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Abstract

Despite the increasing interest in brand hate in academic literature, there remains a
notable gap in understanding why social media users express brand hate through
negative electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). Drawing upon existing research on brand
hate and eWOM, this study investigates the underlying factors that drive individuals to
engage in negative eWOM about brands on social media platforms. While brand hate
may contribute to negative eWOM, its origins are multifaceted, stemming from various

factors that influence consumers' perceptions and emotions.

This study identifies and categorises a diverse range of brand hate factors through
semi-structured interviews conducted with 11 social media managers and 5 social
media users, who have previously shared a hateful comment towards a brand on social
media. These factors are classified into four main categories: product—and service-
related factors, consumer-brand-relationship factors, brand-related factors, and
individual-related factors.

By adopting a first and second-person perspective, this study offers valuable insights
into consumers' intentions behind negative eWOM, thereby contributing to the limited
literature on brand hate on social media. The findings not only shed light on the factors
driving brand-hate but also have implications for brand management strategies on

social media.



Zusammenfassung

Trotz des zunehmenden Interesses an Markenhass in der akademischen Literatur gibt
es nach wie vor eine bemerkenswerte Lucke im Verstandnis, warum Nutzer sozialer
Medien Markenhass durch negatives elektronisches Word-of-Mouth (eWOM)
ausdrucken. Die vorliegende Studie stutzt sich auf bestehende Forschungsarbeiten zu
Markenhass und eWOM und untersucht die zugrunde liegenden Faktoren, die
Personen dazu bewegen, sich auf Social-Media-Plattformen negativ uber Marken zu
aullern. Wahrend Markenhass zu negativem eWOM beitragen kann, sind die
Ursprunge dafur vielschichtig und ergeben sich aus verschiedenen Faktoren, die die
Wahrnehmungen und Emotionen der Verbraucher beeinflussen.

Die vorliegende Masterarbeit identifiziert und kategorisiert ein breites Spektrum von
Faktoren fur Markenhass durch semi-strukturierte Interviews mit 11 Social-Media-
Managern*Managerinnen und 5 Social-Media-Nutzern*Nutzerinnen, die zuvor einen
hasserfullten Kommentar gegenuber einer Marke auf einer Social-Media-Plattform
geteilt haben. Diese Faktoren werden in vier Hauptkategorien eingeteilt: produkt- und
servicebezogene Faktoren, Faktoren, die sich auf die Beziehung zwischen
Verbraucher*in  und Marke beziehen, markenbezogene Faktoren und
personenbezogene Faktoren.

Durch den Blickwinkel aus zwei Perspektiven bietet diese Studie wertvolle Einblicke in
die Absichten der Verbraucher*innen, die hinter negativen eWOM stehen, und leistet
damit einen Beitrag zur begrenzten Literatur Uber Markenhass in sozialen Medien. Die
Ergebnisse beleuchten nicht nur die Faktoren, die zu Markenhass fuhren, sondern

haben auch Auswirkungen auf Markenmanagementstrategien in sozialen Medien.
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1. Introduction

Word of mouth (WOM) has been a fundamental aspect of human communication since
early times. Historically, people relied on face-to-face interactions to share information
about products, services, and experiences. Gutenberg's invention of the printing press
around 1440 revolutionised communication by enabling the mass production of written
materials. This facilitated the spread of WOM through printed pamphlets, newspapers,
and books, allowing information to reach broader audiences with incredible speed and
accuracy. With the introduction of radio by Marconi in 1904 and television by
Farnsworth in 1927 (Ghosh et al., 2014, p. 294), WOM evolved further as electronic
media became powerful instruments for influencing public opinion and shaping
consumer behaviour (Fu et al., 2015, p. 616). Advertising and marketing campaigns

leveraged these platforms to amplify WOM and reach mass audiences.

WOM remains a potent force in shaping consumer perceptions and driving purchasing
decisions. From face-to-face conversations to online reviews and social media
endorsements, WOM plays a central role in influencing consumer behaviour and
shaping the success of brands and businesses. However, it must be said that traditional
WOM and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) exhibit notable differences. The most
important one is that unlike conventional WOM, which is confined to a restricted
audience, the internet, especially social media, has empowered individuals to share
opinions, reviews, and recommendations instantly and globally. On the one hand, users
can actively share information, and on the other hand, they can access information from
unfamiliar individuals. This makes eWOM a powerful tool (Fu et al., 2015, p. 616). In
summary, electronic WOM stands out due to its increased reach, quick diffusion, lasting
impact, easy accessibility to a broad audience, measurability, and quantifiability,
offering unique advantages compared to traditional forms of communication (Nam et
al., 2020, p. 1).

Despite the many positive aspects of eWWOM, mainly via social media, companies face
several challenges and drawbacks resulting from its significant influence on

consumers. Especially the transformation in consumer complaint behaviour due to

1



social media is a significant shift that cannot be overstated (Sharma, Jain, & Gupta,
2022, p. 654). In the age of digital communication, a growing number of consumers
who are unhappy with a brand use social media to publicly voice their opinions about
goods, services or the brand itself. These behaviours have significantly increased
because of social media's ability to practically connect the entire world (Kucuk, 2018,
p. 556; Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 652). Before, an unsatisfied customer could
only inform people in their close circle about their (negative) feelings for a brand and
the reason for said hate. Still, social media has made it possible for this one person to
potentially reach everybody in the world with access to the internet (Sharma, Jain, &
Gupta, 2022, p. 667). So, undoubtedly, it can be said that the ability to express their
(un)happiness on social media has given consumers more leverage in their interactions
with brands (Kucuk, 2018, p. 556; Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 652).

Therefore, the dynamics of how consumers and brands communicate with one another
have changed due to the emergence of social media platforms, which are remarkably
full of angry and hateful consumer feelings (Kucuk, 2019, p. 431). Negative consumer
feedback and subsequent responses are important sources of information for
bystanders or online response observers, as they can affect purchasing decisions.
Strong evidence that non-affiliated individuals can significantly impact other consumers
due to their increased credibility can be found in the literature on eWOM (Weitzl &
Hutzinger, 2017, p. 164), marking the importance of the topic. Moreover, it generally
has been observed that negative WOM has a stronger impact on the decisions of
(potential) consumers than positive WOM (Kucuk, 2018, p. 555).

Engaging in negative eWOM is an active choice on the consumer’s end to voice their
dissatisfaction, which can lead to multiple consequences, like hurting the brand
financially (Kucuk, 2021, p. 30). One of the factors why consumers engage in eWOM
is brand hate (Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 666; Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 21).
Brand hate is a strong negative emotional response towards a brand (Kucuk, 2016, p.
20) that can either manifest actively or passively. Active brand hate involves expressing
this discontent openly through comments or reviews, while passive brand hate involves
harbouring negative sentiments without active expression (Zarantonello et al., 2016, p.
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21). In an increasingly digital environment, the factors contributing to the likelihood of
active brand hate are important to investigate further (Kucuk, 2021, p. 32). To put it
more simply, motives for why a consumer is actively voicing their brand hate are
important to understand because “(it) is wise to fight a bushfire before it reaches the
house” (Kucuk, 2021, p. 32).

Despite the importance of understanding factors contributing to active brand hate on
social media, there is still a research gap in this area. Research has been done on the
factors of active brand hate (Alba & Lutz, 2013; Bayarassou et al., 2020; Bryson et al.,
2013; Hegner et al., 2017; Kucuk, 2018, 2019; Rodrigues et al., 2021; Sharma, Jain, &
Gupta, 2022; Zarantonello et al., 2016; Zhang & Laroche, 2020), but limited research
has been done on the underlying factors of brand hate on social media (Whiting et al.,
2019, p. 138) and how these lead to negative eWOM. Therefore, this presents a
research gap as of right now. In general, more investigation is warranted into the issue
of brand hate that results in active behavioural repercussions like negative eWOM
(Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 668).

Furthermore, Abbasi et al. (2023) state that research on the moderating factors of brand
hate has important theoretical and managerial implications. Further research can shed
light on the connection of brand hate factors, which might offer a more profound
comprehension of brand hate in the context of social media for both scholars and
practitioners (Abbasi et al., 2023, p. 47). Multiple researchers identified a correlation
between brand hate and negative eWOM (for example, Bayarassou et al., 2020; Bryson
et al., 2013; Guévremont, 2019; Hegner et al., 2017; Rodrigues et al., 2021; Zhang &
Laroche, 2020). Still, only very few tested the influence of brand hate on eWOM on
social media (for example, Alba & Lutz, 2013; Whiting et al., 2019; Zarantonello et al.,
2016).

Businesses prioritize managing their brand image, particularly on social media,
recognizing its significant impact on consumers' decision-making (Kucuk, 2018, p.
561). Public expressions of brand hate can harm a company's image and potentially
lead to financial loss. Other (potential) consumers could see the negative eWOM

caused by brand hate and be affected by these statements (Balaji et al., 2016, p. 528;
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Kucuk, 2018, p. 555; Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 668) without the company ever
knowing about the rippling effect and, therefore, not being able to counteract their bad
image thoroughly. Managers want to understand the factors contributing to such
expressions to address issues proactively. Therefore, understanding why a person
voices brand hate on social media is important for marketers because they can take
action to prevent those public statements going forward (Kucuk, 2021, p. 29).

Understanding the factors behind brand hate can also lead to a competitive advantage
(Fetscherin, 2019, p. 125). Learning what drives brand hate can provide insights into
what consumers value in products or services. Managers can, for example, use this
information to refine offerings and their communication strategies (Balaji et al., 2016,
p. 538). Furthermore, social media is a vital communication channel these days.
Understanding why consumers express brand hate through negative eWOM on social
media can help managers tailor their social media strategies, engage effectively, and
respond to negative feedback (Balaji et al., 2016, p. 538).

Brand hate is an important influencing factor in the consumer-brand relationship, and
therefore, there have been calls for researchers to expand on this topic further, as it
has been of insignificant importance until recent years (Abbasi et al., 2023, p. 49; Balaji
et al., 2016, p. 537f, Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 668; Zarantonello et al., 2016, p.
11, 2018, p. 549). As there has been a surge in brand hate literature in the past years
(Rodrigues et al., 2021, p. 1116; Sharma, Jain, & Behl, 2022, p. 708), factors for brand
hate have been researched, as anger-related consumer behaviour has generally
attracted more attention (Kucuk, 2019, p. 433; Zarantonello et al., 2018, p. 549).
According to Kucuk (2019, p. 441) there is a need to figure out further factors that lead
to brand hate, and as different brand hate factors lead to various consequences (Kucuk,
2019, p. 441, 2021, p. 30), especially those factors that lead to active brand hate should
be further researched (Kucuk, 2018, p. 556).

Given the abovementioned reasons, it is important to compile the factors contributing
to brand hate identified in the existing literature and gain further knowledge on their
consequences. Therefore, the research objective is to identify the factors contributing

to social media users expressing brand hate through negative eWOM. The study aims
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to explore and understand the underlying factors that influence the expression of brand
hate on social media and possibly find dynamics between them to help managers better
understand their customers and help them prevent active brand hate from occurring on

social media.

Therefore, the research question is: “Which factors contribute to social media users
voicing brand hate through forms of negative electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) on

social media?”
2. Theoretical background

Founded upon a comprehensive review of existing literature, the upcoming chapter will
establish the essential groundwork for the empirical study, building upon insights
gained from prior scholarly works in the field.

In setting the base for this thesis, two important terms have been mentioned so far:
"brand hate" and "eWOM", with a particular focus on the negative side of eWOM.
Especially important for answering the previously suggested research question, are the
factors that lead to brand hate and negative eWOM. Previous studies have already
explored these factors and in doing so showed on the one hand, why consumers feel
negatively about brands (for example, Kucuk, 2016; Sharma, Jain, & Behl, 2022;
Zarantonello et al.,, 2016; Zhang & Laroche, 2020) and on the other hand, why
consumers express their negative feelings online (for example, Fu et al., 2015; Nam et
al., 2020; Whiting et al., 2019). By building on this existing knowledge, this thesis aims
to dig deeper into why people perceive brands negatively and communicate about them

on social media platforms in a negative way, and provide a comprehensive overview.

2.1 Brand hate

In the following chapter, the term brand hate will be clarified by providing a practical
definition, ensuring conceptual clarity. Furthermore, the chapter includes a delve into
the negative consequences associated with brand hate and examines the various

reasons why consumers might harbour hate towards a brand.



2.1.1  Definition

Kucuk (2016, p. 20) says that brand hate “can be defined as a psychological state
whereby a consumer forms intense negative emotions and detachment toward brands
that perform poorly and give consumers bad and painful experiences on both individual
and social levels.” Moreover it was summarized by Kurtoglu et al. (2022, p. 74) that
brand hate is “an outward negative emotion as it is an outward expression of negative
feelings and related to hateful behaviours toward a brand.” While Hegner et al. (2017,
p. 14) put it more simply and say that “brand hate is a more intense emotional response
that consumers have toward a brand than brand dislike.”

Brand hate shows itself in various degrees, which previously have been researched by
multiple studies (see for example Fetscherin, 2019; Hegner et al., 2017; Zhang &
Laroche, 2020). However, to put it in simpler terms, brand hate in general consists of
two components which Zarantonello et al. (2016) define as “passive brand hate” and
“active brand hate”. Emotions like fear, disappointment, shame, and dehumanization
are examples of passive brand hate; anger, disdain or disgust are examples of active
brand hate (Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 21). To summarize, it can be said that “brand
hate is a strong negative state” (Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 399), that the consumer is
in that often leads to negative consequences for a brand (Abbasi et al., 2023, p. 47;
Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 399).

2.1.2 Negative consequences

Diverse expressions of negative emotions, in particular hate, can give rise to an array
of behavioural outcomes, demanding cautious management by companies (Fetscherin,
2019, p. 125). The potential consequences of brand hate are significant, as
emphasized by Abbasi et al. (2023) underscoring the importance for every brand to
proactively tackle and alleviate the potential fallout with consumers stemming from
brand hate (Abbasi et al., 2023, p. 47). Effectively acknowledging and managing these
varied consequences becomes pivotal for companies aspiring to safeguard their brand
reputation and navigate the challenges posed by brand hate in the competitive market
(Balaji et al., 2016, p. 538).



Feelings - like fear, disappointment, shame, dehumanization, anger, disdain, and
disgust (Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 12) - lead to multiple negative consequences of
brand hate that have been investigated in research. These vary from silent to public
expressions, depending on, for example, the severity of the hate a consumer
experiences towards a brand (Kucuk, 2021, p. 31). Especially the categories of
consequences of brand hate researched by Zarantonello et al. (2016) seem to be
accepted in the research field of brand hate as well as confirmed by other studies, and
summarize most other theories according to Kucuk (2021, p. 31). Zarantonello et al.
(2016, p. 21) formulated three categories of negative behavioural consequences:
avoidance, approach, and attack.

Avoidance

Avoidance behaviour is categorized as a "passive" response, in which consumers
gradually and silently move on from the hated brand to substitute goods or services.
When consumers have negative thoughts about a brand, they simply abandon the
company and refuse to consume its products or services (Kucuk, 2021, p. 31). This
response is often the initial reaction when consumers start feeling hate towards a brand
due to a lack of congruence with their self-image (Hegner et al., 2017, p. 17). By not
including the brand in their consideration set, consumers penalize the brand (Kucuk,
2021, p. 31). It can be challenging for businesses to identify these avoidance actions
in real-time, and they can lead to loss of revenue and other damage along the road
(Kucuk, 2021, p. 31).

