to identify: (a) the 

conflict content orientation (‘The comments are mostly about: Animal welfare/Personal 

health’) and (b) the type of conflict-management strategy (‘Please read each comment carefully 

and match the statement that best describes it’, where the comment was a type of conflict-

management strategy, and the statement provided was the definition of the strategy), with 81% 

doing so correctly. Furthermore, 75% agreed that the scenarios were realistic (i.e. ‘This could 

have happened on Facebook’). A subsequent pilot study (n=20) of the complete survey further 

confirmed the manipulations, while minor wording alternations were made in accordance with 

respondent feedback.  

4.4. Measures 

Table 4 provides an overview of our construct measurements, based on five-point Likert 

scales (1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree). To further evaluate the psychometric 

properties of the two dependent variables – attitudes towards the conflict management (ATCM) 

and attitudes towards the organization’s social responsibility (ATOSR) – we performed a 

confirmatory factor analysis, which revealed a well-fitting measurement model (χ2/df = 

22.66/10 =2.27; CFI =.99; TLI = .99; RMSEA = .05) (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Composite 

reliability values for the management strategy and social responsibility scales were .93 and .91 
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respectively, well above the recommended .7 threshold suggested by Hair et al. (2010). The 

average variance extracted (AVE) for the two scales was .79 and .74, above the .5 threshold, 

and therefore convergent validity was deemed acceptable (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

Discriminant validity was also acceptable, with the square root of the AVE scores for each 

construct (.89 and .86) being higher than the correlation between them (.53).  

Since studies indicate that the perceived importance of an ethical issue (Kronrod et al., 

2012), the perceived severity of the discussion (Coyne, Archer & Eslea, 2006) and expectations 

of discussion moderation (McCollough, Leonard & Manjit, 2000) have an influence on the 

tested variables, we also included these as control variables (see Table 4). However, when 

including these in our analyses, the effects remained the same. 

Insert Table 4 here 

4.5. Manipulation Checks 

To assess the validity of our conflict manipulations, participants rated the conflict content 

orientation on an eight-point semantic differential scale (‘The comments are mostly about:’ 1 

= ‘animal welfare’, 8 = ‘personal health’). Realism of the conflict-management strategy (‘The 

way WSEFC reacted is realistic; it could have happened on Facebook’) was rated on a five-

point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree). We used cross-tabulation 

employing a χ2 test to assess whether respondents correctly identified that the simulated C2C 

conflict revolves around either personal health or animal welfare. The results showed that 

respondents correctly distinguished between the C2C conflict content orientation χ2(7, 512) = 

512.00, p<.01 and confirm that the respondents mostly agreed to the scenarios’ realism χ2(35, 

512) = 46.15, p<.05. 

4.6. Findings 
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Table 5 shows the cell means for our two dependent variables: attitudes towards the 

conflict management (ATCM) and attitudes towards the organization’s social responsibility 

(ATOSR). As summarized in Table 6, we conducted two two-way analyses of variance 

(ANOVAs) on ATCM and ATOSR as a function of conflict content orientation and conflict-

management strategy.  

Insert table 5 here 

4.6.1. Attitude Towards Conflict Management (ATCM) 

Results revealed that from the two independent variables (conflict content orientation and 

conflict-management strategy), conflict-management strategy had a significant main effect 

(F(5, 512) = 8.43, p<.01, η2=.08) on ATCM, while the main effect of content orientation was not 

significant (F(1, 512) = .9, p>.05). Results of Tukey HSD post-hoc multiple comparison tests 

identified that participants exposed to the realignment (M=1.73, SD=.73) and mobilizing 

(M=2.02, SD=.9) strategies were significantly more positive in their ATCM compared to 

bolstering (M=2.14, SD=.97), educating (M=2.31, SD=1.02), censoring (M=2.51, SD=1.08), 

and non-engaging (M=2.51, SD=.98). There were no significant differences between any of the 

other conditions. We further found a significant interaction effect between conflict content 

orientation and conflict-management strategy (F(5, 512) = 2.42, p<.05, η2=.02).  

