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Conclusion

F
or decades, corporate communication operated under the assumption of
organizational message control. The dominant paradigm often positions
organizations as primary authors of their own narratives, with stakeholders

cast as recipients whose responses could be managed through careful message design.
Digital platforms have dismantled this assumption. Contemporary organizational
communication unfolds within ecosystems where executive voices, brand channels,
and citizen discourse simultaneously compete for interpretive authority over contested
societal issues.

This dissertation examined how organizations navigate these multi-vocal
ecosystems across three domains of contested societal communication: geopolitical
conflict (Russia-Ukraine war), social justice controversy (diversity, equity & inclusion
decisions), and complex global challenges (sustainable development goals). Across these
domains, we investigated how message sender identity, decentralized citizen-created
discourse, and visual-semantic communication tactics shape stakeholder engagement
and behavioural outcomes. The findings across these three domains converge
on patterns that, when examined together, reveal a systemic transformation in
the contemporary organizational communication ecosystem. We elaborate on this
transformation in the following synthesis.

5.1 Synthesis: Changes in Digital Ecosystems

Examining findings across all three contested societal domains reveals a systemic
transformation in corporate communication that extends beyond individual tactical
considerations. Contemporary organizations no longer operate within communication
environments they control. Rather, they navigate multi-vocal ecosystems where
effectiveness depends on understanding how organizational messaging, executive
communication, and citizen discourse interact to collectively shape stakeholder
perceptions and behavioral outcomes.
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Three patterns emerge consistently across the domains studied. First, source
credibility operates through alignment between messenger, message, and issue
characteristics rather than through simple sender effects. Chapter 2 demonstrates that
CEO personal communication outperforms organizational brand communication during
geopolitical crises when message characteristics align with the nature of the issues
being addressed. When CEOs communicate about distant humanitarian concerns
using emotional appeals, audiences respond with greater engagement than when
organizational brands employ identical messaging. The complementary experiment
extends this to behavioral outcomes: in a crossover interaction, CEO public policy
proposals supporting Ukrainian civilians generate higher digital activism, while brand
proposals addressing the domestic energy crisis generate higher digital activism.

Second, and most notably from a theoretical standpoint, decentralized citizen
voices function as forces shaping outcomes rather than merely reflecting organizational
messaging or providing reactive feedback. Chapter 3 reveals that political user-
generated content (i.e., peer-driven discourse in which ordinary citizens comment on,
endorse, or contest brands’ sociopolitical strategies) interacts with brand DEI strategy
to shape how other consumers perceive and respond to organizational decisions.
When thousands of citizens post in support of organizational DEI commitments,
this discourse creates conditions in which maintaining those commitments yields
positive outcomes, including heightened brand-rewarding behaviors. When citizen
discourse opposes organizational actions, retreating from commitments fails to generate
favorable attributions while alienating supporters. This asymmetry, robust across both
observational analysis and experimental validation, demonstrates that organizations
operate within meaning-making ecosystems that they influence but do not control.
The identification of normative asymmetry as a boundary condition for dual-source
evaluative alignment, in which pro-social congruence elicits stronger moral attributions
than anti-social congruence, constitutes a novel contribution to congruity theory with
implications beyond the DEI context.

Third, communication tactics are differentially effective. Chapter 4 demonstrates
that symbol emojis moderate engagement with SDG messages by adding interpretive
richness, facilitating stakeholders’ understanding of multifaceted societal challenges.
Icon emojis, which provide literal representations of the text, offer no such benefit.
Furthermore, symbol emojis buffer the negative effects on engagement intentions when
organizations discuss causes outside their core domains, thereby enhancing message
richness for complex topics.

Integrating these patterns yields an unifying insight that unifies the three
empirical chapters: effectiveness in contemporary contested societal communication
requires understanding how multiple voices interact within ecosystems. Organizations
that recognize their participation in multi-vocal discourse, rather than presuming
unidirectional message control, position themselves to communicate more effectively
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while contributing to healthier public discourse. This shift from monologic
control to dialogic participation represents the defining transformation in corporate
communication that unifies findings across all three empirical chapters.

5.2 Theoretical Contributions

This dissertation makes four primary theoretical contributions advancing the
understanding of corporate contested societal communication in digital environments.
First, we contribute to executive symbolism theory by demonstrating that the CEO’s
personal social media communication functions as a symbolic action extending beyond
organizational boundaries. Where classical applications positioned CEOs as symbolic
actors within firms (Hambrick and Lovelace 2018), we show that in digital contexts,
CEOs operate as societal protagonists whose personal positions on geopolitical events
carry influence because audiences perceive them as personal statements requiring
moral courage. The spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann 1974) elucidates the
mechanism: when CEOs personally adopt public stances on sensitive issues, this signals
prevailing opinion, empowering others to voice similar views. Analysis of 236,119 tweets
reveals that CEO communications consistently outperformed organizational brand
communications across all engagement metrics. The effects hold across multiple model
specifications in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war. The complementary experiment
reveals a crossover interaction: CEO-led proposals generate higher digital activism
for other-framed issues (supporting Ukrainian civilians), while brand-led proposals
generate higher digital activism for self-framed issues (addressing the domestic energy
crisis). This extends executive symbolism theory to external societal issues in digital
contexts, establishing that effectiveness depends on the alignment between the sender’s
identity and issue framing, rather than on CEO communication per se.