Approach

Approach behaviour, identified as an "active" response by Zarantonello et al. (2016, p.
21), involves consumers actively expressing discontent through complaints or protests.
By engaging in this active approach, consumers seek to prompt improvements in the
brand. Consequently, it becomes crucial for businesses to attentively listen and
respond to such expressions, as highlighted by Kucuk (2021, p. 31f). Approach
strategies, including brand retaliation, are notably invoked in response to negative past
experiences, as indicated by Hegner et al. (2017, p. 16). Understanding and effectively
managing these active consumer responses is vital for companies aiming to enhance
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brand resilience and foster positive consumer-brand relationships (Hegner et al., 2017,
p. 16).

Attack

Attack behaviour is categorized as an “active” response, in which the consumer
engages in anti-branding activities (Kucuk, 2021, p. 32). One of the most commonly
mentioned social strategies that people use to deal with hate is attacking tactics
(Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 13). With attack behaviour the intensity of brand hate the
consumer is feeling is demonstrated as they voice their hate publicly in the form of
negative WOM (Kucuk, 2021, p. 32). Therefore it can be said that negative eWOM can
be a significant consequence of brand hate (Kurtoglu et al., 2022, p. 81; Sharma, Jain,
& Gupta, 2022, p. 666; Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 406).

2.1.3 Factors for active brand hate

In general, brand hate is a phenomenon that can stem from various emotions, that can
result from several factors. As emotions present themselves in different degrees, so
does brand hate. Underlying emotions can be anger, sadness, fear, and surprise
related emotions (Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 397). As the consumer makes
experiences that lead to brand hate, they feel one or multiple of the mentioned emotions
which then lead to different levels of brand hate and therefore different consequences
(Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 399f).

Since certain factors precede the previously mentioned consequences, brands may
have a higher chance of controlling or eliminating hate directed towards them by
concentrating on analysing the factors causing the uproar (Kucuk, 2021, p. 32). Also, it
is good to know factors for brand hate as those can mediate the behavioural outcome
(Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 22). Sharma, Jain, & Behl (2022) have recently
categorized factors of brand hate that were known until then. The four categories are
product/service-related factors, consumer-related factors, brand-related factors and
personality-related factors (Sharma, Jain, & Behl, 2022, p. 708f). All the factors will be
explained in the following chapters and are summarised in Table 1 at the end of the

chapter.



Product/service-related factors

A very clear factor that plays into brand hate is consumer dissatisfaction (Bryson et
al., 2013, p. 397). Consumer dissatisfaction can occur in all three stages of a purchase
(pre-purchase, during the purchase and post-purchase). In the pre-purchase stage, a
consumer has certain expectations towards the product or service as well as the
benefits, price, and availability. Dissatisfaction occurs when these cannot be met by the
product or service. During the purchase phase, the consumer can be dissatisfied with
the environment they experience, the product or the service they experience itself, the
delivery as well as the quality. In the post-purchase phase consumers can experience
dissatisfaction from bad to non-existent support, the complaining process, as well as
the replacement, repair or refund they receive (Otieno et al., 2005, p. 300). When
dissatisfaction is not remedied, it can lead to the consumer having negative emotions
towards the brand which can lead to brand hate (Kucuk, 2018, p. 560f).

Hegner et al. (2017, p. 17) identified negative prior experience as a factor for brand
hate, and later Rodrigues et al. (2021, p. 1122) did further research and confirmed this.
Zhang and Laroche (2020, p. 398f) agree, as they also found out that the experience a
consumer has with the product is an important factor, as a troublesome experience can
lead to brand hate. The consumer can either experience brand hate from a fresh bad
experience or after multiple bad experiences (Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 396). Prior
negative experience often is the consequence of dissatisfied consumers because of
flawed goods. However, there is a distinction between brand hate and product hate:
hate for a brand becomes generalised on a brand level and therefore all of their
products and services when a consumer has a bad experience with a product of that
brand, while product hate is only related to one product (Hegner et al., 2017, p. 14).

Both dissatisfaction and negative experiences can stem from product or service
failure (Hegner et al.,, 2017, p. 14; Otieno et al., 2005, p. 300). Consequently, a
significant factor leading consumers to harbour resentment towards a brand is the
negative emotions arising from these product or service shortcomings (Kucuk, 2018, p.

560). This hate is particularly intensified when a brand fails to effectively address



complaints about its products and services, increasing the chances that strong negative
emotions, namely brand hate, develop (Kucuk, 2018, p. 561).

Consumer-related factors

According to Hegner et al. (2017, p. 17) the biggest consumer-related factor influencing
brand hate is ideological incompatibility, while Rodrigues et al. (2021, p. 1122) say that
symbolic incongruity has a bigger impact on brand hate. Hegner et al. (2017, p. 17)
state that self-image incongruity in the form of symbolic incongruity is the second most
influential factor on brand hate, while Rodrigues et al. (2021, p. 1122) found out, that it

should be ranked above ideological incompatibility.

Symbolic incongruity occurs when a brand’s image is perceived negatively by the
consumer because it is inconsistent with their perception of themselves (Hegner et al.,
2017, p. 14). Hate for a brand results from a mismatch between its symbolic
implications and the consumer's sense of self (Hegner et al., 2017, p. 17). So it can be
said that brand hate can arise from consumers rejecting a brand that does not embody
their selves as well as their self-motives (Rodrigues et al., 2021, p. 1124).

A mismatch between a consumer's values and a brand's ideology about societal,
religious, political, and morally unacceptable behaviour is known as ideological
incompatibility (Rodrigues et al., 2021, p. 1117). Because of this, ideological
incompatibility involves a more contextual, frequently societal, or moral focus that goes
beyond a consumer’s self-image incongruity or the performance of the product or the
service (Hegner et al., 2017, p. 15).

Negative consumer experiences with a brand's product, service, or another brand
touchpoint can be classified as violations of expectations resulting from those falling
short of the consumer's pre-established expectations (Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 19).
As such, the consideration set by a consumer must be thought of when looking at
reasons for brand hate. The consumer approaches a brand with a certain expectation
that, if not met, can lead to negative emotions. Brands fuel the consumer’s expectations
with their messages across different marketing channels.
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An interesting reason for brand hate that can appear throughout a brand-consumer-
relationship is the feeling of being held hostage by the brand. Various exit barriers,
like local monopolies or high switching costs, can all contribute to the consumer feeling
of being held hostage. The negative emotion stemming from this consumer-related
factor is especially high, which therefore can lead to active brand hate (Alba & Lutz,
2013, p. 267f).

Because they view brands as partners, consumers interpret brand betrayal as a
breach of the relationship's rules. This feeling of betrayal occurs when a brand exhibits
a negative characteristic, particularly if the consumer has previously connected the
brand with human characteristics (Bayarassou et al., 2020, p. 499). When their
favourite brands let them down badly, consumers who are very attached to those
brands are more likely to act in an anti-brand manner (Japutra et al., 2018, p. 1197).
Although Bayarassou et al. (2020, p. 500) found that brand betrayal is a factor for active
brand hate, it factors into passive brand hate even more according to them.

Brand-related factors

Many consumers believe that organizations serve two purposes: to be profitable and
to bring, in a general sense, profit to society. Links between a brand and a social cause
can improve the public’s perception of the sponsoring brand and therefore can be a
successful marketing tactic that boosts sales and fosters consumer loyalty (Bryson et
al., 2013, p. 399). Consumers go as far as linking corporate social responsibility (CSR)
with the defining features of a brand (Bryson et al., 2013, p. 400). However, it can also
go the other way around, as CSR can make or break a brand and therefore is a
common variable to invoke brand love or hate. CSR can be very tricky for a brand, as
research suggests that consumers are more likely to respond favourably when there is
congruence or fit between the brand and the cause. On the other hand, a non-
congruent relationship and acting socially irresponsibly could be bad for the brand,
resulting in brand hate (Kucuk, 2018, p. 556f). While Bryson et al. (2013, p. 401) point
out that they could not find a strong correlation between CSR and brand hate (on luxury
brands), they concluded, that if it is missing, upon realising, a negative dissonance can
arise within the consumer, which is a potential cause for brand hate. The findings of
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Kucuk (2016, p. 561) show a similar result. They state that low CSR efforts will mostly
not lead to brand hate on its own, but if there are other factors such as product or
service failure, then low CSR can play into a consumer starting to hate a brand (Kucuk,
2016, p. 561).

Zhang & Laroche (2020) identified that being perceived as a hypocritical brand by
consumers factors into brand hate. A brand that publicly promotes certain values,
principles, or behaviours, possibly in the form of CSR, but fails to adhere to them in its
practices or actions is seen as hypocritical by consumers (Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p.
401). In other words, those brands engage in contradictory behaviour, saying one thing
and doing another (Guévremont, 2019, p. 599ff), which creates dissonance with the
consumer. The concept of brand hypocrisy has two dimensions: image hypocrisy and
mission hypocrisy. Brands that break their promises or convey misleading impressions
(image hypocrisy) or that have an unaddressed negative impact on people or society
(mission hypocrisy) can evoke negative emotions towards themselves (Guévremont,
2019, p. 608). Brand inauthenticity can be part of brand hypocrisy, although they should
be perceived as two different constructs (Guevremont, 2019, p. 601).

Brand hate resulting from brand inauthenticity arises when consumers experience
dissonance between what they believe to be a brand's core values and what they
experience with the brand, regarding their goods and services as well as through their
marketing strategies. A consumer can feel inauthenticity due to objective facts and
subjective feelings that can manifest through consistency, uniqueness, dependability,
naturalness, credibility, integrity, and symbolism (Rodrigues et al., 2021, p. 1118). A
low level of brand authenticity suggests that the brands promises do not come from its
core values and therefore evokes dissonance within the consumer (Rodrigues et al.,
2021, p. 1124). Brand inauthenticity is more about the overall perception of a brand as
being insincere or disconnected from its alleged values and consumer concerns, often
due to a focus on commercialization and standardization. Brand hypocrisy, however, is
specifically about how a brand's actions align with its stated values and whether it is

transparent or manipulative in its approach, regardless of its commercial motivations.
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The acknowledgement and transparency in handling actions seem to be the key factors
that differentiate the two constructs (Guévremont, 2019, p. 601).

Consumers may have conflicting relationships with brands as a result of their
ambivalence towards unethical brand behaviour. In this sense, Zarantonello et al.
(2018) argue that the second most common cause (after negative past experiences
according to their study) of brand hate is corporate wrongdoing. More precisely,
consumers are more likely to despise a brand the more they discover about the
corporate wrongdoings. As there is close to no possibility of the relationship between
the brand and the consumer ever reviving, morally questionable business practices
result in a moral condemnation of the brand and therefore brand hate (Zarantonello et
al., 2018, p. 556). In general, corporate wrongdoings show a high likelihood for
consumers to have an active reaction and “attack” the brand (Zarantonello et al., 2016,
p. 21). Moreover, corporate wrongdoings play into ideological incompatibility
(Rodrigues et al., 2021, p. 1117), which has previously been introduced as a consumer-
related factor.

Another negative brand-related factor for brand hate can be the negative perception
of the brand’s existing users by a potential consumer (Bryson et al., 2013, p. 396;
Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 19). This factor does play into why consumers start hating
brands, although it is less likely to produce attack-like behaviour than other factors
(Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 21). Consumers compare their perception of themselves
with the image associated with a brand’s patrons because they feel that using a
particular brand indicates similarities in self-concept with those affiliated with the brand.
Consumers steer clear of products linked to what they perceive as negative stereotypes
to preserve their self-esteem, but because they have had negative experiences with
specific stereotypes, they may also develop a negative opinion of the brand and might
start hating it actively (Bryson et al., 2013, p. 398f).

At least for luxury brands Bryson et al. (2013) found out, that country of origin can
also serve as a factor for brand hate to arise, as many luxury brands emphasize their
country of origin as a critical component of their brand image. Consumers who harbour

resentment towards the nation where a brand is based, might stay clear of that brand
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or start hating on that brand upon realising its origin. Those who think it is unpatriotic
to buy goods manufactured abroad may steer clear of that brand as well, although this

might not result in active brand hate (Bryson et al., 2013, p. 396f).

Personality-related factors

The traits of narcissism include an overly optimistic view of oneself, a deficiency of
empathy, and a proactive approach to social interactions. It is suggested that in
consumer-brand relationships, narcissistic individuals will favour brands that uplift and
reinforce their positive self-views. Nonetheless, because they tend to react violently
when threatened, lack empathy, and have a sense of entitlement, narcissistic
consumers may magnify feelings of brand hate when confronted with brand
transgressions or betrayals. Furthermore, studies indicate that consumers with
narcissistic tendencies may be less attached to and loyal to brands, penalising them
for falling short of expectations and requiring extra care, as well as being prone to active
brand hate resulting from their anger (Bayarassou et al., 2020, p. 496, 2020, p. 502).
Moreover, individuals with narcissistic tendencies often attribute problems to the brand
rather than themselves. This inclination poses an additional challenge for brands
dealing with hate directed at them from consumers exhibiting narcissistic traits (Kucuk,
2019, p. 439)

Dependable individuals, characterized by high conscientiousness, are more likely to
observe and be critical of company wrongdoings, leading to strong feelings of brand
hate. Research done by Kucuk (2019) indicates that conscientiousness, as a
personality trait, influences consumers across different brand hate levels and may lead
to them expressing it actively. Specifically, consumers who see themselves as
dependable are more prone to hate brands, especially when things go wrong. Similarly,
consumers with a carelessness-prone yet critical personality trait may experience
stronger passive brand hate as a first reaction, which can lead to active brand hate. In
essence, individuals who value professionalism and expect brands to deliver on
promised market value are more likely to harbour significant feelings of brand hate
(Kucuk, 2019, p. 438).
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Factor for active

Category Explanation Literature
brand hate
Unhappy customers Bryson et al.
Consumer
) . . due to product or (2013); Kucuk
dissatisfaction _ .
service experience (2018)
Hegner et al.
. . . Unpleasant past (2017); Rodrigues
Product/service- | Negative prior . .
encounter or interaction | et al. (2021);

related factors

experience

with product or service

Zhang & Laroche
(2020)

Product and

Malfunctioning or

. _ ineffective goods and Kucuk (2018)
service failures .
services
_ o _ Hegner et al.
Ideological Conflicts in beliefs or .
_ o o . (2017); Rodrigues
incompatibility principles with a brand
et al. (2021)
Mismatch between
. _ Hegner et al.
Symbolic brand image and .
_ _ (2017); Rodrigues
incongruity consumer's (self-)
_ et al. (2021)
perception
Consumer- o The brand is not
Violation of _ . Zarantonello et al.
related factors _ meeting anticipated
expectation . (2016)
standards or promises
Being held Feeling trapped or
J . J Alba & Lutz
hostage by the manipulated by brand
(2013)

brand

loyalty

Brand betrayal

Breach of trust by the
brand towards

consumers

Bayarassou et al.
(2020); Japutra et
al. (2018)
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Brand-related

Poor CSR

Inadequate corporate
social responsibility
practices

Bryson et al.
(2013); Kucuk
(2016)

Hypocritical brand

Brand acting contrary to
its stated values

Zhang & Laroche
(2020)

Brand
inauthenticity

Lack of genuineness or
sincerity in brand
representation

Rodrigues et al.
(2021)

Corporate wrong

Lack of genuineness or

Zarantonello et al.

related factors

factors . sincerity in brand
doings _ (2016), (2018)
representation
. Bryson et al.
Negative .
_ Unfavourable views of a | (2013);
perception of the
brand's customers Zarantonello et al.
brands patrons
(2016)
Place where a product
o _ Bryson et al.
Country of origin | is manufactured or (2013)
originated
Excessive self-
o Bayarassou et al.
Narcissism centeredness or
| . (2020)
Personality- egotism

conscientiousness

Being diligent, thorough,
and responsible in
actions

Kucuk (2019)

Table 1: Summary of factors for active brand hate
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2.2 Negative eWOM

In this chapter, a definition of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) will be provided, aiming
to establish a foundational understanding. The examination of eWOM will extend into
an analysis of diverse factors contributing to the occurrence of negative eWOM. This
chapter aims to show the multifaceted aspects surrounding negative eWOM,
encompassing its definitional intricacies as well as the array of factors that play a pivotal

role in its occurrence.