Follow-up one-way ANOVAs to test for simple effects indicated that in the self-oriented 

condition (F(5, 216) = 5.49, p<.01), respondents’ ATCM was significantly less positive when 

exposed to non-engaging (M=2.61, SD=1.09) as compared to mobilizing (M=1.7, SD=.7) or 

realignment (M=1.73, SD=.76). Similarly, ATCM was significantly less positive when exposed 

to censoring (M=2.41, SD=1.11) than mobilizing and realignment. There were no significant 

differences between any of the other conditions. In the other-oriented condition (F(5, 296) = 5.45, 

p<.01), ATCM was significantly less positive when exposed to non-engaging (M=2.43, 

SD=.88) as compared to realignment (M=1.73, SD=.72). Similarly, ATCM was also less 
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positive when subjects saw the education strategy (M=2.44, SD=1.08) as compared to the 

realignment strategy. Finally, ATCM was significantly less positive for those exposed to 

censoring (M=2.57, SD=1.07) as compared to realignment and bolstering (M=2.01, SD=.94). 

There were no significant differences between any of the other conditions. 

4.6.2. Attitude Towards the Organization’s Social Responsibility (ATOSR) 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect (F(5, 512) = 2.45, p<.05, η2=.02) from 

conflict-management strategy (independent variable) on ATOSR, but no significant effect from 

the other independent variable (conflict content orientation) on ATOSR (F(1, 512) = .00, p>.05). 

No significant interaction effects were identified. Follow-up post-hoc tests using Tukey HSD 

for the one significant main effect revealed that subjects exposed to realignment (M=2.08, 

SD=.83) perceived the organization to be more socially responsible than those exposed to 

censoring (M=2.47, SD=.91). No significant differences were found between any of the other 

conditions.  

Insert table 6 here 

4.7. Discussion 

Our findings help to answer our research question and are among the first to offer 

quantitative, experimental insights into consumers’ attitudes towards a non-profit 

organization’s conflict-management strategy in their SMFP. We address the lack of research 

in the for-profit and non-for profit literature, both in which authors have called for more studies 

to explore the effectiveness of managing consumers conflicts in the online sphere (Gensler et 

al., 2013; Ilhan et al., 2018; Johnson & Lowe, 2015). In doing so, we contribute to the 

knowledge on the importance of understanding organizational content management on social 

media, as well as to show that consumer conflicts and how they are managed impact on 

attitudes towards an organization’s social-responsibility efforts.  
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It appears that, in the present context, realignment is the conflict-management strategy 

most likely to generate favorable user attitudes under both of the conflict content orientations 

(self orientation and others orientation), and most likely leads to favorable attitudes towards 

the organization’s social responsibility efforts. In line with past research suggesting that the 

company requesting compliance is seen as favorable by consumers (Habel et al., 2017), our 

results show that users prefer this strategy when organizations moderate consumer conflicts. 

In addition to realignment, we further demonstrate that mobilizing is appropriate when self-

orientated conflicts occur, whereas bolstering is best suited to managing other-orientated 

conflicts. Hence, while urging individuals to take action is effective in conflicts around issues 

that relate to the self, positively affirming users’ comments (i.e. bolstering) is favored in 

moderating conflicts about issues that relate to others. Indeed, de Hooge et al. (2014) confirm 

that individuals are more likely to change their attitudes when they are positively reinforced. 

In contrast, mobilizing and bolstering do not have an effect on the fan page users’ attitudes 

toward the organization’s social-responsibility efforts. Perhaps, this reflects the view of Du, 

Bhattacharya and Sen (2010) and Skarmeas and Leonidou (2013), who argue that when an 

organization’s social responsibility-related communication has an evident self-interest (i.e. 

mobilizing action relating to the organization’s mission; encouraging behaviors that support 

the organization’s objectives), consumers’ attitudes and behaviors may remain unaffected due 

to their suspicion about the trustworthiness of the organizations’ social responsibility motives.  