Second, we extend construal level theory from cognitive psychology to strategic
message design in contested societal communication contexts. Where classical
formulations demonstrate that psychological distance determines mental representation
(Trope and Liberman 2010), we show that optimal communication aligns psychological
distance created by message framing with representation style conveyed by message
appeal, with this alignment differing systematically depending on the message
sender. Our analyses identified three-way interactions in which CEO messages
with other-focused framing combined with emotional appeal generated substantially
higher engagement, while CEO messages with self-focused framing combined with
informational appeal also outperformed. In Study 2, message framing moderated
the sender–activism relationship, with CEO proposals supporting Ukrainian civilians
generating higher digital activism than equivalent brand proposals. This extends
construal level theory by demonstrating that it operates in strategic communication
design, with message framing and appeal moderating sender effects.

Third, we advance congruity theory and attribution theory by revealing
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asymmetric effects in sociopolitical communication contexts. Integrating these
frameworks, we demonstrate that when PUGC—citizen-created discourse in which
citizens comment on, endorse, or contest brands’ sociopolitical strategies— (stance)
aligns with organizational actions (brand strategy), congruence enhances attributions
that organizations serve public interests. However, effects manifest asymmetrically.
Supportive congruence (pro-DEI PUGC combined with organizational doubling down
of commitments) produced strong effects on engagement, heightened public-serving
motive attributions, and increased brand-rewarding outcomes. Conversely, oppositional
congruence (anti-DEI PUGC combined with organizational rollback of commitments)
produced weak engagement effects and increased brand-sanctioning behaviors. This
asymmetry, robust across observational analysis of 3,874 posts and experimental
validation (N=267), reveals that pro-social congruence activates stronger moral
attributions than anti-social congruence, establishing important boundary conditions
for dual-source evaluative alignment theories. The identification of PUGC as a
construct distinct from general UGC, operating in contested normative domains where
citizens negotiate organizational legitimacy around societal values, represents a further
conceptual contribution.

Fourth, we contribute to media richness theory by identifying emoji symbolism
as a distinct dimension of message richness in text-based digital communication. We
demonstrate that symbol emojis, which convey abstract meanings, provide richer
interpretive cues than icon emojis, which convey literal representations, or text alone.
Analysis of 13,698 posts reveals that symbol emojis produced a 281% relative increase
in engagement for SDG content addressing complex global challenges, whereas icon
emojis showed no such advantage. Furthermore, symbol emojis buffered the negative
effects of low brand-cause fit in experimental contexts. This extends media richness
theory (Daft and Lengel 1986) to contemporary digital environments, demonstrating
that richness operates at the micro-level through visual-semantic elements.

5.3 Methodological Contributions

This dissertation makes three methodological contributions enabling future research.
First, we demonstrate a replicable template for applying computational social science
methods to communication research. The approach comprises theoretical grounding
through clear construct definitions; appropriate AI model selection (BERT, GPT-4,
GPT-4o-mini); systematic human validation; explainability to enable understanding of
the classification rationale; statistical analysis using validated classifications; robustness
checks across multiple specifications; and convergent validation combining observational
and experimental methods. This template balances scale (analyzing 250,000+ messages)
with validity and interpretability.

Second, we demonstrate that computational analysis at scale enables the
detection of complex interactions that are otherwise nearly impossible to observe

168



5.4 Managerial Implications

with traditional methodologies. For example, analysis of 236,119 tweets provided
sufficient statistical power to reliably estimate three-way interactions (sender × framing
× appeal) with substantial effect sizes. Such interactions prove theoretically important
because they specify boundary conditions and mechanisms.

Third, we demonstrate the value of systematic methodological triangulation. All
three dissertation chapters combine observational analysis of authentic communications
during contemporary contested societal events with controlled experiments that
test causal effects, confirmed by robustness checks, and, in Chapter 3, mediating
mechanisms. When findings converge across methods, as they do throughout this
dissertation, confidence in conclusions increases substantially.

5.4 Managerial Implications

The findings translate into specific guidance for marketing and communication
practice. First, when organizations face geopolitical crises, the choice of message
sender matters. However, the optimal sender depends on the issue being addressed.
Our evidence demonstrates that CEO personal communication generates higher
engagement and digital activism for other-framed issues (humanitarian concerns
about Ukrainian civilians), while brand communication proves more effective for
self-framed issues (domestic energy crisis impacts). To engage, CEOs should front
international humanitarian and values-driven concerns with emotional appeal, or
domestic impact with informational appeal. The practical shift is to treat the CEO’s
voice as a deployable marketing channel, not an unmanaged personal activity, and
design message framing and appeal to match the messenger.