2.2.1 Definition

Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004, p. 39) define eWOM communication as: “any positive or
negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or
company, which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the
Internet [and which] can take place in many ways (e.g., web-based opinion platforms,
discussion forums, boycott web sites, news groups).” While Ghosh et al. (2014, p. 295)
say that “eWOM is any WOM communication facilitated by electronic means such as
emails, instant messaging, blogs and social networking sites.” They also present a
definition for eWOM on social media and refer to it as “online non-sponsored WOM
posted by a normal user of social media website and created, transmitted and received

on a social media website” (Ghosh et al., 2014, p. 295).

WOM in general can be positive, neutral, or negative. Positive WOM is when people
talk about good, interesting, or new experiences. For instance, positive WOM happens
when people share stories about things they liked or enjoyed. This could be
recommending a good restaurant, talking about a fun vacation, or showing off a new
gadget they love and by doing so, showing approval. On the other hand, negative WOM
involves actions like saying bad things about a product, sharing bad experiences,
spreading rumours, and complaining privately. Understanding these aspects is
important for grasping how consumers’ conversations can affect how people see
products, services, or experiences (Anderson, 1998, p. 6). In general, it can be said
that positive and negative WOM show notable differences in their characteristics and
effects on consumer perceptions and behaviours (Ghosh et al., 2014, p. 295).
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There are three themes of negative eWOM presented by Azemi et al. (2020): lenient,
moderate and severe negative eWOM. Lenient negative eWOM describes negative
eWOM posts that have the least amount of negative effect. Unhappy consumers and
complainants spread unfavourable WOM, due to a service failure for example. No initial
malicious intent can be discerned (Azemi et al., 2020, p. 570). When either the person
complaining or the brand is aggressive in their expression, negative eWOM can be
classified as moderate. The effect may increase when people see others engaging in
negative discussions, and this engagement can reflect how valid the complaints are
regarding the faults of the brand in the eyes of the consumer (Azemi et al., 2020, p.
571). Negative eWOM that has an exceptionally negative impact can be classified as
severe. The consumer acts highly aggressively towards the brand and might not be
able to be calmed down with recovery strategies by the brand (Azemi et al., 2020, p.
572). The behaviour of consumers who express severe negative eWOM is oftentimes
confrontational (Azemi et al., 2020, p. 573).

In general negative eWOM presents a possibility for a consumer to attack a brand
(Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 21) fuelled by various factors that influence the consumer’s

tendency to engage in negative e WOM.

2.2.2 Factors for negative eWOM

While social media is the primary focus of this research, the discussed factors offer
insights applicable to a broader understanding of negative eWOM dynamics in other
digital contexts, as the literature used does not always explicitly differentiate between
the different forms of eWOM. In comparison to WOM and eWOM, eWOM on other
platforms and eWOM on social media should have more similarities (Fu et al., 2015, p.
617). According to Fu et al. (2015, p. 617), three noteworthy mediators separate factors
leading to negative WOM from those leading to negative eWOM. Firstly, in the offline
realm, expressing complaints is seen as a political statement, and leaving a situation is
considered an economic action. However, online, the act of voicing concerns becomes
both a political movement and a substantial economic influence on the decisions of
fellow consumers. Additionally, the online environment introduces social and cultural

constraints that discourage consumers from sharing their experiences. Finally,
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research indicates that online social behaviour often arises from a "need to help others"
or enhance social welfare. This implies that consumers engage in eWOM with relatively
few personal benefits but significant costs. This behaviour is driven by social
relationship norms and a desire to prevent others from encountering similar service
failures (Fu et al., 2015, p. 617).

eWOM in general can be the result of multiple factors (Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022,
p. 653) and they differ for positive or negative eWOM (Nam et al., 2020, p. 11). The
factors discussed will primarily focus on negative eWOM on social media, although
their relevance may extend beyond this context, as mentioned before. eWWOM these
days is especially reliant on social media networking sites like Instagram and
Facebook, where postings have the potential to reach a vast audience and attain viral
status. The prominence of these platforms underscores their fundamental role in
amplifying the impact of (negative) eWOM in comparison to other digital channels
(Donthu et al., 2021, p. 766).

Brand hate, resulting from one of the factors mentioned before, is a significant factor
for negative (e)WOM behaviours in general (Kurtoglu et al., 2022, p. 81; Sharma, Jain,
& Gupta, 2022, p. 666; Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 406). After examining the varied
factors influencing negative eWOM, a categorization into three groups was made.
These categories were determined by their association with the consumer-brand
relationship, the consumers themselves, and the social relationships on social media.
Following the factors will be explained and at the end of the chapter, all the identified
factors are summarised in Table 2.

Consumer-brand-relationship factors

A common factor for negative postings on social media is resolution seeking,
comprising three subcategories: issue resolution, apology, and compensation.
Consumers prefer using social media rather than other possibilities to seek resolution,
for example, a corporate e-mail address, for issue resolution due to its convenience,
speed, responsiveness of organisations observed in similar cases, and curiosity about

the outcome the posting brings (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148).
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Seeking revenge on a brand, is another common factor, why consumers engage in
negative eWOM (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148), and a severe form of negative eWOM
(Azemi et al., 2020, p. 572). They either have the goal of harming the brand’s image or
they seek to harm the brand financially, by discouraging other consumers and to
impede future business. Comments motivated by vengeance are oftentimes very
hostile and full of hate towards the brand or warnings about why others should not trust
this brand (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148), often stemming from a negative experience
with the brand and wanting to deter others from the brand (Dixit et al., 2019, p. 115).

Moreover, a factor that plays into consumers engaging in negative eWOM is wanting
to be heard by an organization. By posting publicly, the consumer hopes that the
organisation will take notice of what they have to say and that, in doing so, they will be
able to bring some sense of balance back into their lives after an unpleasant or
unsatisfactory experience. Whiting et al. (2019) identified three subcategories,
including the want to be listened to, to be heard and to be understood by the
organisation. In posting publicly on social media, they want to ensure the company
pays attention to their complaints and make their opinions matter. Moreover,
consumers hope to receive a reply via social media and therefore receive confirmation,

that their negative comment was heard (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148f).

Consumers may feel compelled to support brands because they have developed a
relationship with them, and as contradictory as it seems, they may do this by
participating in negative eWOM. They wish to offer opinions and recommendations to
aid the organization in changing for the better. This incentive stems from the consumer
wanting to assist the business by contributing value through negative social media
posts of ideas and suggestions (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 149).

Consumer-related factors

Yet another influential factor contributing to the occurrence of negative posts on social
media lies in the desire of consumers, to articulate negative emotions, comprising two
distinctive subcategories: self-expression and the venting of negative emotions.

Consumers utilize social media as a channel to communicate and convey a spectrum
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of emotions, including but not limited to anger, disappointment, annoyance, and
frustration - emotions similar to those experienced in instances of brand hate. Social
media platforms function as a virtual space for individuals to cope with and vent
negative emotions. This environment facilitates the expression and release of pent-up
feelings, providing a means for individuals to find solace and relief in the virtual realm
by attacking a brand they are not fond of (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148).

Wen-Hai et al. (2019) say that regret manifests as a visible expression of defensive
behaviour, serving to compensate for perceived shortcomings following the conclusion
of self-reflection and assessment (Wen-Hai et al., 2019, p. 833). Simply put, it's a sense
of dissatisfaction that arises when individuals think they could have made a better
decision with a different product, particularly after making a purchase. (Kurtoglu et al.,
2022, p. 73). In essence, regret becomes an emotional trigger, influencing individuals
to share unfavourable opinions on social media platforms in the form of negative eWOM
(Kurtoglu et al., 2022, p. 81; Wen-Hai et al., 2019, p. 843).

Social-relationship factors

Altruism, namely helping or warning other consumers, stands out as the primary factor
influencing a consumer’s attitude toward eWOM communication (Fu et al., 2015, p.
628). Whiting et al. (2019) confirm this, especially for negative eWOM, as they agree
that altruism is the biggest factor for why consumers engage in negative eWOM. The
consumer's desire to either protect or educate others about an organisation depends
on how intense their feelings are. They use their negative postings to inform or shield
the public as well as those who are close to them, such as family and friends. In general,
people's commitment to or concern for the welfare of others leads many of them to post
negative eWOM on social media (Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148). Altruism stems from
lenient negative eWOM, because the consumers mostly do not want to harm the brand,
and aggression is only shown, when the brand reacts to the negative eWOM in a way,
that is unsatisfactory for the consumer (Azemi et al., 2020, p. 570).

Social media users might gain the confidence to publicly state negative opinions on

brands when they find a circle, where they see support for their opinion from others and
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can identify themselves with a group. While reading other user’'s comments a sense of
social support arises when the consumer experiences opinion congruency, which
gives consumers a sense of power or control, unique for social media settings, over
social relationships. This affects and enhances their willingness to voice their negative
opinion via their social media accounts, as they perceive a sort of comfort, that they are
not alone in their opinion (Chun & Lee, 2017, p. 127). Because their perception of power
is diminished on social media, people who do not perceive such congruity will abstain
from negative eWOM (Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 666).

Furthermore, a heightened sense of power was observed by social media self-
efficacy. This can be characterized as a self-regulation mechanism signifying the belief
in one's ability to adeptly engage with and navigate social media resources. Social
media self-efficacy as a determinant of empowerment underlines the capacity for
individuals to exercise control and competence in their digital interactions, therefore
reinforcing the relationship between self-perception and the use of social media
platforms (Sharma, Jain, & Gupta, 2022, p. 666).

Moreover, Fu et al. (2015) say that when it comes to negative eWOM, another crucial
factor is the social pressure a social media user experiences. This implies that social
approval and the pressure of other social media users have a greater influence when
a consumer feels that a brand failed to fulfil promises. On the other hand, the sharing
of positive eWOM is largely contingent on evaluating the appropriateness of such
behaviour. This implies that individuals carefully consider the potential impact and
repercussions of expressing their opinions before doing so (Fu et al., 2015, p. 627).

Factor for _
Category _ Explanation Literature
negative eWOM
Kurtoglu et al.,
_ Strong negative (2022); Sharma,
(no assigned . _
Brand hate feelings towards a Jain, & Gupta,
category)
brand (2022); Zhang &

Laroche (2020)
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Resolution

seeking

Trying to find a

solution

Whiting et al. (2019

Seeking revenge

Desire to retaliate

against perceived

Azemi et al. (2020);
Whiting et al. (2019)

related factors

wrongdoing
Consumer-brand- Desiring
. _ Wanting to be
relationship acknowledgment N
heard by the Whiting et al. (2019)
factors and response from
brand
the company
Hoping for
Wanting the improvements in .
_ Whiting et al. (2019)
brand to change | brand behaviour or
products
Expressin Conveyin
P _ 9 . _ ying Whiting et al. (2019)
negative feelings | discontent
Consumer-

Feeling remorseful

Kurtoglu et al.

Regret ] (2022); Wen-Hai et
about past actions
al. (2019)
helping or warning Azemi et al. (2020);
Altruism other consumers Fu et al. (2015);
selflessly Whiting et al. (2019)
Opinion Match between
_ Chun & Lee (2017)
congruency users views
Social-
Perceived power | Belief in influence or | Sharma, Jain, &
relationship . . _
on social media impact Gupta (2022)
factors

Self-efficacy

Confidence in one's

abilities

Sharma, Jain, &
Gupta (2022)

Social pressure

Influence of others
on individual

behaviour

Fu et al. (2015)

Table 2: Summary of factors for negative eWWOM
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2.3 Discussion and research question

Brand hate and negative eWOM are both related to negative attitudes and behaviours
towards a brand. Brand hate refers to a strong negative emotional response towards a
brand (Kurtoglu et al., 2022, p. 74), while negative eWOM refers to negative WOM
communication about a brand on electronic platforms (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p.
39). It is noteworthy that brand hate can serve as a catalyst for the expression of
negative eWOM, as individuals, driven by their strong negative emotions resulting from
one or multiple of the factors mentioned above, may choose electronic platforms as a
medium to express their discontent and unfavourable sentiments toward the brand.
Understanding this dynamic interplay between brand hate and negative eWOM is vital
in comprehending the nuanced ways in which consumer sentiments manifest and

spread within social media platforms (Kurtoglu et al., 2022, p. 81f).

The consequences of brand hate and negative eWOM can be similar, but they are not
necessarily the same. Both brand hate and negative eWOM can lead to negative
consequences for the brand (Kucuk, 2021, p. 32). However, negative eWOM can have
a wider reach than other consequences of brand hate as it can be shared with a larger
audience on electronic platforms (Kucuk, 2018, p. 556). Additionally, negative e WOM
can be more difficult for the brand to control, as it can spread quickly and be difficult to
remove from social networking sites (Balaji et al., 2016, p. 529). On the other hand,
brand hate may be more intense and personal, as it is a strong negative emotional
response towards the brand (Hegner et al., 2017, p. 14).

The foundation of both brand hate and negative eWOM lies in the emotional and
psychological responses of consumers (Hegner et al., 2017, p. 14). These phenomena
are often triggered by feelings of anger, disappointment, or betrayal. Merely asserting
that brand hate directly translates into negative eWOM simplifies a complex dynamic.
Brand hate is a multifaceted phenomenon influenced by complex components
contributing to the intensity and manifestation of brand hate. Consequently, it is
important to recognize that while brand hate might serve as a factor in why negative
eWOM occurs, its roots are deeply embedded in diverse elements that shape the
consumer’s thoughts and feelings.
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An analysis of the literature reviewed so far shows the influence of product/service-
related factors on the factors of negative eWOM. It becomes apparent that instances
of product or service failure and negative prior experiences play into shaping the
dynamics of consumer behaviour on social networking sites. Notably, when consumers
seek revenge by expressing their discontent on social media, their prior negative
experiences feature prominently as catalysts for these actions (Dixit et al., 2019, p.
115).

Furthermore, the desire to be heard, another factor for consumers posting negative
eWOM on social media, is linked to negative prior experiences. Consumers, fuelled by
dissatisfaction with a product or service, are driven to voice their grievances, seeking
acknowledgement and resolution through the social media activities of a brand (Whiting
etal., 2019, p. 148f). Consumer dissatisfaction plays into both consumer-related factors
for negative eWOM that have been previously discussed (Wen-Hai et al., 2019, p. 883;
Whiting et al.,, 2019, p. 148). Understanding these complex relationships is of
importance for interpreting the impact of negative eWOM on social media more
accurately, and it also helps to provide a more nuanced understanding of the complex
dynamics between brand hate and negative eWOM.

So far some shared factors are highlighting the interconnected nature of brand hate
and negative eWOM. The existing literature explored so far reveals intriguing parallels
between the factors contributing to brand hate and those influencing negative eWWOM.
Notably, commonalities emerge as both phenomena share certain determinants, which
suggests an interconnection between the factors driving brand hate and those fostering
negative eWOM. To fully understand the unique yet interconnected nature of brand
hate and negative eWOM within the larger context of consumer behaviour and digital
communication, it is crucial to dig deeper into the complexities of these shared

elements.