5. General Discussion  

Our knowledge of managing C2C conflicts in SMFPs is limited (Johnson & Lowe, 2015; 

Labrecque et al., 2013; Matzat & Rooks, 2014), and this is particularly true for the non-profit 

context (Husemann et al., 2015). This article observes and uncovers five types of strategies an 

NPO uses to manage C2C conflicts on a Facebook fan page, and thus contributes to this under-
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researched subject. Moreover, studies so far have been limited to observational evidence of 

conflict-management strategies, and quantitative insights on the effects of such strategies are 

missing. We employ an experiment to show what types of strategy elicit the most favorable 

consumer attitudes toward an organization’s social responsibility and the conflict-management 

approach itself, and to find out whether this further depends on whether a conflict is about an 

issue that relates to something that will benefit the consumer or others. Overall, our article is 

among the first to offer empirically informed guidance on conflict-management strategies for 

NPOs operating fan pages on social media sites.  

5.1. Implications for Research 

Our findings offer specific contributions to research knowledge. First, we show that when C2C 

conflicts occur in non-profit fan pages, ensuring that these interactions remain civil through the 

use of a realignment strategy leads to enhanced outcomes for the organization. This is 

surprising given that NPOs operating in the social media are expected to support the right to 

free expression in order to nurture a popular counter-narrative (Botner et al., 2015). 

Nonetheless, realignment is the most favorable conflict-management strategy for NPOs to 

employ, irrespective of the content of the conflict (i.e. whether it revolves around issues related 

to the self or others). Our findings provide further empirical support that realignment generates 

favorable social responsibility attitudes among fan page users, complementing past studies on 

the general positive effects of organizations’ verbalizing their perceived responsibility (Becker-

Olsen, Cudmore & Hill, 2006; Du et al., 2010).  

Instead of sanctioning or suppressing fan page users’ hostile C2C communication, as 

recommended in past studies (e.g. Sibai et al., 2015), our results demonstrate that NPOs that 

arbitrate such interactions in a way that ensures they remain within the boundaries of civil 

engagement are perceived favorably. This extends past research that confirms the potent role 
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of requesting compliance when managing flaming in online forums (Lee, 2005). Imposing 

civility as a condition for participation in non-profit SMFPs is important since the choice of 

conflict-management strategy has the potential not only to influence hostile interactions online, 

but also to prevent their spillover into offline environments. This is because realignment 

represents the online substitute for offline conflict management and when/if deviant behaviors 

are ineffectively managed online, these can translate into face-to-face settings as a result of 

their contagiousness (Plé & Demangeot, 2019).  

Considering that we did not observe this preferable strategy in our netnography, it can be 

speculated that NPOs do not use realignment because they want to encourage a wide range of 

opinions and views (Guo & Saxton, 2014), rather than to appear restrictive. However, we 

demonstrate that users of Facebook non-profit fan pages actually favor such a strategy. Since 

the use of realignment may vary in relation to the behavioral standards set out by the 

community host (Matzat, 2009), we recommend future research to investigate such variations.   

A second implication of our findings pertains to the conflict content orientations. 

Specifically, when self-benefit versus other-benefit content orientations are activated, two 

additional conflict-management strategies come into play. Contrary to Yoon, Choi and Song 

(2011), who suggest that individuals may perceive it as a breach of their freedom of choice, we 

found that mobilizing is an appropriate strategy for managing self-benefit C2C conflicts. Our 

findings support previous studies that highlight mobilizing as one of the key functions of 

NPOs’ fan pages (Guo & Saxton, 2014; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012), and we show that it may in 

fact be a highly effective means of managing C2C conflicts as well. When managing other-

benefit conflicts between fan page users, bolstering elicits favorable consumer attitudes. Our 

findings thereby offer a quantitative verification of previous research suggestions (de Hooge, 

et al., 2014; Schamari & Schaefers, 2015) and proposes that bolstering is a conflict-

management strategy whereby the organization encourages users to continue to support the 



25 
 

organization’s mission and related activities through affirming their opinions. Our findings 

support previous research which proposes that bolstering may further be linked to the concept 

of consumer empowerment and is effective in reducing consumer aggression (Ben-Zur & 

Yagil, 2005; Labrecque et al., 2013).  

