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Introduction

W
hen Russia invaded Ukraine on 24 February 2022, organizations faced an
immediate question: who should speak and what should they say? Some
corporations chose CEOs’ personal social media accounts, while others

deferred to official brand channels. When Target Corporation rolled back from
its DEI commitments in early 2025, the decision led to a consumer boycott, the
CEO’s departure, and $12 billion in investor losses, while Costco’s board opposed
similar proposals, with 98% investor support (Braun and Gilman 2025; Melville
2025). Meanwhile, as brands publish an average of 10 social media posts per day,
engagement rates declined by 12.5% over a single year amid content oversaturation
(Sprout Social 2024), posing particular challenges for organizations communicating
about complex societal causes, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals. These scenarios share a common thread as they each illustrate organizations
communicating on contested societal issues in digital environments where multiple
voices simultaneously shape outcomes.

Organizational communication in the context of contested societal issues has
undergone a profound transformation. Where corporations once controlled messaging
through press releases and advertising campaigns, contemporary organizations
communicate within digital ecosystems where executives, brands, and citizens’ voices
simultaneously shape public responses. This shift presents both opportunities and risks.
Organizations increasingly adopt public positions on geopolitical conflicts, social justice
controversies, and complex societal challenges. However, their communications enter
arenas where citizens actively create competing narratives that organizations cannot
fully control. Understanding the conditions under which organizational contested
societal communication generates stakeholder engagement and behavioral outcomes in
these environments represents a pressing challenge for both theory and practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 The Core Challenge

Three dimensions of this challenge remain underexplored. First, who should
speak: whether executive personal communication differs from organizational brand
communication, and under what message conditions. Second, the role of decentralized
communication: whether citizen-created discourse interacts with organizational
strategies to shape consumer responses, and through what psychological mechanisms.
Third, what communication tactics prove effective: whether specific visual-semantic
elements can enhance engagement with complex societal messaging, especially when
organizations address causes outside their core business. Addressing these questions
requires both theoretical advancement and methodological innovation (Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: Organizational Communication in Contested Societal Issues

This dissertation examines these dimensions across three complementary crisis
domains: geopolitical conflict (the Russia-Ukraine war), social justice controversy
(diversity, equity, & inclusion), and complex societal challenges (the Sustainable
Development Goals). Through computational analysis of more than 250,000 social
media posts, combined with controlled experiments, we investigate how message
sender, message characteristics, and communication tactics systematically influence
stakeholder engagement and behavioral outcomes.

1.2 Computational Methods Enabling Analysis at Scale

This dissertation employs computational social science methods enabling analysis at
scale while maintaining theoretical grounding. The methodological approach employs
natural language processing (NLP) and machine learning, specifically Bidirectional
Encoder Representations from Transformers (BERT) and Large Language Models,
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1.3 Theoretical Gaps in Contemporary Contested Societal Communication

including GPT-4 and GPT-4o-mini, combined with systematic human validation to
classify social media content along theoretically relevant dimensions.

Across chapters, we analyze over 250,000 social media posts spanning tweets,
Facebook posts, and Instagram content from CEOs, organizational brands, and citizens.
AI models classify content along theoretically relevant dimensions, and independent
human raters validate classifications.

This computational approach enables scale without sacrificing validity, captures
authentic stakeholder responses in naturalistic settings, and supports population-level
inferences across hundreds of organizations. All three chapters employ systematic
methodological triangulation, observational analysis of real social media communi-
cations combined with controlled experiments testing causal effects, confirmed by
robustness checks and, in Chapter 3, by mediating mechanisms. This triangulation
constitutes a distinctive methodological strength of this dissertation.

1.3 Theoretical Gaps in Contemporary Contested Societal Communication

This research draws on and extends several established theoretical frameworks
to address contemporary contested societal communication challenges. Where
traditional marketing communication assumed organizational control over messaging
(Trusov, Bucklin, and Pauwels 2009), contemporary digital environments feature
multidirectional communication in which organizational, executive, and citizen voices
interact.

Three theoretical gaps motivate this research. First, executive symbolism theory
explains how top executives’ actions carry symbolic weight (Hambrick and Lovelace
2018). Whether CEOs’ personal social media communication during geopolitical crises
carries this symbolic weight, and whether message framing and appeal should be
designed differently for CEOs versus brands, remains underexplored (Chapter 2).