Various authors have established a connection between the factors they have
investigated under the umbrella of brand hate and the resulting emergence of negative
WOM (for example, Bayarassou et al., 2020; Bryson et al., 2013; Guevremont, 2019;

Hegner et al., 2017; Rodrigues et al., 2021; Zhang & Laroche, 2020). However, when
25



analysing the literature, it becomes apparent that drawing conclusive parallels to
negative eWOM in a social media setting is not possible. Researchers within the field
concur that eWOM can be viewed as an outcome of active brand hate or attack
behaviour, stemming from the hate that consumers harbour towards a brand
(Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 21; Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 399).

In the research conducted by Bryson et al. (2013, p. 397), a noteworthy finding
emerged, suggesting that consumer dissatisfaction resulting in brand hate, serves as
a factor for WOM. While this correlation holds merit within the traditional WOM
landscape, extending this finding to encompass negative eWOM on social media,
particularly fuelled by brand hate, introduces an element of uncertainty. Moreover, for
other factors identified by Bryson et al. (2013) as contributors to brand hate, including
CSR, negative perceptions of brand patrons, and considerations of a brand's country
of origin, no explicit mention is made of negative WOM outcomes. Consequently, a
comprehensive understanding of these factors necessitates further examination to

determine their potential implications for social media WOM.

Hegner et al. (2017, p. 17) take a nuanced approach, asserting that negative past
experiences, symbolic incongruity, and ideological incompatibility leading to brand hate
also directly influence negative WOM. However, a critical limitation emerges in their
research as they do not distinguish between private and public WOM (Hegner et al.,
2017, p. 15). This lack of differentiation hinders the extrapolation of their findings to the
realm of negative electronic WOM on social media. Similarly, Rodrigues et al. (2021,
p. 1124) identify factors contributing to brand hate, such as symbolic incongruity,
ideological incompatibility, brand inauthenticity, and negative past experiences, yet
refrain from extending these findings to social media WOM. Despite acknowledging the
significance of social media as a channel for negative eWOM (Rodrigues et al., 2021,
p. 1118), their research falls short of delving into the specifics of this dynamic.

Additional insights surface from the research of Guévremont (2019, p. 606),
Bayarassou et al. (2020, p. 495) and Zhang & Laroche (2020, p. 401), where a
hypocritical brand is identified as provoking WOM as a form of active brand hate. The

underlying mechanism involves consumers expressing disdain for the brand's
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perceived hypocrisy. However, the literature reviewed does not provide a direct
correlation to negative WOM on social media, leaving an apparent gap in

understanding how this phenomenon translates into the digital domain.

In conclusion, while current research provides valuable insights into the intricate
connection between brand hate and eWOM, there is a conspicuous gap in the
exploration of the nuanced dynamics of negative eWWOM on social media resulting from
brand hate. The existing literature creates a foundational understanding of how brand
hate influences eWOM, but the fast-paced evolution of the digital landscape
necessitates a concentrated examination of its implications. This underscores the need
to fill this void and answer the research question: “Which factors contribute to social
media users voicing brand hate through forms of negative electronic word-of-mouth
(eWOM) on social media?”.

3. Methodology

The methodology chapter will offer a broad understanding of the empirical research
techniques employed in this study. This will encompass a detailed exploration of the
research design, an explanation of the sampling methodology, as well as of the
collection technique of data, and an examination of the chosen data analysis method.
The aim of this chapter is, to make the research transparent and therefore reproducible.

3.1 Research design

The research approach for this study will be primarily exploratory. Given the sensitive
nature of brand hate, a qualitative methodology to comprehensively explore the
phenomenon shall be employed (Sharma, Jain, & Behl, 2022, p. 711). “Qualitative
analysis builds upon natural ways of thinking” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 20) and is
distinguished by its adaptable and dynamic approach, contrasting with the structured
methods typically associated with quantitative analysis. This adaptability empowers
researchers to probe deeply into the complexities of human experiences, revealing
narratives and phenomena in a manner that is essential for understanding the nuanced

and context-dependent nature of brand hate. An inherent advantage of qualitative
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inquiry is its emphasis on establishing authentic connections with participants. Such
connections hold promises for shedding light on the underlying causes of brand hate,
as they aid the exploration of nuanced meanings, emotions, and experiences that
influence individuals' perceptions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 12).

The focus of this research lies in uncovering the factors of brand hate that lead social
media users to engage in negative eWOM on social media. In employing interviews,
the ability to analyse intricate and concealed phenomena allows for the unveiling of
context-specific meanings surrounding brand hate (Sharma, Jain, & Behl, 2022, p.
711). It was said by (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 27) that the “most data dense interviews
are those that are unstructured”. As possible conversational topics in form of brand
hate factors presented in Chapter 2 have emerged, semi-structured interviews were
chosen as the qualitative mode of inquiry. Semi-structured interviews are conducted in
a conversational manner, engaging with one respondent at a time. This approach
involves a mix of closed- and open-ended questions, with occasional follow-up inquiries
such as "why" or "how" to encourage deeper insights. Unlike standardized surveys that
strictly adhere to predetermined questions, these interviews allow the conversation to
flow naturally, exploring topics on the agenda while also permitting exploration of
unforeseen issues that may arise (Adams, 2015, p. 493). The semi-structured format
ensures a balance between a guided exploration of key topics and the spontaneity
needed to capture nuanced experiences (Trochim et al., 2016, p. 63), fostering a more
dynamic and comprehensive understanding of the subject matter (Adams, 2015, p.
493).

The interview partners are social media managers in charge of handling negative
eWOM as well as consumers, that engage in negative eWWOM on social media. The
decision to engage with both social media managers responsible for community
management and social media users stems from a comprehensive approach to
understanding the dynamics of brand hate on social media. By including perspectives
from social media managers, who play a role in managing brands communities on
social media, and social media users, who express opinions, the author hopes to gain

a holistic view, encompassing insights into the organizational and consumer aspects
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contributing to brand hate. As it might be difficult to attract users willing to talk about
their engagement with brand hate, this dual approach aims to aid the study by capturing
a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon from both sides of the interaction.
Furthermore, the author finds the perspective of social media managers highly
valuable, as they often approach comments and posts differently, even in their personal
time, offering insights beyond their professional duties.

3.2 Data sampling

Theoretical sampling and snowballing were applied as a sampling method. As
proposed by Strauss & Corbin (1998), theoretical sampling involves selecting
participants and collecting data based on emerging concepts and ideas discovered
during the analysis. Unlike predetermined plans, this approach allows for an
evolutionary and adaptive sampling process. Each participant and data point
contributes to refining and building upon the developing theory. As the research
progresses, theoretical sampling becomes more specific, maximizing opportunities to
compare incidents and occurrences. This dynamic method enhances the depth and
relevance of the evolving theory, ensuring a flexible and responsive approach to the
research process (Azemi et al., 2020, p. 567; Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 202).

The social media managers included in the sample were selected based on their
experiences with community management, regardless of the company size, brand hate
or representativeness. First, people working in the field within the social circles of the
author were asked. Moreover, a search via Linkedln and Facebook groups was
deployed. LinkedIn Users whose job description on their profiles read either “social
media marketing” or “community marketing” were sent a connection request. Then 31
brands were asked directly via Instagram on their official brand accounts, if one of their
social media managers would like to participate in an interview. Table 3 provides an

overview of all the interview partners in this sample.
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Interview | Job Title Industries Platform Engagement
Online
Instagram, | 10 to 15 comments
1 Marketing Retail
Facebook | a week
Manager
Instagram, | 70 to 100
Social Media Facebook, | interactions a day,
2 Retail
Manager TikTok, sometimes up to
YouTube 150; 60% negative
Instagram,
Social Media Facebook, | 0to 10 comments
3 Retail
Manager TikTok, on a posting
LinkedIn
Social Media Instagram, | Around 40
4 Health Science
Manager Facebook | comments a day
Facility Management; | Instagram,
5 Social Media | Former job: agency Facebook,
Manager representing a fitness | LinkedIn,
studio TikTok
Facebook,
5 Social Media | Cosmetics and Instagram, | 30 bis 50 comments
Team Lead Health Science TikTok, per post
Pinterest
Instagram, | 300 to 400
Social Media Facebook, | interactions per day;
7 Telecommunication
Manager TikTok, 70% very negatively
X/Twitter (hate), 20% critical
] ~ | Agency, representing: 10 to 20 comments
Social Media S Instagram, _
8 public institution and per Posting (food
Manager Facebook

food manufacturer

manufacturer)

30




Instagram,
_ . _ . Facebook,
Social Media | Disclosure prohibited . 50 to 150 comments
9 TikTok,
Team Lead by the brand _ per day
X/Twitter,
YouTube
500 to 800
Instagram,
_ . comments per day,
Social Media . Facebook,
10 Retail 30% to 40%
Team Lead YouTube, _
. negative, 5% to
Pinterest
10% hate
_ . Instagram,
Public Transportation; 200 to 500
_ . . Facebook,
Social Media | former jobs: agency . comments per day
11 . TikTok, _
Specialist representing beauty _ (public
X/Twitter, ]
brands, airline _ transportation)
LinkedIn

Table 3: Social media manager sample description

The selection of consumers for the study was purposeful, targeting individuals who
actively engaged in expressing brand hate on social media. The aim was to capture a
diverse range of motivations behind brand hate. To achieve this, the researchers
employed multiple strategies. Firstly, individuals within the researcher's social network
were approached directly or through Instagram stories. Additionally, regular posts were
made on Studo, a platform popular among students, across various groups throughout
Austria. Furthermore, individuals leaving negative or hateful comments on posts by
prominent Austrian brands were identified and reached out to via private messages, to
invite them to participate in the interviews.

Among the interviewed consumers, demographic information was not provided by four
out of five participants. Hence, demographic details are not included in Table 4.
However, it is worth noting that all participants were under the age of 30. Table 4
presents an description of the social media user sample.
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) Reason for using social Brands they
Interview | Platform _
media commented on

Being in contact with friends,
1 Instagram, Facebook S _ SHEIN
passing time (entertainment)

o o Depot, Temu,
Instagram, Snapchat, | Being in contact with friends, .
2 ) . MediaMarkt,
Facebook, Twitter entertainment
Apple
Instagram,

Being in contact with friends,
3 Facebook, Snapchat, . SHEIN, XXXLutz

. entertainment
TikTok

Instagram, Passing time, staying in
4 _ Fressnapf
Facebook, (Studo) contact with people

Table 4: Social media users sample description

One of the interviews was excluded from the study due to discrepancies between the
interviewee's behaviour and their verbal responses. Despite efforts to gather a diverse
sample, involving approximately 120 social media users, students from various groups,
and individuals within the author's social circle, the desired diversity was not fully
achieved. The unexpected misalignment between observed behaviour and interview
responses, as well as the low response-rate underscores the complexity of studying
brand hate and highlights the challenges in sampling participants representative of

diverse motivations and behaviours.

3.3 Data collection

During the research period, spanning from the end of January to mid-March 2024, a
total of 16 interviews were conducted. Eleven of these interviews involved marketing
managers representing a diverse array of brands, while the remaining five were
conducted with consumers who had previously posted at least one hate comment on a
brand's social media accounts. The data collection for this study involved semi-

structured interviews, providing a dynamic and flexible approach to explore participants'
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insights into the nuanced dynamics of brand hate and eWOM on social media. Due to
the nature of semi-structured interviews, a complete interview guide is not predefined,
as the specific order of topics discussed emerged in the course of the conversation.
This approach allows for in-depth and open-ended conversations, tailored to the unique
perspectives of each participant. Moreover, it was possible to ask follow-up and probe
questions, making each conversation individual (Zarantonello et al., 2018, p. 552).
However, an overview will be provided for both groups of participants, outlining the
general approach that was taken during the interviews.

The interviews with marketing managers began by exploring their professional
experiences, encompassing the platforms they actively managed, such as Instagram,
Facebook, TikTok, LinkedIn, and others, and determining the extent of engagement on
these channels. Subsequently, they were prompted to estimate the proportion of this
engagement that was negative and whether they had encountered instances of brand
hate. Following this, the marketing managers were asked to explain the reasons behind
the negative eWOM their respective brands had received. This phase of the interview
involved a dynamic interchange, with both the interviewees providing insights and the
interviewer posing clarifying questions to deepen the comprehension of the perceived
factors contributing to negative eWOM. The interviewer relied solely on the information
provided in Tables 1 and 2 as a reference and asked questions based on factors
deemed related to the brand. Upon addressing all structured queries the marketing
managers were allowed to introduce any additional insights or topics relevant to brand
hate on social media.

Interviews with social media users who had previously engaged in negative eWOM
began with inquiries about their social media platform usage, including platforms like
Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and Snapchat, and the motivations driving their use,
such as entertainment, staying connected with friends, or obtaining news. Subsequent
questions explored whether they utilized social media for interactions with brands, a
dimension not previously mentioned by the interviewees. The ensuing queries focused
on their involvement in negative eWOM, examining the motivations behind their

engagement. To ensure a comprehensive understanding, follow-up questions were
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posed, delving into the underlying reasons for the users' engagement in negative
eWOM. Some interviewees were asked to reflect on whether they believed their
comments had a discernible impact. Importantly, all social media users were granted
the opportunity to contribute beyond the structured questions, allowing for a more
comprehensive exploration of their perspectives on brand hate in the social media

realm.

The interviews for this study were conducted in German, as participants included
community managers and consumers from Austria. Consequently, the transcriptions
were also in German. However, to facilitate analysis and ensure accessibility, the
generated codes were translated into English, enabling a transition between languages

as seamless as possible during the research process.

3.4 Data analysis

“The actual procedures used for analyzing data are not as important as the task
of identifying the essence or meaning of data. (...) The greatest tools
researchers have to work with are their minds and intuition. The best approach
to coding is to relax and let your mind and intuition work for you.” (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008, p. 160)

Coding involves identifying the most suitable word or phrase that conceptually captures
what the researcher perceives the data to mean (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 160). Open
coding is chosen as the preferred method for analysing data from semi-structured
interviews (Doring, 2023, p. 538). Applying open coding to semi-structured interview
data enhances the study's depth, flexibility, and participant-centric focus, contributing
to a nuanced understanding of the topic at hand. In the open coding process,
information is dissected into distinct concepts, thoroughly analysed, and scrutinized for
commonalities and distinctions. Elements such as events, occurrences, objects, and
actions/interactions that share conceptual similarities or possess related meanings are
then organized into broader, more abstract concepts known as categories. This careful
examination of data, considering both differences and similarities, enables a nuanced
understanding, facilitating clear distinctions and differentiation among these categories
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(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 102). During the coding process, theme coding was applied
as a later step to identify and categorize recurring patterns and significant themes within
the interview transcripts, providing a structured framework for the qualitative analysis
(Trochim et al., 2016, p. 68). This process encourages a detailed exploration of data,
which is essential for understanding the nuanced narratives of brand hate on social

media.