A third implication from the findings is that there are two strategies less preferred by 

consumers: non-engaging and censoring.  In Study 1, we showed that non-engaging is the most 

passive and frequently occurring strategy on the observed fan page. Similarly to the present 

non-profit context, recent research found that the most frequently utilized strategy by for-

profits is non-engaging (Bacile et al., 2018; Dineva et al., 2017). Our experimental results in 

Study 2 are among the first to offer experimental evidence that non-engaging is perceived 

unfavorably by consumers, independent of the conflict content. Although it can be speculated 

that organizations aim to avoid alienating users through their frequent use of non-engaging 

(Homburg et al., 2015), non-intervention may be disliked by organizations because it can lead 

to undesirable outcomes for them. These include negative user attitudes towards the 

organization’s ability to effectively moderate uncivil content and may further result in public 

scandals and firestorms, as demonstrated by Hauser et al. (2017).  In contrast, more active 

strategies, specifically aimed at demanding civility when C2C conflict occurs, are preferred by 

the users of non-profit fan pages.  

Furthermore, our experimental results offer a new insight on censoring, which we found to 

generate unfavorable user attitudes across both conflict content orientations. Our netnography 

indicates that this strategy was used infrequently and exclusively in situations where consumers 

request it. While some past studies found that deleting user comments may be seen as impeding 

freedom of expression, which in turn results in damaging the organization’s credibility (Cohen-

Almagor, 2012), others suggest that NPOs actively promote their commitment to diverse 
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comments and opinions (Guo & Saxton, 2014; Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012), and our 

findings appear to support this notion.  

An interesting observation with regards to the conflict content orientations is that other-

benefit content dominates the fan page, but studies show that it is not as effective (compared 

with self-benefit orientation) in generating favorable consumer attitudes towards 

organizational communication (Ye et al., 2015). This represents a nuanced difference in the 

mission of the NPO, that is, to reinforce desired individual behaviors. It can be speculated that 

self-benefit content is minimized since the topics promoted by the NPO are linked to animal 

welfare and rights and thus naturally the majority of C2C communication will revolve around 

others’ benefits. 

5.2. Implications for Practice 

Since fan page users’ attitudes vary depending on which conflict-management strategy is used, 

NPOs are advised to carefully consider their choice of strategy. Our observations suggest that 

NPOs may be inclined not to get involved in C2C conflicts. However, our findings also show 

that fan page users do not hold favorable attitudes towards non-engaging strategies. Our 

experimental results allow us to recommend some alternative strategies. 

First, we suggest that NPOs ask users who are involved in a C2C conflict to adjust their 

communication behavior or style (i.e. realignment). Our experiment shows that this will lead 

to favorable consumer attitudes toward the strategy itself and the organization’s social 

responsibility. Our observations indicate that realignment may not currently be employed by 

NPOs, yet realignment can be a highly effective choice for managing C2C conflicts. Second, 

we recommend that NPOs employ a mobilizing approach when the content revolves around 

ethical issues relevant to the self (e.g. the consequences of dairy consumption on personal 

health). Mobilizing not only generates favorable user attitudes toward an organization’s 
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conflict-management practices, but it also has the potential to encourage users to take action 

with regard to an ethical issue that the organization already promotes. Third, for C2C conflicts 

that stem from ethical issues relevant to others (e.g. the consequences of dairy consumption on 

animal welfare), we recommend that NPOs follow a bolstering approach. Non-profit 

community moderators should, however, be aware that bolstering is used in the presence of 

consumers who are already involved with the organization’s cause and consequently this 

strategy could further encourage like-minded consumers to voice their opinions. Fourth, we 

recommend that NPOs do not use censoring as a means of managing C2C conflicts. Censoring 

does not yield favorable user attitudes towards an organization’s social responsibility. Unless 

users request to censor content, which we observed to occasionally happen, other strategies 

such as realignment, mobilizing or bolstering are preferable.  

6. Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research 

This research set out to identify the strategies adopted by NPOs in managing conflicts in their 

SMFPs, and differences in fan page users’ attitudes in regard to those strategies. The findings 

across both studies undertaken reveal that strategies vary across a range of active and passive 

approaches, but it is generally apparent that those most-often-adopted involve the organization 

not intervening directly in the conflict. However, findings generally with respect to users’ 

attitudes about the different strategies suggest that a more proactive approach, involving a 

realignment strategy in particular, can promote a more favorable attitudinal response from 

consumers with regard to the organization’s conflict-management practice and social 

responsibility efforts. In addition, there is evidence of some variation of attitudes across the 

two conflict orientation types we uncovered which emphasizes the desirability of different 

strategies and their effect on attitudes towards the organization’s social responsibility. This is 

particularly important in a non-profit context, as perceptions about social responsibility efforts 

has been highlighted in the public relations literature as being critical in influencing 
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stakeholders’ attitudes which in turn can affect the organization’s reputation, legitimacy, 

purchase intention, and loyalty (see Waters & Ott, 2014). 

The limitations of our research suggest avenues for further research. These are linked to 

the strategies adopted by the NPO and the nuances of conflict management. Our findings 

demonstrate the potency of realignment in generating enhanced outcomes and we recommend 

that future research investigates whether this is confirmed in other contexts such as advertising 

and political forums. We were further able to demonstrate that mobilizing is not only a novel 

strategy uncovered in the context of conflict management, but also an appropriate strategy for 

managing C2C conflicts. A viable extension of our study thus will be examining the effect of 

different mobilization strategies as a way to diffuse conflict in SMFPs. Moreover, the overuse 

of a non-engaging strategy is counterintuitive for an NPO that strives to encourage communal 

action and is not perceived favorably by fan page users. Thus, we suggest that future studies 

investigate the motivations behind using non-engaging further. Another finding that is worthy 

of further attention by researchers is the differential impact of the two conflict orientations on 

user attitudes towards the management strategies and specifically how the dominance of other-

oriented conflicts influences the organization’s ability to encourage individual behaviors and 

actions. 

Although Study 1 is the first to examine conflict management on an NPO’s SMFP, the 

strategies were obtained from a single fan page and social network. This form of purposive 

sampling is common in exploratory research when a new phenomenon is being studied and 

generalization is not the primary purpose of research (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). Future research 

should therefore attempt to calibrate the present findings using several SMFPs from different 

NPO backgrounds and hosted on additional social media channels such as Twitter or Instagram 

(Smith, Fischer & Yongjian, 2012).  
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Another opportunity for further research concerns the examination of the current topic in 

more realistic settings. Even though the manipulations were based on real-world examples, 

Study 2 was conducted in a controlled experimental setting. Future researchers may wish to 

study the phenomenon in a realistic environment (e.g. by conducting a field experiment) in 

order to enhance external validity. Lastly, some of the participants’ demographic characteristics 

may have influenced their preference over certain conflict-management strategies. We studied 

a US sample, which necessitates the replication of the current study across different (e.g. more 

collectivistic) cultures.  
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Appendix A. Manipulation 1 - Conflict Content Orientation  

A.1 Self-benefit (personal health)-oriented organizational post and 
C2C conflict 

 

 

A.2 Other-benefit (animal welfare)-oriented organizational post and 
C2C conflict  
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Appendix B. Manipulation 2 - Conflict-management Strategies 

B.1 Non-engaging and Censoring 

Note: Subjects exposed to the non-engaging strategy were told that the organization ignored 

the comments and made a new, unrelated post instead, shown below.  

In the censoring condition, subjects were told that the organization deleted the comments that 

infringe the fan page’s rules and made a new, unrelated post, shown below. 
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B.2 Realignment (same for both conflict content orientations) 

 
B.3 Bolstering (same for both conflict content orientations) 

 
B.4 Educating (self-benefit content orientation) 

 
B.5 Educating (other-benefit content orientation) 

 
B.6 Mobilizing (self-benefit content orientation) 

 
B.7 Mobilizing (other-benefit content orientation) 
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Manuscript Tables and Figures 

Table 1 Main literature on conflict management (CM) in online environments 

Author, year Focus of 
investigation 

CM strategies Type of 
community 

Context Method CM Theory 

Godes et al. 
(2005) 

The firm’s 
management of 
(positive and 
negative) social 
interactions 
between 
consumers 