Second, marketing research has largely focused on firm-generated content as
the dominant influence on consumer responses (Beck et al. 2025; Geng et al. 2025;
Tyrväinen, Karjaluoto, and Ukpabi 2023), overlooking the role of decentralized citizen-
created discourse in shaping how consumers evaluate organizational sociopolitical
strategies. Whether congruence between citizen-created political user-generated
content (PUGC) stance (pro-DEI vs. anti-DEI) and organizational DEI strategies
shapes consumer responses, and through what attributional mechanisms, requires
investigation (Chapter 3).

Third, brands face declining engagement in digital environments (Pezzuti 2025;
Sprout Social 2024), a challenge compounded for complex societal messaging where
prosocial and pro-environmental fatigue may reduce responsiveness (Deloitte 2024;
Forbes 2023). The 17 Sustainable Development Goals encompass a broad range
of global challenges, from poverty and inequality to climate action and responsible
consumption, and brands are uniquely positioned to contribute through their reach,
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visibility, and communication capacity (Mende and Scott 2021). Whether visual-
semantic elements — specifically emoji symbolism — can function as a message
richness dimension that enhances engagement with SDG content, particularly when
brand-SDG fit is low, has not been examined (Chapter 4).

What distinguishes this dissertation from prior work is the systematic examina-
tion of conditions, rather than isolated message features, that determine communication
effectiveness across contested societal domains. By investigating sender identity,
decentralized citizen-created discourse, and visual-semantic tactics across geopolitical,
social justice, and complex global challenges contexts, this research demonstrates
that organizations operate within multivocal ecosystems in which the interactions
among messenger, message, audience discourse, and communication design determine
stakeholder engagement and behavioral outcomes.

1.4 Research Questions

This dissertation addresses the overarching question: under what conditions does
organizational contested societal communication generate stakeholder engagement and
behavioral outcomes in digital environments where multiple voices operate? Three
specific research questions operationalize this inquiry.

RQ1: How do message sender (CEO vs. brand), framing orientation (other-
focused vs. self-focused), and appeal type (emotional vs. informational)
interact to shape public engagement and digital activism during geopolitical
crises?

RQ2: How does the stance of decentralized citizen-created political
user-generated content (pro-DEI vs. anti-DEI) interact with brand DEI
strategies (double down vs. rollback) to shape consumer engagement and
brand outcomes during social justice controversies, and do public-serving
motive attributions mediate these effects?

RQ3: Can emoji symbolism (symbol vs. icon emojis) enhance stakeholder
engagement with brand SDG messaging, and can symbol emojis buffer the
negative effects of low brand-SDG fit on engagement intentions?

1.5 Chapters Overview

Chapter 2 examines how message sender (CEO vs. brand), framing orientation
(other- vs. self-focused), and appeal type (emotional vs. informational) interact
to shape public engagement and digital activism during the Russia-Ukraine war.
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1.6 Structure of Dissertation

Using BERT classification of 236,119 tweets combined with a controlled experiment
(N=608), the research tests whether CEO personal communication outperforms brand
communication and identifies the message conditions under which sender effects are
amplified.

Chapter 3 examines how PUGC, the decentralized citizen-created discourse that
evaluates and reinterprets brands’ sociopolitical strategies, interacts with brand DEI
strategies during social justice controversies. Analyzing 3,874 PUGC posts about 28
brands that either doubled down on or rolled back DEI commitments, combined with
a controlled experiment (N=267), the research tests whether PUGC-brand congruence
produces asymmetric effects on consumer engagement and brand outcomes, and
whether public-serving motive attributions mediate these relationships.

Chapter 4 investigates whether emoji symbolism can enhance stakeholder
engagement with brand SDG communication. Analyzing 13,698 social media posts
from six global brands, combined with a controlled experiment (N=193), the research
tests whether symbol emojis (vs. icon emojis and text-only) moderate the effectiveness
of SDG messaging, and whether they buffer the negative effects of low brand-SDG fit
on engagement intentions.

1.6 Structure of Dissertation

Following this introduction, Chapter 2 examines CEO versus brand communication
during the Russia-Ukraine war. Chapter 3 examines how political user-generated
content interacts with brand DEI strategies. Chapter 4 examines the role of emoji
symbolism in brand SDG communication. The conclusion synthesizes findings
across domains, discusses theoretical, methodological, and practical implications,
acknowledges limitations, and proposes directions for future research.
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