The primary focus of this research was to identify factors contributing to brand hate,
specifically those prompting users to express it publicly on social media, thereby
addressing the research question through well-thought-out analysis and interpretation
of the gathered data. All the insights structured into first-order concepts, summarized
in second-order concepts which again have been summarized into categories can be

seen in the code system shown in Figure 1.
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First-order concepts

1A Unhappy with their previous purchase although it was years ago
1B Consumers did not experience a product's effectiveness

2A Pricing

2B Product does not have the desired effect

2C The wait time (for product or service) was too long in the consumers' perception
2D Consumer is unhappy with the quality

2E Consumer is unsatisfied with the product characteristics

2F Unfriendly employees in retail

2G Introduction of a new product irks consumers

2H Consumer had to cover returning costs for a bad product

3A Product is bad for the intended purpose according to consumers
3B Product problems

3C Product arrived defect

3D Service disruption

4A Racism towards testimonials that do not look like the user

4B Brand communicates a topic conflicting with the user's beliefs

4C Consumers disagree with the company's support of the LGBTQ+ community
4D Brand depicts people in ads not matching the advertised nationality

5A Consumers ideologies do not correlate with the brand and its products

5B Consumer's ideologies do not correlate with the brand's way of doing business
5C Differences in beliefs about diversity

5D Differential subjective value perceptions of socio-political topics

6A Brand was not able to meet expectations

6B Promises made by an employee were not fulfilled

6C Promised quality standards not fulfilled

6D Consumers believe they are stakeholders and make demands

7A Consumers have signed a contract that they are now unsatisfied with
7B Brand has a monopoly standing
7C Switching costs are too high

8A The consumer believes the brand is advertising with bait offers
8B Consumers felt betrayed by a brand's corporate ties
8C Consumer perception of brand superiority contradicts actual behaviour

Second-order concepts

{
{

1 Negative prior experience

Categories

2 Consumer dissatisfaction

F»

(A) Product- and service-related factors

3 Product and service failures

—

4 Symbolic incongruity

5 Ideological incompatibility

6 Violation of expectation

7 Being held hostage by the brand

8 Brand betrayal

9A Brand image and values misalign with the products offered
9B Online shop images differ from the actual products

9 Brand inauthenticity

10A Brand claims to be a family company, but it's part of a large corporation
10B Brand encourages eco-friendly behaviour but doesn't follow it themselves

10 Hypocritical brand

11A Brand harms the environment

11B Brand violates human rights

11C Brand tests on animals

11D Production of substandard and inexpensive goods

11 Corporate Wrongdoings

+» (B) Consumer-brand-relationship factors

12A The ignorance of the brands patrons

12 Negative perception of the brands patrons

— (C) Brand-related factors

13A Consumers do not like the ads

13B Untruthful representation of the service situation in ads
13C Greenwashing

13D The frequency of advertising bothers the customer

13E Opague communication on circumstances in the company

13 Communication

14A Previous employees voice their negative experiences

14 The brand as employer

15A Government-imposed communication constraints

15 Industry-related obstacles

16A News about perceived corporate wrongdoings lead to brand hate

16B Consumers are influenced by other negative comments to write their own
16C Social Media influencers' opinions can lead to brand hate

16D Viral UGC about a brand can lead to brand hate

17A Misconceptions arising from a limited medical understanding
17B Consumers lack belief in the product's usefulness
17C Change aversion due to not enough prior knowledge

Figure 1: Code system

16 Social influence ecosystem

17 Basis of knowledge

(D) Individual-related factors
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4. Findings

The analysis and interpretation of the data revealed four primary categories, each
explained by several underlying factors and their first-order concepts, shown in Figure
1. The study thereby categorizes a diverse set of factors into (A) factors related to
product and service, (B) consumer-brand-relationship factors, (C) factors related to the
brand, and (D) factors related to the individual social media user. In the following
chapters, each category will be explored in detail, shedding light on the various factors
possibly contributing to brand hate on social media. The quotes were translated from
German interviews and slightly adjusted for clarity and readability.

4.1 Product- and service-related factors (A)

It seems that brand hate often goes hand in hand with a problem with the product or
service. Social media managers recognise that customers are dissatisfied with a past
experience, not satisfied with a product or service, or their hate stems from a product

or service failure.

4.1.1  Negative prior experience

Social media managers frequently observe a phenomenon where disgruntled
consumers, even years after a negative experience with a product or brand, continue
to express their dissatisfaction through hateful comments on social media. This
enduring resentment towards a brand, despite the passage of time, underlines the
possible significance of long-standing negative perceptions as a contributing factor to
brand hate on social media. Concept 1A summarizes this notion, highlighting how
lingering dissatisfaction can fuel consumer engagement in negative eWOM because of
brand hate, with one social media manager saying: “We also have some people who
comment, who haven't been a customer of ours for years and still reqularly comment

on how shit we are.” (Interview 7_SMM, personal communication, 29 February 2024)

In addition, when consumers harbour doubts about the effectiveness of certain
products, such as cosmetics and supplements, it might lead to feelings of hate towards

the brand, outlined in concept 1B. This scepticism may stem from perceived
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discrepancies between the promised benefits of the products and their actual perceived
performance, prompting consumers to question the integrity and credibility of the brand.
However, while consumers may place blame on the brand, a social media manager

suggests that the responsibility could lie with the consumers themselves:

“l also think because (...) your skin has to be able to get used to it and | think
people often have the expectation, okay, I'll take this once and then everything
will be perfect, no, that doesn't work (...) especially not with cosmetics and
supplements, it just needs a certain amount of time to work and (...) | don't know
what some people imagine.” (Interview 6 _SMM, personal communication, 28
February 2024)

Consequently, these feelings of scepticism and disappointment may manifest as
expressions of brand hate on social media platforms as consumers seek to voice their
dissatisfaction and warn others about their perceived shortcomings of the products.

4.1.2 Consumer dissatisfaction

Consumer dissatisfaction encompasses many factors, ranging from perceived product
overpricing to dissatisfaction with quality or service. In Concept 2A, consumers may
express brand hate on social media platforms if they believe a brand's products are
priced unfairly. This leads to hate among consumers, which they let the brand know on

social media.

“Of course, the pricing of the products is sometimes [hated on].” (Interview 2_SMM,
personal communication, 24 January 2024)

Product affordability and perceived value might play a pivotal role in consumer
sentiment towards a brand. Therefore, concept 2A also underscores how consumers
might scrutinise the price-performance ratio, particularly when they feel they are not
getting adequate value for their money.

“With the prices that Apple then also charges, so that's for a cell phone, | don't know,
1200€ or so, that's [a lot of] money, but | get much better cell phones in other brands.”

(Interview 2_U, personal communication, 28 February 2024)
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As highlighted in Concept 2B, disappointment with product performance can be a
significant driver of brand hate. When consumers' expectations are not met, they may
express their hate on social media platforms to vent frustration and warn others about

their negative experiences.

“Someone once wrote that (...) we made a false promise, so to speak, because [the
product] doesn't do anything anyway, because the person may not have realized it or
may not have tried it long enough.” (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, 16
February 2024)

Concept 2C addresses the impact of wait times on consumer satisfaction and
subsequent brand hate. Lengthy wait times for product delivery or for a service like
public transportation to arrive, might result in consumers frustration, leading them to

express hate towards the brand publicly on social media platforms.

“Very often | have the case that they have just missed the bus or that they are annoyed
because the interval is irreqular and then they write really bad comments, | have never
been called a [swearword] so often.” (Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, 12
March 2024)

Product quality dissatisfaction, encapsulated in Concept 2D, is a common trigger for
brand hate. Consumers may scrutinise the bad quality of the product, expressing hate
when products fail to meet their expectations or standards, as one user did: “One
reason [for the hate comment] is the poor quality. Odour and the materials [of the
products] in general.” (Interview 3_U, personal communication, 28 February 2024)

Concept 2E underscores the significance of product characteristics, such as
“ingredients, availability, and origin’ (Interview 9_SMM, personal communication, 5
March 2024), in shaping consumer attitudes towards a brand. When consumers
perceive discrepancies or inadequacies in these attributes, they may vocalize their
dissatisfaction on social media platforms, contributing to brand hate.

Unpleasant interactions with retail employees, as described in Concept 2F, can leave

a lasting negative impression on consumers, and contribute to brand hate. On social
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media platforms, consumers may recount unfavourable experiences with staff
members, such as rudeness or unhelpfulness, amplifying the brand's perceived
shortcomings in customer service. Social media managers usually cannot control these

accusations, which is why it can be complicated to deal with them.

“(...) that someone then comments underneath, 'I've just been to branch XY and your
colleagues were super unfriendly and what's that all about? And everyone was rude to
me' and things like that, (...) that's very sensitive for us.” (Interview 10_SMM, personal
communication, 12 March 2024)

Change aversion, outlined in Concept 2G, can lead to brand hate when consumers
resist or reject new product introductions or changes in brand offerings. Consumers
may feel alienated or disoriented by such changes, leading them to express their

discontent on social media platforms as a means of resisting or vocalizing their hate.

“There are people who really feel personally offended by the fact that we no longer use
the previous models because they liked them so much.” (Interview 11_SMM, personal

communication, 12 March 2024)

Complex or unfair return policies, as illustrated in a user's experience, might evoke
frustration and resentment among consumers, leading to brand hate, which sums up
concept 2H. When consumers encounter unexpected costs or hurdles in returning
defective products, they may express their grievances on social media platforms,
highlighting the brand's perceived customer service and accountability shortcomings.

“Some time ago, | ordered a dress that reeked of chemicals, so | complained about it
and sent it back, but | still had to pay the shipping for the return.” (Interview 3_U,

personal communication, 28 February 2024)

4.1.3 Product and service failures

The factors mentioned above can interplay with product and service failures in general.
Concept 3A delves into instances where a brand's product does not fulfil its intended
purpose, sparking consumer dissatisfaction and possibly brand hate. When consumers

perceive a dissonance between the product's promised functionality and its actual
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performance, they may express their frustration on social media platforms, highlighting
how bad the product is.

“Specifically, it was about a product for animals where there were almost 10
times as many comments on a certain product than in the 5 advertising
campaigns before. It surprised me personally how many people have so much
knowledge about a product and comment on it and then suddenly there were 10
people [under the post] who commented that this product is not so good or that

there are studies that suggest that it may be harmful to animals' health.
(Interview 1_SMM, personal communication, 24 January 2024)

Concept 3B broadens the scope to encompass various product-related issues that can
incite brand hate on social media. Product defects, untimely breakage, safety hazards,
or general ineffectiveness might prompt consumers to voice their hate publicly.

“(...) then there are some who might actually have stumbled into the [new] tram a bit,
because (...) it has a bit of an uneven floor.” (Interview 11_SMM, personal
communication, 12 March 2024)

“A shirt has torn once, just like that.” (Interview 3_U, personal communication, 28
February 2024)

Concept 3C highlights the impact of defective product deliveries on consumer
sentiment and brand perception. When products arrive damaged or malfunctioning
after being ordered online, consumers may experience frustration and disappointment,
leading them to express their hate towards the brand on social media to seek

compensation and warn others about their negative experiences.

In service-heavy industries, disruptions or failures in service delivery can trigger
widespread brand hate, as summarized in Concept 3D. Brands operating in, for
example, telecommunications or public transportation sectors may face significant
backlash on social media platforms when service interruptions, delays, or poor
customer experiences occur. Consumers often vent their frustration online, amplifying

the brand's shortcomings and eroding trust among existing and potential customers.
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“So really the loudest criticism is when there are restrictions, in other words when
people can't [use public transportation] as usual.” (Interview 11_SMM, personal

communication, 12 March 2024)

‘[When they write hate comments] often it's simply internet problems because they, |
don't know, can't game online in the evening or something.” (Interview 7_SMM,
personal communication, 29 February 2024)

4.2 Consumer-Brand-Relationship factors (B)

The consumer-brand relationship serves as a critical factor in understanding brand
hate. This relationship profoundly influences how individuals express negative
sentiments towards it. Exploring the dynamics of this relationship unveils insights into
the underlying factors driving brand hate on social media platforms. Factors that might
lead to brand hate on social media within this relationship are symbolic incongruity,
ideological incompatibility, violation of expectation, the feeling of being held hostage by
the brand, and brand betrayal.

4.2.1  Symbolic incongruity

Symbolic incongruity in a brand-consumer relationship means a mismatch between
what a brand represents and what a consumer wants or believes. It's like when the
brand's image or values don't match what the consumer thinks or wants to be
associated with. Concept 4A exemplifies how users might express brand hate when
they encounter testimonials or representations in brand communication that diverge
from their racial or ethnic identity. This discrepancy may stem from a person not
agreeing with a diverse set of people in an ad, especially if they do not look like they
do.

“(...) Racism is also always a big issue. As soon as we show various people
in our pictures, including perhaps a black person or not just white people,
there are often negative comments about ‘Ah, are you offering internet in

Africa now?’ and all that kind of [swearword], so unfortunately that's
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something that comes up regularly.” (Interview 7 _SMM, personal

communication, 29 February 2024)

Furthermore, in concept 4B, brand hate can arise when a brand communicates
messages or values that conflict with the beliefs or desires of its audience. When
users perceive a mismatch between their values and those represented by the
brand, they may feel offended, leading them to express hate through negative

comments on social media.

“That's generally a bit of an expectation among us, no matter what I do, it will
always disturb a group, so as | said, for some it's too little, for others it's too
much. (...) And no matter what we offer, there are things that bother meat
lovers and [other things that bother] vegans.” (Interview 10_SMM, personal

communication, 12 March 2024)

‘It often has something to do with the customer's values, if we stick with the
example of women, there are accusations that we are communicating
something that doesn't correspond to their values. From the company's point
of view, it is important to say that communication is often understood
differently than it is intended, but in such a way that it does not correspond to
what the customer wants or what the customer (...) generally thinks. Well,
they see something in our advertising campaigns that doesn't correspond to

their values.” (Interview 9_SMM, personal communication, 5 March 2024)

Concept 4C emphasises the impact of support for the LGBTQ+ community on
consumer perceptions of brands. Suppose users disagree with a brand's stance or
actions regarding LGBTQ+ rights or representation. In that case, they may express
brand hate as a form of protest or signal their disapproval of the brand's perceived
alignment with values contrary to theirs. In these cases, the brands were promoting

the LGBTQ+ community while the users expressed hate towards that action.
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“For example, when we post content for Pride Month, we often get criticism,
but I'd say we always expect that before we go out with something like that.
(...) I'm trying to figure out how | can quote a few comments without using
Swear words or not so nice terms, because they're often very hate-filled
comments, I'll say. (...) For example, ‘[brand] is a [nomophobe slur] company’,
‘[brand] is gay’, things like that.” (Interview 7_SMM, personal communication,
29 February 2024)

Lastly, in concept 4D, brand hate may stem from perceptions of cultural
misrepresentation or insensitivity in advertising. When consumers feel that
individuals depicted in brand advertisements do not authentically represent the
advertised nationality or cultural identity, it can evoke frustration or resentment. This
perceived disconnect between the brand's messaging and the opinions of its
audience members may contribute to negative sentiments and expressions of brand

hate on social media platforms.

“Nationalities are also an issue. A current example is an advertising campaign
where people are shown who are not all 100% Austrian, but simply other
nationalities. So [it bothers people] that we say yes, we are a 100% Austrian
company, but of course our range is more diverse than that.” (Interview 9_SMM,
personal communication, 5 March 2024)

4.2.2 Ideological incompatibility

Ideological incompatibility happens when people or groups have very different beliefs,
ideas, and ideologies. Therefore, concept 5A summarizes how the dissonance between
a brand's ideologies and its products and consumers' beliefs may lead to brand hate

on social media.

“A lot of it has to do with the idea of freedom, | don't want to be told what to do,
(...) but we don't tell anyone, that you have to use public transport. We provide
this offer, at a very favourable price if you choose the annual pass. It's all there,
but many people hear that you're a bad person because you drive a car and that
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goes against the grain for many people, although we don't say that at all.”
(Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, 12 March 2024)

Expanding on concept 5B, it becomes evident that consumer-brand ideological
incompatibility extends beyond just the products themselves to encompass broader
business practices and policies. When consumers perceive a misalignment between
their own values and those demonstrated by a brand in its business practices, it can

provoke feelings of hate and prompt them to publicly express it on social media.