Observer, 
moderator, 
mediator, 
participant 

Company-hosted,  
Traditional online 
community 

For-profit Conceptual No 

Lee (2005) Conflict-
management 
styles for 
managing flaming 

Competitive-
dominating, 
cooperative-
integrating and 
avoiding 

User-hosted, 
online forum 

Feminist  Online 
ethnography 

Rahim (1983) 
typology of CM 
(integrating, 
compromising, 
dominating, 
obliging, 
avoiding) 

Mathwick, Wiertz 
& De Ruyter 
(2008) 

Relational norms 
and social 
structures within 
problem-solving 
virtual 
communities  

Articulating 
expectations of 
positive 
comments, 
constructive 
discussions and 
reciprocity  

User-hosted, 
online forum 

Peer-to-peer 
support 

Survey, 
netnography 

No 

Schau, Muñiz & 
Arnould (2009) 

Value creation 
practices in online 

Explicit and 
implicit governing 
mechanisms  

Company-hosted, 
traditional online 
communities 

For-profit Naturalistic 
observations, 

No 
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brand 
communities 

netnography, 
interviews 

Matzat and Rooks 
(2014) 

Styles of 
moderation in 
online support 
communities 

Positive (reward) 
and negative 
(punishment); 
direct (influencing 
direct benefits 
from performing a 
behaviour) and 
indirect (pre-
defined norms of 
acceptable 
behaviour) 
moderation styles 

User-hosted, 
traditional online 
communities 

Healthcare 
support 

Experiments Relational 
signalling theory  

Sibai, de Valck, 
Farrell and Rudd 
(2015) 

Social control and 
moderation 
practices in online 
communities 

Interaction 
initiation, 
interaction 
maintenance, 
interaction 
termination 

Consumer- and 
company-hosted 

Miscellaneous  Conceptual No 

Husemann, 
Ladstaetter and 
Luedicke (2015)  

Conflict culture, 
types of conflicts 
and their 
management 

Conflict 
cultivation for 
routine 
(constructive) 
conflicts, member 
exclusion for 
transgressive 

Consumer-hosted, 
traditional online 
community  

Non-profit Netnography No 
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(dysfunctional) 
conflicts 

Homburg, Ehm 
and Artz (2015) 

Managing 
consumer 
discussions in 
online 
communities 

Passive and active 
moderation 

Company-hosted, 
online forums 

For-profit Sentiment 
analysis 

No 

Dineva, Breitsohl 
and Garrod (2017) 

Conflict-
management 
strategies in 
SMFPs 

Non-engaging, 
Censoring 
Bolstering, 
Pacifying, 
Informing 

Company-hosted, 
social media-
based 
communities 

For-profit Direct observation No 

Hauser, Hautz, 
Hutter and Fuller 
(2017) 

Conflict 
management of 
public scandals 
and firestorms 

A range of 
cooperative and 
assertive 
strategies - 
accommodating, 
collaborating, 
competing, 
avoiding 

Company-hosted, 
social media-
based 
communities 

For-profit Agent-based 
modelling 

Blake and Mouton 
(1964) CM 
typology 

Bacile, Wolter, 
Allen and Xu 
(2018) 

The impact of 
consumer 
incivility in 
service recovery 
on social media 
channels 

Non-engaging Company-hosted, 
social media-
based 

For profit Netnography, 
experiment  

No 
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Table 2 Linguistic characteristics of negative (counterproductive) C2C conflict 

Linguistic 
characteristic 

Definition  References Examples  

Two-way exchange A two-way episode 
where the originator 
(aggressor/victim) 
looks for/receives a 
verbal response from 
another person. 

Breitsohl et al. 
(2018) 

"I have zero respect for 
the Asian culture. They 
are fucking sick."  
"not all asian do that 
you bitch" 

Profanity The use of obscene 
words and language. 

Al-garadi et al. 
(2016); Wang et 
al. (2014) 

“fucking”, “bullshit”, 
“cunt”, “asshole”, 
“racist fucks” 

Rude or insulting 
diatribe 

(Vicious) personal 
attacks towards a 
person who posts a 
comment. 