Second, monitor citizen discourse and maintain prosocial commitments, as
retreating carries asymmetric risk. When brands make DEI decisions, decentralized
political user-generated content (PUGC)—citizen discourse that evaluates and
reinterprets brands’ sociopolitical strategies—shapes consumer responses through
attributions of brand motive. When pro-DEI PUGC aligns with double-down brand
DEI commitments, consumers attribute public-serving motives to the brand, which
drives purchase intentions, recommendations, and reduced boycotts. Rolling back DEI
commitments under pressure fails to generate favorable attributions and increases
sanctioning behaviors. Organizations should invest in real-time monitoring of PUGC
surrounding their sociopolitical positions and recognize that retreating from stated
prosocial commitments is not a neutral move.

Third, deploy symbol emojis to unlock the engagement potential of societal
messaging. SDG messages underperform non-SDG messages in engagement, but
the engagement deficit reflects how the content is communicated rather than the
content itself. Symbol emojis produce a 281% relative increase in engagement for SDG
content and buffer the negative effects of low brand-SDG fit. Brands do not need
perfect alignment with a cause to communicate about it effectively. Content teams
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should systematically incorporate symbol emojis into sustainability and purpose-driven
messaging, particularly when communicating about causes outside the brand’s core
domain.

For policymakers, the evidence that decentralized PUGC shapes brand outcomes
through attributional processes underscores the importance of platform governance in
preserving citizen voice. The asymmetric consequences of pressuring organizations to
abandon societal commitments, which fail to appease critics while alienating supporters,
warrant consideration in regulatory approaches. Evidence that symbol emojis can
enhance public engagement with SDG messaging suggests that communication
guidelines for corporate sustainability reporting could incorporate visual-semantic best
practices to maximize citizen reach and participation. The computational methods
demonstrated here provide scalable tools for evidence-based monitoring of multi-vocal
digital ecosystems.

5.5 Limitations and Future Research

Despite contributions, this dissertation has limitations suggesting directions for
future research. First, the emerging field of computational contested societal
communication would benefit from cross-cultural investigation. The studies presented
here examine primarily U.S. contexts, yet cultural dimensions, including power
distance, individualism-collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance, might moderate how
stakeholders respond to organizational communication. Developing culturally sensitive
computational frameworks represents an important frontier for the field. Relatedly,
stakeholder heterogeneity merits systematic investigation. Employees, customers,
investors, and communities may respond differently to organizational communication
during contested societal events, and developing segmented models of stakeholder
responses across cultural contexts would enhance both theoretical understanding and
practical guidance.

Second, the field would benefit from longitudinal approaches examining how
organizational communication effects evolve over time. Whether effects persist, amplify,
or decay, and whether organizational consistency in positioning builds cumulative
credibility across repeated contested events, represent questions that longitudinal
computational tracking could address.

Third, future research should investigate broader psychological mechanisms
underlying stakeholder responses to organizational communication during contested
societal events. While public-serving motive attributions prove important, additional
processes, including moral licensing and parasocial identification, may operate across
domains. Developing integrated theoretical frameworks that capture these multiple
pathways is a productive direction.

Fourth, as digital ecosystems diversify, understanding how platform affordances
shape contested societal communication dynamics, including when and how
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organizational communication triggers backlash and how such backlash cascades
through digital networks, becomes essential. Visual platforms (e.g., Instagram) may
amplify certain effects while professional networks (e.g., LinkedIn) may privilege
different message characteristics. Developing platform-contingent models of contested
societal communication effectiveness represents an important research program.

Fifth, as organizations increasingly employ AI to craft communications,
fundamental questions arise regarding authenticity in contested societal contexts.
Whether stakeholders can distinguish AI-generated from human-crafted crisis
communication, and whether detection influences attributions and behavioral responses,
represents a rapidly emerging research frontier with implications for both theory and
practice.

5.6 Final Thought

Voices do not merely carry meaning; they create it. A CEO’s personal stance on a
distant war does not simply transmit information; it signals courage, shifts perceived
majority opinion, and empowers others to act. Citizens who create discourse about a
brand’s sociopolitical commitments do not simply react; they construct the interpretive
environment within which organizational sincerity is judged. A symbol emoji appended
to a sustainability message does not merely decorate; it opens a space for interpretation
that text alone forecloses. Across the contested domains examined here, the consistent
finding is that voices act: they alter the conditions under which other voices are heard,
believed, and followed. In ecosystems where no single actor controls the narrative,
the organizations that communicate most effectively are those that understand they
are not authors of monologues but participants in a conversation they help shape but
never own.
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