[l hate brands] who simply don't share my values because they rely on child
labour and because they rely on production in countries like China or Vietnam
or whatever. Where only cheap goods are produced, which then pollute the
whole world and contribute to climate change, and as | have already said, child
labour and which simply violate human rights.” (Interview 2_U, personal
communication, 28 February 2024)

Concept 5C underscores the importance of ideological harmony concerning diversity-
related values in shaping consumer-brand relationships. When consumers perceive a
brand's stance on diversity as incongruent with their own beliefs, it can lead to them
expressing their hateful feelings towards a brand on social media.

“We have also had some comments, that | personally always find terrible, when
someone criticises something like, we have a lot of foreigners working in our
stores or a lot of people wearing headscarves and that really bothers them as
customers, (...) the comment has zero added value for anyone, it is usually
deleted immediately because | never allow insults to our colleagues on our social

media channels.” (Interview 10_SMM, personal communication, 12 March 2024)

Within the framework of Concept 5D, socio-political alignment emerges as a critical
factor influencing consumer perceptions and attitudes towards brands. When
consumers perceive a dissonance between a brand's stance on socio-political issues
and their convictions, it can evoke strong emotional responses and fuel brand hate. By
failing to resonate with consumers on these fundamental issues, brands risk triggering

hateful reactions on social media.
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“So, what is generally noticeable with negative word of mouth and then also with
brand hate, in the rare cases where it really comes to that, simply always plays
a role, are subjective value perceptions of individuals on socio-political topics.
And that has less to do with the product itself than with our company.” (Interview
9 SMM, personal communication, 5 March 2024)

4.2.3 Violation of expectations

Concept 6A delves into consumer expectations, emphasising how individuals develop
specific anticipations for a brand based on promises made or inherent beliefs. When
these expectations are not met, they can lead to feelings of disappointment and
disillusionment, prompting consumers to express their dissatisfaction through brand

hate on social media.

“If the expectation is different from the reality, that leads to a negative reaction.
And | think that has to do with the strength of the expectation plus the extent of
the disappointment with the person in question, because some people shrug
their shoulders and say 'it's okay then | won't buy anything today' and some
people are then angry.” (Interview 1_SMM, personal communication, 24 January
2024)

Building upon Concept 6B, instances where a brand fails to deliver on promises made
by its employees can significantly impact consumer perceptions and fuel brand hate.
Employees often serve as representatives of the brand. When their assurances or
commitments are not upheld, driving consumers to voice their grievances publicly on
social media platforms, as shown by one interviewed user, who was promised by an
employee that their headphones would get replaced upon breaking, if they also buy an

insurance:

‘I was told [upon wanting to replace the headphones] that there was a very small
chance that the costs would be covered, for new headphones and | somehow
felt a bit cheated because this was recommended to me by this salesperson and
| think this salesperson is a representative of this company and if he somehow
makes false promises to me, then it doesn't make a good impression for the
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whole company and that's what made me write a comment.” (Interview 2_U,

personal communication, 28 February 2024)

Concept 6C sheds light on the role of quality promises, for example in advertising, and
how discrepancies between these promises and the actual product quality can elicit
brand hate from consumers. When brands show high-quality products or services in
but fail to deliver on these promises, consumers may feel misled or deceived, leading
to hate being expressed through social media channels; as one social media manager
states: “The quality standards are high, the quality has to be right, that's also what you
communicate as a company, and if [the products/service] do not meet the quality that
we promise, there is, of course, hateful feedback from customers.” (Interview 9_SMM,

personal communication, 5 March 2024)

A unique concept is summarized in 6D, as a social media manager claims that the
brand they work for regularly has to deal with consumers whose expectations are not
met when it comes to the way the brand communicates on social media. The reason
for this seems to be that the consumer believes to be a stakeholder in the brand as
they receive public funds: “they just generally feel somehow disturbed by the fact that
we are partly financed by public funds and then post something that they do not like,
so that is also something that we get quite often.” (Interview 11_SMM, personal

communication, 12 March 2024)

4.2.4 Being held hostage by the brand

Consumers may feel held hostage by a brand. Factors such as long-term contracts,
monopolistic market positions, and high switching costs contribute to this feeling of
captivity, summarised in concepts 7A to 7C. Despite not always recognising it explicitly,
consumers may feel trapped in their relationship with the brand, showing this unique
sensation of captivity underscoring the power dynamics inherent in brand-consumer

relationships.

Concept 7A highlights how brand hate might arise when a consumer is unaware that
they signed a contract with a brand and are now subject to those regulations; as one
social media manager states:
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“Let's say they now take out a contract for €50 a month, for example, and buy a
new mobile phone, which they then get for less and commit to for 2 years. And
then there's an offer a few months later, for example, and some people simply
don't understand that they can't switch to this rate, which now costs €15, for
example, (...) because they've committed to the contract at €50. And the
customers simply don't want to understand that.” (Interview 7_SMM, personal

communication, 29 February 2024)

Moreover, concept 7B summarises how a monopoly standing might lead a consumer
to start hating a brand. The social media manager, however, stated that most people
are unaware of the situation. When they are, it interplays in their arguments when they
express hate towards a brand, which is not the sole reason in their case, with one social
media manager saying: “Many people bring up examples like that, especially when a
discussion starts to get a bit heated and the comments tend to be negative, (...) then
we hear again and again, (...) that we have a monopoly.” (Interview 11_SMM, personal

communication, 12 March 2024)

Switching costs, as outlined in concept 7C, might also fuel brand hate, especially when
consumers feel financially or emotionally trapped in their relationship with a brand.
Despite initial loyalty or affection, realising the significant investment required to switch
to an alternative can turn love into resentment, prompting consumers to express their

frustrations publicly on social media platforms.

‘I have everything from Apple and there are many different mobile phones on
the market and some of them are definitely better than Apple in various respects,
(...). But now I have this package from Apple, (...) that you can't really break out
of the whole thing, (...) from this ecosystem (...) and that bothers me.” (Interview

2_U, personal communication, 28 February 2024)

4.2.5 Brand betrayal

A consumer-brand relationship can be very fragile, so when a brand breaks the
consumer's trust and makes them feel betrayed, the consumer might express brand
hate on social media. Concept 8A underscores how consumers perceive deception in
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advertising, leading to a sense of betrayal when brands fail to deliver on promises
made. This breach of trust, often linked to bait-and-switch tactics, fuels brand hate, a

sentiment echoed by both social media managers and users in the study.

“There are promotions where the products are no longer in stock, and that's why we
are often insulted. People make very negative comments about it, like we're doing fake
advertising, so to speak they accuse us of making bait offers, which of course isn't the

case.” (Interview 10_SMM, personal communication, 12 March 2024)

“l was there in the shop and it said everywhere that they had -90% on everything,
huge posters all over the shop and | looked to see if there was any small print or
anything that didn't say anything excluded or anything like that, but | didn't find
anything and then | just shopped like a madwoman. And then | actually paid
100% for everything and was then told that the products | had chosen didn't
count towards the -90%, which | somehow found was false advertising, because
you have to write somewhere that there are exceptions, but it really wasn't
written anywhere (...) [l felt] somehow cheated.” (Interview 2_U, personal
communication, 28 February 2024)

In Concept 8B, the complex web of corporate affiliations can create confusion and
suspicion among consumers, fostering feelings of betrayal when they learn about
unfavourable ties. Consumers may feel deceived or manipulated by brands with
opaque corporate structures, leading to negative perceptions and potential brand hate;
with one social media manager stating: “the people who found out that we belonged to
Nestle and were previous customers, so to speak, we got a lot of comments saying, 'l
won't be buying this anymore because of Nestle. They're all liars.” (Interview 4_SMM,
personal communication, 16 February 2024)

Thanks to the high availability of consumer goods, consumers can compare brands
easily and might choose one brand that fits them best. Concept 8C shows that when
an instance occurs where the consumer notices that the perceived superiority
contradicts the actual behaviour of the brand, they might feel betrayed and turn to social

media; as one user states:
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“Personally, | tend to think of Fressnapf as a company that is committed to
animal welfare. (...) Well, the things they sell are species-appropriate. Not ideal,
| would never buy anything there, but it's better than other companies. (...)
Nevertheless, they market [bunny cages] not as a retreat, there are ways to
make it halfway animal-friendly, but really as a home, where | think a bunny can't
be happy in a cage, impossible. (...) and since then I've found it so difficult to
buy anything from Fressnapf.” (Interview 4_U, personal communication, 1 March
2024)

4.3 Brand-related factors (C)

The brand itself can contribute to consumers' developing feelings of hatred towards it,
leading them to express these sentiments through negative eWOM on social media.
According to the study, factors within this category can include brand inauthenticity,
hypocritical brand, corporate wrongdoings, communication, the brand as an employer,
and industry-related obstacles that the brand faces.

4.3.1  Brand inauthenticity

Brand inauthenticity and brand hypocrisy are hard to differentiate. Brand inauthenticity
refers to the general impression that a brand lacks sincerity or fails to align with its
professed values and consumer interests, often because of an emphasis on
commercialization. A very general description of this provides concept 9A, stating that
when brand image and values misalign with the products offered by a brand,
consumers might start to feel dissonance and feelings of hate towards that brand, which
might manifest in negative eWWOM on social media. Two clear incidents were stated by
interview partners, while one social media manager stated their thoughts more

generally:

“‘What is the company's image? How does the company market itself? What
values does the company have, and does it then sell products that correspond
to these values? Or if | say | am a sustainable company, or | am a company that
focusses on sustainability, and then | sell products that are clearly not
[sustainable] or perhaps even harmful to health, or harmful to the environment
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in some way - can | then take this company seriously or can | take the advertising
messages of this company seriously?” (Interview 1_SMM, personal

communication, 24 January 2024)

One social media manager stated that their consumers feel like the brand is inauthentic
due to the fact that they promote their nationality but still sell products from other
countries. They might feel like the brand is commercialising its nationality without being
sincere, as the social media manager expresses: “[We don't get] hate for being an
Austrian company. But hatred or negative criticism because we, as an Austrian
company, are not sufficiently Austrian. In other words, because as an Austrian
company, we also offer products from abroad.” (Interview 9 _SMM, personal

communication, 5 March 2024)

One of the social media users interviewed is an advocate for animal welfare. They
noticed a discrepancy in how one brand failed to align their offerings with their
professed values, as they vent:

“There was a social media post from Fressnapf, which | happened to come
across, where they were advertising these [bunny] cages, and I just hate anyone
who still uses these cages as a home for an animal, and | just, unfortunately, |
don't remember the exact words, but | left my opinion as a hate comment that |
think it's horrible when such a big company, which actually markets itself as a
representative of animal welfare, not only still has cages in its range but actively
advertises them.” (Interview 4_U, personal communication, 1 March 2024)

Concept 9B concentrates on an online setting. As images are important parts of
shopping online, when they do not depict the product that arrives at the consumer, they
are not satisfied with their purchase. This may lead to a feeling of hatred, which might
end in them expressing it online via social media, as one social media user did: “What
also bothers me a lot is that [the delivered products] don't look like the pictures [in the

online shop].” (Interview 3_U, personal communication, 28 February 2024)
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4.3.2 Hypocritical brand

Brand hypocrisy focuses on whether a brand's behaviour matches what it claims to
stand for and whether its methods are honest or deceitful, regardless of its profit-driven
motives. Concept 10A depicts a situation where consumers thought a brand to be
hypocritical because it advertised to be a family business while being part of a large
corporation; as the social media manager explains: “It's really a problem with Nestle
and (...) many comments were also sham in our direction, that we act like we're so great
and a family business when actually we belong to Nestle, therefor we received hate
comments.” (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, 16 February 2024)

Concept 10B summarises that a company encourages a particular behaviour but does
not follow it themselves. In this case, it was about eco-friendliness, as one social media
manager explains from the standpoint of a social media user, having witnessed a big

wave of hate comments toward a brand:

“As a company that has been causing a lot of environmental damage since, |
don't know, the 70s, asking followers "What are you actually doing for the
environment?" is just hypocritical and as a user, | feel like I'm fooled when a
company that pumps oil into the sea asks me that.” (Interview 1_SMM, personal
communication, 24 January 2024)

4.3.3 Corporate wrongdoings

Corporate wrongdoings seem to lead to brand hate on social media. Although the social
media managers were asked about corporate wrongdoings, only one apparent instance
was found. Three of the four concepts stem from users discussing better known
cooperation. This might lead to the belief that this factor affects Austrian brands less
than more prominent brands. Concept 11A shows that a brand harming the
environment might lead to consumers hating a brand publicly on social media, as one
user stated that “the environment suffers massively” (Interview 3 U, personal
communication, 28 February 2024) due to the brand’s production. Another user states:
“[It was] revealed what the production conditions are like, where it emerged that this is

52



not good. Neither for the environment nor for the employees.” (Interview 1_U, personal
communication, 16 January 2024)

This leads to the next concept. Concept 11B says that consumers feel hate towards a
brand that violates human rights, especially when child labour is involved, as another
user explains: “A brand that | don't buy on principle (...) a brand like Nike, Temu, or
SHEIN (...) because they use child labour (...) and that simply violates human rights.”

(Interview 2_U, personal communication, 28 February 2024)

Animal welfare has previously already been a topic. It is again brought up for perceived
corporate wrongdoings in concept 11C, as consumers believe a brand tests on animals
and, therefore, hate the brand. A social media manager experienced a wave of many

hateful comments towards the brand because of this, describing it as:

“There was a high volume of comments relating to animal testing, and no matter
what was said, people could not be convinced otherwise. That was a very special
group of people with whom you can hardly do any community management
because they don't respond to facts or arguments.” (Interview 11_SMM,
personal communication, 12 March 2024)

In the consumer's eyes, the production of substandard and inexpensive goods,
summarised in concept 11D, is a reason to start hating the brand. This also plays into

concepts 11A and 11B, as one user describes:

“These are all products that are worn once, and then they break quickly because
they are simply of such low quality, and they are sold and marketed totally
cheaply anyway because they are manufactured in a setting where the
production itself is not correct and then, of course, the products themselves are
then also of inferior quality, and that is now simply flooding the whole world and
that makes even more rubbish.” (Interview 2_U, personal communication, 28
February 2024)
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4.3.4 Negative perception of the brands patrons

Despite inquiries, none of the social media managers reported receiving hate because
of their patrons. However, one social media user expressed that witnessing the
ignorance displayed by some brand patrons prompted them to leave a hateful
comment, summarizing concept 12A. This suggests that the behaviour of a brand's
patrons might indirectly influence the perception and actions of other users on social

media.

“And what | see myself is the whole mass production, and on [Instagram] reels, you
see people emptying their boxes and hundreds of SHEIN packages falling out (...). Now
[corporate wrongdoings] have been uncovered, and people are still promoting it (...)
and still getting involved even though they know that [the company] isn't doing anything
good; that's what bothers me the most. Because you might buy somewhere where you
don't know about it, it's not an issue because you can't always know everything or find
out about everything straight away, but it's been exposed in a big way, so it really
bothers me, because everyone knows [and still supports the brand].” (Interview 1_U,
personal communication, 16 January 2024)

4.3.5 Communication

Effective brand communication shapes consumer perceptions and fosters positive
brand relationships. Misaligned or ineffective communication strategies can lead to
misunderstandings, dissatisfaction, and, ultimately, brand hate among consumers.
Therefore, understanding the role of brand communication in influencing consumer
attitudes and behaviours on social media might play an important role. So far, some
concepts already were influenced by a brands way of communicating, however,

concepts 13A to 13E focus on different aspects than the previous ones.