Bourgonje et 
al., (2017); 
Bogolyubova et 
al. (2018) 

“despicable excuse for 
human being”, “are you 
an ass?”, 
“your an idiot”, “you 
sure are special…high 
school drop out”, “you 
make yourself look like 
a fool” 

Emoticons and 
acronyms  

The use of emoticons 
and acronyms to 
reinforce the content 
intensity.  

Runions et al. 
(2013) 

middle finger emoji, 
face with rolling eyes 
emoji;  
“Ffs” (“for fuck’s 
sake”), “stfu” (“shut the 
fuck up”), “wtf” (“what 
the fuck”), “af” (“as 
fuck”) 

Capitalized words 
and sentences 

The deliberate use of 
capitalized 
words/sentences to 
emphasize a point/ 
express the emotion of 
anger. 

Byron & 
Baldridge 
(2005); Lloyd et 
al. (2010) 

“For someone that’s so 
patriotic you know 
NOTHING about 
freedom of speech 
DOUCHEBAG”, 
“SHITTY VEGAN 
PROPAGANDA 
PAGE” 

Multiple 
punctuation marks 

The deliberate use of 
multiple punctuation 
marks to express an 
intense emotion.  

Byron & 
Baldridge 
(2005); Lloyd et 
al. (2010) 

“!!!”, “???”, “?!?!”, 
“….”  
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Table 3 Conflict-management strategies, conflict content types and sample comments 

 Codes  Themes  Observed Definition Excerpt 
Conflict-
management 
strategy 

Not intervening in 
the conflict 
 
Avoiding engaging 
in the conflict 
 
Missing comments 
 
 
 
Thanks cause 
supporter(s) 
 
Agrees with cause 
supporter(s) 
 
 
Further clarification 
about an issue 
causing the conflict 
 
Explaining an issue 
to conflicting 
parties 
 
Providing additional 
information about 
an issue  
 
 

Non-engaging 
 
 
 
 
 
Censoring 
 
 
 
Bolstering 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Educating 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

265 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
14 
 
 
 
 
 
 
21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The organization does not 
take any action to moderate a 
conflict. 
 
 
 
The organization 
permanently removes 
consumer comments. 
 
The organization affirms a 
consumer comment. 
 
 
 
 
 
The organization provides 
educational information 
about an ethical issue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
[comment was removed] 
 
 
 
“Thank you for choosing compassion! 
(heart emoji) #FriendsNotFood 
#TheYearOfVegan” 
 
“@Lisa thanks for explaining supply & 
demand. (winking face emoji)” 
 
“Zoos claim to provide educational 
opportunities, but most visitors spend 
only a few minutes at each display, 
seeking entertainment rather than 
enlightment [sic].” 
 
“Keeping animals in cages does 
nothing to foster respect for animals 
since all children learn is that animals 
will spend their lives behind bars for 
people's fleeting distraction and 
amusement.” 
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An appeal to take 
action 
 
Urging conflicting 
parties to change 
their behavior 
 
 
 

 
Mobilizing  
 

 
30 

 
The organization urges 
consumers to take action 
towards an ethical issue. 

 
“Please tell everyone you know to go 
vegan to help stop this! 
http://www.peta.org/living/food/free-
vegan-starter-kit/” 
 
“Unfortunately, a majority of dairy 
farms use practices like the ones seen 
in this video. Please consider ditching 
dairy and going vegan: 
http://features.peta.org/how-to-go-
vegan/” 
 

Conflict 
content 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vegan lifestyle as a 
personal choice 
 
Implications of 
vegan diet on 
personal health 
 
Testing on 
animals/using 
animals for 
entertainment for 
the benefit of 
humans 
 
 
 
Implications of 
personal/collective 
consumption 

Self-oriented 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other-oriented 

29 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
144 

Conflict content revolving 
around issues related to the 
self. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conflict content revolving 
around issues related to 
others. 

"We have EVOLVED!!! We can live 
and live WELL on plant-based protein 
sources!" 
 