Concept 13A highlights the straightforward idea that consumers may dislike
advertisements they find irritating or intrusive, leading them to harbour hate toward the
brand and express this discontent on social media; as one social media manager

explains:
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‘[Consumers] complain a lot about brand communication, especially about TV
and radio adverts, not so much about social media advertising, but they complain
about stationary marketing measures via social media. (...) Some users write
several times a week, '"Your advertising is totally useless. Your adverts are
annoying'.” (Interview 2_SMM, personal communication, 24 January 2024)

According to concept 13B, consumers may express brand hate when they perceive a
service situation as deceptive or dishonest, prompting them to voice their
dissatisfaction publicly as a form of protest. One social media manager working for a
fithess company explains: “When people looked too beautiful, there were [comments]
like 'Who looks that beautiful when they go to the gym? That doesn't represent the
truth.” (Interview 5_SMM, personal communication, 28 February 2024)

Concept 13C, concerning greenwashing accusations, suggests that consumers may
feel betrayed or misled by a brand's environmental claims. This may result in brand
hate, as one social media manager says, “There are always those [consumers] who
accuse you of greenwashing.” (Interview 10_SMM, personal communication, 12 March
2024)

Additionally, concept 13D explores how the frequency of advertising might contribute
to brand hate, with consumers becoming frustrated or annoyed by overly repetitive ads,
prompting them to lash out against the brand on social media. One social media user
clearly states that “fthe brand] has a lot of commercials. And that just bothered me
because you also get advertising on the radio, online and in the mail, and that just got
on my nerves, so | left a negative comment.” (Interview 3_U, personal communication,
28 February 2024)

Concept 13E delves into the revelation of previously undisclosed information about a
company, which can lead consumers to feel deceived or betrayed. This might fuel
brand hate as they express their disappointment on social media.

‘A big issue was that [the company] was bought by Nestle, (...) and it wasn't
communicated very publicly, but a few people did find out about it. It was an

insane topic. (...) And the problem was also that [the company] (...) was only
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25% owned by Nestle, | think, or that Nestle had a 25% share, and that's why
[the company] didn't communicate that openly, and | think that was [part of the

problem].” (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, 16 February 2024)

4.3.6 The brand as an employer

When previous employees share negative experiences, it may impact a brand's
reputation and lead to brand hate, as summarised in concept 14A. Consumers may
view such revelations as credible insights into the brand's internal operations and
culture, causing them to lose trust and develop negative perceptions. The brand's
image might get tarnished, as one social media manager agrees on whether they
believe a hate comment by a former employee might influence the brand’s image. Due
to the anonymity of the interview, they added, “[That we pay badly and have bad
conditions] is the truth, and | think we are in a way responsible for the fact that we then
receive hate; | need to say honestly.” (Interview 6_SMM, personal communication, 28
February 2024)

“Former employees often get in touch via social media and warn customers
[about us], or when HR job adverts are out that some positions need to be filled,
former employees often comment that they once worked at the company and
had this and that experience. So that's also a bit of a problem that we're currently

struggling with.” (Interview 2_SMM, personal communication, 24 January 2024)

Additionally, the public disclosure of internal problems may raise questions about the
brand's ethics, leadership, and treatment of employees, further fuelling brand hate. This
also correlates with production conditions, outlined in concept 14B. If a brand is found
to mistreat its employees, engage in unsafe working conditions, or violate labour laws,
consumers may develop negative perceptions of the brand as an employer. This
negative association can extend to their overall perception of the brand's values, as
one user states regarding the reason for their negative comment on one brand’s social
media on: “You hear and read a lot about the fact that the working conditions are pretty
bad.” (Interview 3_U, personal communication, 28 February 2024)
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4.3.7 Industry-related obstacles

Concept 15A, Government-imposed advertising constraints, refers to regulations or
restrictions imposed by the government on advertised content. These constraints could
include guidelines related to sensitive topics, such as health claims, political
messaging, or representations of specific demographics. In this study, the social media
managers mentioned regulations regarding health claims. These regulations aim to
protect consumers from misleading or harmful advertising practices and ensure
fairness and transparency in the marketplace. However, such constraints may also
pose challenges for brands seeking to effectively communicate with their target
audience and differentiate themselves in a competitive landscape.

“There are generally health claims for micronutrients in Austria that you have to
adhere to. | can't go around saying vitamin C helps when you have a cold; | have
to say, vitamin C supports your immune system, so there are wordings where
you have to dance around, and with lysine, for example, you're really not allowed
to say much, and then there were often slightly hateful comments 'yes, what am
I using it for?! ' or 'what's that for?’ because | just couldn't say it clearly, that's a
problem.” (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, 16 February 2024)

4.4 Individual-related factors (D)

Understanding the dynamics of brand hate goes beyond examining the brand itself; the
individual consumer's role in this phenomenon is recognisable. This chapter delves into
the intricate factors and characteristics of individual social media users that contribute
to the expression of brand hate, like their social influence ecosystem as well as their
basis of knowledge.

4.4.1  Social influence ecosystem

When a person is influenced by peers, the media, influencers, and viral user-generated
content collectively, this can be described as the social influence eco-system. A
combination of social factors or environmental influences might lead the consumer to

engage in brand hate.
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Concept 16A highlights the significant impact of media coverage on shaping consumer
perceptions and triggering brand hate. Negative news stories about a brand's actions,
whether related to corporate misconduct or a particular industry topic, can prompt
consumers to develop negative sentiments towards the brand, which they may express

on social media platforms.

“When some kind of scandal hits the media, or it doesn't necessarily have to be
a scandal, but if something is uncovered that is not okay of the company, | think
it can make a real stir quickly. For example, suppose there's an environmental
scandal or some false information about production sites or something like that.
In that case, that's the kind of things | can think of off the top of my head right
now, then | do believe that it can make a big impact, especially on social media
platforms, which often spreads like wildfire.” (Interview 2_SMM, personal
communication, 24 January 2024)

“We’ve already had some of these insinuations, especially when someone reads
something published about us. It's usually just the headline that's read and not
the rest of the article, so we're often accused of something and regularly have
problems [stemming from media articles].” (Interview 10_SMM, personal
communication, 12 March 2024)

When consumers observe ongoing discussions or negative sentiments about a brand
on social media platforms, as described in concept 16B, it can influence their own
perceptions and behaviours. Seeing others express dissatisfaction or hate towards a
brand may validate their own negative beliefs, leading them to participate in brand hate
discussions online; as one social media manager explains: “It's also often the case that
some people attach themselves to it and give their opinion. It also happens regularly

that they exchange ideas with each other and fuel each other on in the comments.
(Interview 7_SMM, personal communication, 29 February 2024)

Concept 16C addresses the role of social media influencers in intensifying brand hate
among their followers. Influencers possess considerable sway over their audience, and

if they publicly criticise or express dissatisfaction with a brand, it may influence their
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followers to adopt similar negative attitudes. This phenomenon underscores the power

of influencer endorsements or critiques in shaping consumer opinions and behaviours.

“I believe that influencers, in particular, have many opportunities to transfer their
personal brand hate to their followers. (...) I've noticed at work in a specific case
how many users actually become aware when an influencer shares something
about you. So, | believe that brand hate can also be easily transferred to social

media users.” (Interview 2_SMM, personal communication, 24 January 2024)

User-generated content, as outlined in concept 16D, can also fuel brand hate when
negative content gains traction and goes viral on social media. Whether it's a viral video
exposing a brand’s wrongdoing or content about a negative experience someone had,
such content might significantly tarnish the brand’s reputation and provoke widespread

consumer backlash, contributing to brand hate.

“I find that topics like this often spread very quickly, primatrily via TikTok, because
when a video goes viral, it naturally appeals to many people, and many people
see it. And because | think TikTok also has very young users, | think brand hatred
can form very quickly, perhaps because you only hear about other people’s
experiences and accumulate a negative image of the company, even though you
haven’t had anything to do with the company itself.” (Interview 2_SMM, personal

communication, 24 January 2024)

4.4.2 Basis of knowledge

Knowledge can affect how people feel about a brand. Concept 17A highlights how
misinformation or misunderstandings about health-related topics can impact brand
perception. If a brand promotes information that contradicts what consumers believe to
be accurate, it can lead to distrust and resentment, fuelling brand hate on social media.

“What we also kept getting [hate for] (...) is that there's this whole myth that
vitamin D3 only works in combination with vitamin K2. | don't know why, but this

myth persists, and it's always been [commented on hatefully], why we sell normal
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vitamin D, which is completely useless and why we don't just go for the
combination.” (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, 16 February 2024)

Concept 17B delves into how consumers' knowledge about product effectiveness
influences their perception of brands. When consumers doubt the usefulness or
efficacy of a product, they may interpret brand actions as profit-driven rather than
genuinely beneficial, fostering feelings of distrust and hate towards the brand; as one

social media manager expresses:

“Micronutrients have the reputation among people who don't believe in them that
it's a complete money-making scheme and for nothing, i.e. that you take it and it
doesn't help anything and it just costs a lot. (...) and we've gotten that a lot and
that it's just a money-making scheme and [once someone] wrote [that we] exploit
people's health.” (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, 16 February
2024)

As outlined in concept 17C, change aversion can be intensified by consumers' existing
knowledge or lack thereof. When consumers are unfamiliar with or resistant to changes
introduced by a brand, they may perceive such changes as unwelcome disruptions,
leading to frustration and eventual brand hate if their concerns are not addressed

effectively.

“We launched the [product line] last year, but [the feedback was] very negative.
They are our new tester sizes, which we have converted with a different material
fo feed back into the economic cycle. We simply realised that our community
didn't yet have the know-how to understand what it means to use a material that
they can practically dispose of and return to the economic cycle or dispose of
something that can no longer be recycled, i.e. something that practically
degrades itself, because you are more sustainable if you use it again and again,
it degrades by itself at some point, we simply noticed that [the consumers were
shocked], saying ‘what another material?’ and immediately attracts negative
attention.” (Interview 5_SMM, personal communication, 28 February 2024)
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4.5 Further insights

Additional factors influencing a user’s tendency for brand hate on social media were
identified. While not directly causing brand hate, these factors heighten the probability
of its expression. They were left out of the code system (Figure 1) for clarity but

contribute to understanding the context of brand hate behaviour on social media.

There are several more factors that influence an individual, which include age, gender,
political ideals, and personality traits. According to social media managers, individuals
over 40 years old are more likely to publicly express negative sentiments about a brand.
Additionally, there's a perception that these users are predominantly male, with women
often presenting more reasoned arguments compared to men, who tend to be more

aggressive. The notion that the users are male stems from their name or profile picture.

“Those who generally like to get upset quickly are actually always the older target
group with us, (...) [on Facebook | see a lot of] people over 50, because we have
quite a lot of them in our community. They like to get terribly upset about
everything (...). Personally, | find that men can quickly become really aggressive
in the way they write, and women tend to complain more.” (Interview 10_SMM,
personal communication, 12 March 2024)

Furthermore, egoism and narcissism were identified as possible personality traits
among consumers engaging in brand hate on social media. Although hesitant to
speculate on political affiliations, there's a sense that brand hate is associated with
right-leaning individuals, with one social media manager clearly stating “The antisocial
[comments] are in most cases FPO voters or right-wing people and also share other
right-wing content [on social media]. So, in 8 out of 10 cases that go below the belt and
are insulting, they are often people with right-wing views.” (Interview 7_SMM, personal
communication, 29 February 2024)

In general, consumers exhibit varied behaviours depending on the social media
platform they engage with. Insights from social media managers indicate that Facebook
tends to attract the most negative sentiment toward brands, as observed across

multiple experiences. One manager, who also had experience with X (formally known
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as Twitter), noted it as their least preferred platform due to its prevalent negativity.
Another manager shared this sentiment based on personal experiences. Instagram, on
the other hand, is predominantly utilized by consumers for private messaging to
address negative eWOM, although all interviewed users (Note: Instagram is their main
platform, some do not even have a Facebook account and they are all younger than
30), admitted to using Instagram to express brand hate. Additionally, TikTok users were
perceived by one manager as engaging in brand hate activities primarily “just for fun”
(Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, 12 March 2024). LinkedIn, in contrast to
other social media platforms, is infrequently used by consumers as a channel for
expressing brand hate. Instead, it tends to serve as a platform for professional
discussions with brands. One social media manager observed a notable exception,
recounting an incident where they had to block a user on LinkedIn due to the user's
excessively harsh language (Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, 12 March
2024).

Moreover, social media managers pointed out that some individuals are particularly
outspoken and tend to engage in brand hate activities to express their opinions. This
inclination towards vocal expression is especially noticeable in older generations. They
participate in brand hate not only to vent their frustrations but also to assert their

viewpoints.

“l think older generations are a little less aware [that their hateful comments are
public], but this need to communicate also plays a role; | think the older you get,
the less contact you have with other people and the more interesting the
exchange on online platforms is, of course, which is much easier when I'm at

home.” (Interview 9_SMM, personal communication, 5 March 2024)

During the interviews, social media managers expressed a common belief that the
perceived anonymity of online platforms lowers the inhibition threshold compared to
real-life interactions. They noted that individuals, particularly those using aliases or
hiding behind online identities, often feel insulated by consequences for their actions
on social media. This perception of anonymity encourages people to express

themselves more freely and engage in behaviours like brand hate without the same
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restraint they might exercise in face-to-face interactions. As a result, social media
becomes a space where individuals may act impulsively or aggressively, believing they

can do so without facing repercussions.

5. Conclusion

This study delved into the intricate world of brand hate on social media, aiming to
answer the research question: “Which factors contribute to social media users voicing
brand hate through forms of negative electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) on social
media?”. A basis for further research was built through a comprehensive analysis of
the factors leading to brand hate and the factors for social media users to voice negative
eWOM on social media.

The data collection process, which involved conducting 16 interviews with social media
managers and users over several weeks, provided a rich source of qualitative
information that allowed for a valuable exploration of the reasons behind brand hate on
social media. Common themes and patterns that offer valuable insights were identified
by analysing and interpreting the interview data.

The findings of this research shed light on four primary categories of factors contributing
to brand hate: (A) factors related to product and service, (B) consumer-brand-
relationship factors, (C) factors related to the brand, and (D) factors related to the
individual social media user. Each category is supported by various underlying factors
and first-order concepts, emphasising the complexity of brand hate and its diverse
motivations. These categories are based on the findings by Sharma, Jain, & Behl
(2022). Their categories of product/service-related and brand-related factors have been
carried over. In contrast, consumer-related and personality-related factors were
adjusted to consumer-brand-relationship and individual-related factors to explain the
factors better.

An important finding from the interviews with social media managers and users,
affecting all the categories, supports that brand hate is a strong negative reaction
(Kucuk, 2016, p. 20; Kurtoglu et al., 2022, p. 74; Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 21; Zhang
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& Laroche, 2020, p. 399). Consumers want to vent their negative feelings and use
social media to do so. This supports the findings of Whiting et al. (2019) that negative

eWOM results from negative emotions similar to those experienced in brand hate.