"If you or your loved one gets cancer, 
you'll expect the best cancer chemo 
drugs. How do you think they came up 
w/ these drugs?? Say we ban animal 
trials, ok, so how do we test drugs 
then?" 
 
"Vegan diet isn't for everyone 
especially those who need protein like 
me it has shown that 90%+ vegans are 
nutrients deficient in a way" 
 
"Yeah I'm still gonna eat it..while I 
wish animals were treated better and 
killed more humanely.. Animals killing 

http://www.peta.org/living/food/free-vegan-starter-kit/
http://www.peta.org/living/food/free-vegan-starter-kit/
http://features.peta.org/how-to-go-vegan/
http://features.peta.org/how-to-go-vegan/
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choices on animal 
welfare/rights 
 
 

 
 

other animals is a fact of life. Humans 
are no different." 
 
"You do realize that animals don't have 
souls right? They are magnificent 
creatures. One of the great pieces of 
Gods creation. However, they are not 
equal to humans and they do not have 
souls." 
 
"Oh for goodness sake...some of these 
comments must me a joke right? You 
think that stealing dolphins from their 
homes and subjecting them to short 
lives of misery is justified to help a 
child that had a few minutes of 
"connection"?" 
 
"@David come on, just because it's 
lawful and has a "Kennel Club" stamp 
of approval doesn't make it right. They 
may be looked after and treated well 
but ultimately the puppies are being 
breed for profit." 
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Table 4 Measurement Constructs 

Construct Items 
 
Attitude towards the conflict-
management strategy (α = .94; from Nan 
& Heo, 2007) 

 
The organization’s reaction is fair. 
The organization’s reaction is justified. 
The organization’s reaction is appropriate. 
The organization’s reaction is acceptable.  

 
Attitudes towards the organization’s 
social responsibility (α = .90; from 
Wagner, Lutz & Weitz, 2009) 

WSEFC is a socially responsible organization. 
WSEFC is concerned to improve the well-
being of others. 
WSEFC follows high ethical standards. 
 

Perceived importance of an ethical issue 
(from Kronrod et al., 2012) 
 
Perceived severity of the discussion 
(from Coyne et al., 2006)  
 
Expectations of discussion moderation 
(from McCollough et al., 2000) 

Animal cruelty is important to me. 
My personal health is important to me.  
 
I think that comments like these are upsetting. 
 
 
I expect that WSEFC will take some action to 
moderate similar discussions. 

  
 

Table 5 Cell means by experimental condition 

Conflict-
management 
Strategy Conflict content 

ATCM 
 

ATOSR 

Mean Std. Dev.  Mean Std. Dev. 

Non-engaging Self-oriented 2.61 1.09  2.35 1.07 

Other-oriented 2.43 .88  2.16 .89 

Censoring Self-oriented 2.41 1.11  2.48 1.00 

Other-oriented 2.57 1.07  2.46 .87 

Mobilizing Self-oriented 1.7 .7  1.89 .66 

Other-oriented 2.26 .95  2.34 .91 

Realignment Self-oriented 1.73 .76  2.09 .9 

Other-oriented 1.73 .72  2.07 .78 

Bolstering Self-oriented 2.35 .98  2.47 .8 

Other-oriented 2.01 .94  2.25 .83 
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Educating Self-oriented 2.16 .95  2.3 .84 

Other-oriented 2.44 1.08  2.33 .69 
Note. All items were measured using Likert-type scales ranging from 1 = Strongly agree to 5 = Strongly disagree 

 

Table 6 Summary results of two-way ANOVAs 

Dependent variable Df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

ATCM     
Conflict content  1 .81 .9 n.s. 
Conflict management 5 7.58 8.43 < .01 
Conflict management x conflict content 5 2.18 2.42 < .05 
Error 500 .9   
Total 512    
     
ATOSR     
Conflict content  1 .00 .00 n.s. 
Conflict management 5 1.8 2.45 < .05 
Conflict management x conflict content 5 1.16 1.58 n.s. 
Error 500 .74   
Total 512    

 

Figure 1 C2C conflict excerpt 
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Figure 2 Conflict-management research gap  

 

 

Figure 3 Study 1 Research procedure 
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