The existing literature has examined all three factors identified in category (A) related
to product- and service-related aspects. Previously, consumer dissatisfaction (Bryson
et al., 2013; Kucuk, 2018), negative prior experience (Hegner et al., 2017; Rodrigues
et al., 2021; Zhang & Laroche, 2020), and product and service failures (Kucuk, 2018)
have been documented as factors that cause brand hate. There is a strong possibility
that these factors are also valid in a social media setting. The social media managers'
sentiments also suggest some negative eWOM factors that are particularly relevant to
this category. Altruism, hence helping or warning other consumers, seems to be the
goal for many consumers as to why they engage in brand hate behaviour about
products or the service of a brand, supporting negative eWOM literature (Azemi et al.,
2020, p. 570; Fu et al., 2015, p. 628; Whiting et al., 2019, p. 148).

Likewise, all five factors in category (B) concerning consumer-brand relationships have
been previously addressed in research. Symbolic incongruity and ideological
incompatibility both mean that a disconnect or conflict between certain elements, like
symbols, representations, values, beliefs, or principles, is present, which results in a
dissonance between a consumer and the brand. According to Hegner et al. (2017, p.
17) and Rodrigues et al. (2021, p. 1122) these two factors are essential for active brand
hate behaviours, and according to this study, this might also be the case for brand hate
on social media. Violations of expectations result from the product, service, or
touchpoint falling short of the consumer's pre-established expectations and lead to
brand hate (Zarantonello et al., 2016, p. 19) on social media. The feeling of being held
hostage by a brand was researched as a factor for brand hate (Alba & Lutz, 2013, p.
267f). One social media manager and two consumers also mentioned it as a factor in
why brand hate on social media emerges. As the category's name suggests, the
relationship between a consumer and a brand is essential; when the relationship gets
tarnished, the consumer feels betrayed and might start hating the brand (Bayarassou
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et al., 2020, p. 499). Consumers, especially, agreed that this feeling of betrayal led
them to voice their brand hate on social media.

Category (C) encompasses five brand-related factors previously documented in brand
hate literature, with three additional factors emerging during data analysis. Two factors
were researched previously and could not be identified in the study. Although asked
about it, the Austrian social media managers could not identify situations where poor
CSR (Kucuk, 2016, p. 561) or country of origin (Bryson et al., 2013, p. 396f) was the
reason for brand hate emerging on social media through negative eWOM. Hypocritical
brands (Zhang & Laroche, 2020, p. 401), brand inauthenticity (Rodrigues et al., 2021,
p. 1118), corporate wrongdoings (Zarantonello et al., 2018, p. 556) and negative
perceptions of the brand’s patrons (Bryson et al., 2013, p. 396; Zarantonello et al.,
2016, p. 19) lead to brand hate and have also been found to be possible factors for it

occurring on social media.

Additionally, a brand's communication style, content, and frequency have been
identified as potential novel findings in brand hate research. Moreover, a sentiment was
found in the study that the brand in its position as an employer can play a role in brand
hate on social media, which has not emerged as a factor for brand hate during the
author’s literature research. Furthermore, questioned social media managers said
there are differences in brand hate factors among industries. Governmental regulations
make communication with consumers harder for some industries, resulting in the

consumer’s frustration and possibly the emergence of brand hate on social media.

The two factors identified in category (D) related to individuals are novel findings. While
Sharma, Jain, & Behl (2022) included personality-related factors, these were omitted
as factors, as personality traits may contribute to the inclination to express brand hate;
however, after analysing the data, it was determined that personality may not
necessarily influence engagement in brand hate activities on social media. Thus, the
two new findings are that the social influence ecosystem and the knowledge one person
has about a specific topic might be factors in the emergence of brand hate on social

media.
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In conclusion, brand hate on social media is a complex phenomenon influenced by
many factors ranging from personal experiences to brand perceptions and social
influences. This study serves as a stepping stone for further research in this area and
provides valuable theoretical and practical implications.

5.1 Theoretical implications

This research makes two contributions to the brand hate and negative eWOM literature,

focusing on social media.

Firstly, the thesis has identified and categorised various factors contributing to brand
hate, including product and service-related factors, consumer-brand-relationship
factors, brand-related factors, and individual factors. Notably, this study introduces five
novel factors that may trigger brand hate: communication, the brand's role as an
employer, industry-specific challenges, the influence of social ecosystems, and the
users' knowledge base. This extensive classification, alongside identifying these novel
factors, lays a foundation for developing a nuanced theoretical framework that clarifies
the multifaceted nature of brand hate on social media.

Secondly, this thesis builds upon prior research by validating and extending existing
findings on brand hate and negative eWOM, enriching the scholarly discourse with
fresh insights and perspectives. By confirming and expanding upon established
theories, this study contributes to the ongoing evolution of understanding consumer
behaviour in the digital era. Specifically, it sheds light on the underlying motivations and
triggers behind public expressions of brand hate on social media, thereby enhancing
the comprehension of consumer attitudes and behaviours towards brands on social

media.

5.2 Practical implications

The study’s findings have some managerial implications for marketers. These
implications stem from the interviews with the social media managers. Further insights
can be found in the back matter.
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First, understanding the factors for brand hate can enable managers to develop
reputation management strategies to address specific issues that lead to negative
perceptions. By addressing these factors, companies can work towards improving their
brand image and reputation. Insights from the thesis can guide managers in tailoring
their communication strategies to address consumer concerns and preferences more
effectively upon analysing the occurring patterns of brand hate and negative eWOM in

their social media community.

Second, understanding why consumers express brand hate on social media can help
managers engage with their audience more effectively on these platforms. By
responding to negative feedback promptly and constructively, companies can
demonstrate their commitment to addressing consumer concerns and building
relationships. Moreover, managers can use the identified factors contributing to brand
hate to monitor their social media activities more effectively for negative mentions and
sentiments towards their brand. This proactive approach can help in early detection

and timely response to potential brand hate incidents.

Thirdly, leveraging insights into brand hate can give companies a competitive
advantage. By addressing the root causes of brand hate, companies can position
themselves more effectively in the market and attract and retain loyal customers.

These managerial implications can guide companies in developing strategies to
effectively manage and mitigate brand hate on social media, ultimately leading to
improved brand perception, customer satisfaction, and long-term brand success.

5.3 Limitations and future research

To overcome the limitations of the current study, it is recommended that future research
be undertaken within the field of brand hate and negative eWOM on social media to
delve deeper into the subject matter and enhance the understanding of the topic. In the
following, several limitations of this study are presented as well as proposals for further
research are made. These proposals might already have been explored further without
the author’s knowledge.
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A notable limitation of this master’s thesis is the geographical factor, with the author
being based in Austria. Consequently, the pool of interview participants was primarily
restricted to individuals within the Austrian context. Efforts were made to broaden the
scope by approaching brands in Germany; however, none were open to participation.
Consequently, the findings may lack broader cultural diversity and could potentially be
influenced by regional biases or perspectives prevalent in Austria. Future research
could address this constraint by encompassing diverse cultural settings to discern
potential variations in responses and behaviours across different regions and cultures.
Such investigations could offer valuable insights into the cultural nuances and societal
factors shaping consumer behaviour and perceptions towards brands, as one social

media manager believes, that the Austrian community is particularly hard to please.

While a more comprehensive examination of the various negative factors influencing
eWOM would have been possible, it was deemed unnecessary for a more insightful
response to the research question. Consequently, the decision was made not to
extensively elaborate on this aspect of the theory, as brand hate as a factor for negative
eWOM was the key aspect of this research. Future research could potentially establish
connections between factors contributing to brand hate and those influencing negative
eWOM. Such expanded investigations could provide a more nuanced understanding

of the complex dynamics.

This study highlights how a committed online community can be a benefit while also
posing a challenge for brands facing hate on social media. Engaged communities can
foster trust, offering a buffer against brand hate. However, managing large communities
during crises presents potential challenges. Future research could further explore
community size and trust in the brand to understand their impact on brand hate.

Future research could explore how user demographics on social media platforms
correlate with expressions of brand hate. Interviews suggest that older users on
Facebook tend to express more brand hate, while younger users on Instagram are
more critical of societal issues than brands. Understanding these age-specific
behaviours across platforms can offer insights into generational variations in online

behaviour and their implications for brand perception. However, this qualitative study
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did not delve deeper into this observation, leaving room for future investigation. A more
thorough investigation into age-related patterns in brand hate expression would likely
necessitate a quantitative approach with a more diverse sample. Given the limitations
of the current study's interview partners, quantitative research with a broader participant
pool would be better suited to examine the nuanced relationship between age, social
media usage, and brand hate expression. This decision reflects the study's commitment
to qualitative depth and the recognition of its limitations in addressing specific

quantitative dimensions of the phenomenon.

An interviewee suggests a potential link between education levels and the topics of
complaints expressed on social media, prompting further exploration into the
connection between education and consumer behaviour. Understanding how
education influences the subjects of discontent could offer insights into how consumers
with different educational backgrounds engage in negative eWOM. For instance,
individuals with higher education might focus on nuanced aspects like CSR efforts,
while those with lower education might express dissatisfaction more broadly. Analysing
these patterns could reveal underlying motivations and inform targeted brand

management strategies.

5.4 Concluding remarks

This study utilised the Al tool ChatGPT (3.5) to enhance linguistic expression within the
text. These enhancements encompass aiding in constructing clear sentences and
identifying synonyms, which is particularly beneficial as English is not the author's
primary language. It's crucial to note that the Al tool was never employed for generating
ideas, conducting research, drafting content, or providing similar assistance throughout
writing this master's thesis. All research outcomes and empirical findings stem

exclusively from the author’s efforts.
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1.1 Code System

First-order concepts

1A Unhappy with their previous purchase although it was years ago
1B Consumers did not experience a product's effectiveness

Second-order concepts

2A Pricing
2B Product does not have the desired effect

2C The wait time (for product or service) was too long in the consumers’ perception

2D Consumer is unhappy with the quality

2E Consumer is unsatisfied with the product characteristics
2F Unfriendly employees in retail

2G Introduction of a new product irks consumers

2H Consumer had to cover returning costs for a bad product

3A Product is bad for the intended purpose according to consumers
3B Product problems

3C Product arrived defect

3D Service disruption

4A Racism towards testimonials that do not look like the user

4B Brand communicates a topic conflicting with the user's beliefs

4C Consumers disagree with the company's support of the LGBTQ+ community
4D Brand depicts people in ads not matching the advertised nationality

5A Consumers ideologies do not correlate with the brand and its products

5B Consumer's ideologies do not correlate with the brand's way of doing business

5C Differences in beliefs about diversity
5D Differential subjective value perceptions of socio-political topics

6A Brand was not able to meet expectations

6B Promises made by an employee were not fulfilled

6C Promised quality standards not fulfilled

6D Consumers believe they are stakeholders and make demands

7A Consumers have signed a contract that they are now unsatisfied with
7B Brand has a monopoly standing
7C Switching costs are too high

8A The consumer believes the brand is advertising with bait offers
8B Consumers felt betrayed by a brand's corporate ties
8C Consumer perception of brand superiority contradicts actual behaviour

1 Negative prior experience

Categories

2 Consumer dissatisfaction

- (A) Product- and service-related factors

3 Product and service failures

4 Symbolic incongruity

5 Ideological incompatibility

6 Violation of expectation

7 Being held hostage by the brand

8 Brand betrayal

~» (B) Consumer-brand-relationship factors

9A Brand image and values misalign with the products offered
9B Online shop images differ from the actual products

9 Brand inauthenticity

10A Brand claims to be a family company, but it's part of a large corporation
10B Brand encourages eco-friendly behaviour but doesn't follow it themselves

ey

10 Hypocritical brand

11A Brand harms the environment

11B Brand violates human rights

11C Brand tests on animals

11D Production of substandard and inexpensive goods

l

11 Corporate Wrongdoings

12A The ignorance of the brands patrons

=

12 Negative perception of the brands patrons

-p‘ (C) Brand-related factors

13A Consumers do not like the ads

13B Untruthful representation of the service situation in ads
13C Greenwashing

13D The frequency of advertising bothers the customer

13E Opaque communication on circumstances in the company

l

13 Communication

14A Previous employees voice their negative experiences

14 The brand as employer

15A Government-imposed communication constraints

15 Industry-related obstacles

- T T 7 T 7 T T T g N

16A News about perceived corporate wrongdoings lead to brand hate

16B Consumers are influenced by other negative comments to write their own
16C Social Media influencers' opinions can lead to brand hate

16D Viral UGC about a brand can lead to brand hate

17A Misconceptions arising from a limited medical understanding
17B Consumers lack belief in the product's usefulness
17C Change aversion due to not enough prior knowledge

16 Social influence ecosystem

T T T T

17 Basis of knowledge

’ (D) Individual-related factors




1.2 How to handle brand hate on social media

In the semi-structured interviews conducted for this master's thesis, several
experienced social media managers were interviewed. Throughout these interactions,
a plethora of valuable insights and advice concerning social media management were
gathered. To ensure the preservation and accessibility of these practical implications,
it was decided to incorporate them into the appendix of this thesis, recognising the
significance of these contributions. This decision serves the purpose of acknowledging
the expertise generously shared by social media managers and providing readers and
researchers with a comprehensive repository of practical advice and best practices
within the field of social media management. Including these recommendations in the
appendix underscores the collaborative nature of academic inquiry and the importance
of integrating real-world expertise to inform scholarly endeavours. Hopefully, this

integration will also serve as a practical guide for practitioners and scholars.

Maintaining emotional distance from negative comments

Social media managers may encounter a lot of positive and negative feedback daily.
Amidst this influx, managers must develop a resilient mindset, understanding that
criticisms are directed at the brand rather than the individual handling the account. By
internalising this distinction, social media managers can shield themselves from undue
emotional strain (Interview 2_SMM, personal communication, January 24, 2024;
Interview 7_SMM, personal communication, February 29, 2024). Also, fostering a
supportive team environment, as one manager advocates, can provide a crucial buffer
against the psychological toll of negative feedback (Interview 7_SMM, personal

communication, February 29, 2024).

Personalising Responses to Community Requests

In an age where digital interactions often feel impersonal, adding a human touch to
brand communications is important. One effective strategy involves personalising
responses to community inquiries and comments. By incorporating individualised

signatures, such as "Best wishes, [First Name] from the [Brand] team," social media
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managers can establish more intimate communication with users. This practice
humanises the brand and fosters a sense of connection and empathy, which can be
instrumental in defusing tense situations (/nterview 2_SMM, personal communication,
January 24, 2024; Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, February 16, 2024).
One social media manager recognised that the users tend to answer friendlier after
implementing this (Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, February 16, 2024).

Collaboration Across Departments

Effective community management transcends the purview of the social media team
alone. To address the diverse array of user inquiries and concerns, it is important to
harness the collective expertise of various departments within the organisation. By
integrating departments such as customer service, marketing, and product
development into the community management process, brands can leverage
specialised knowledge and resources (Interview 2_SMM, personal communication,
January 24, 2024; Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, February 16, 2024;
Interview 6_SMM, personal communication, February 28, 2024; Interview 10_SMM,
personal communication, March 12, 2024; Interview 11_SMM, personal
communication, March 12, 2024).

Preparedness for Recurring Events

Being ready to deal with problems that keep happening is a key part of being proactive
in managing an online community. This could include products not working correctly,
late deliveries, or technical issues with the website or app. Having processes in place
before these problems arise is important to fix them quickly. By figuring out what the
common issues are likely to be and preparing how to deal with them, companies can
make things run more smoothly. This might involve having set ways to respond to
complaints or knowing who needs to be involved in fixing more significant issues
(Interview 2_SMM, personal communication, January 24, 2024; Interview 10_SMM,

personal communication, March 12, 2024).

Timely Response to Hateful Comments



In social media's dynamic and fast-paced realm, swift responses to negative feedback
are important for safeguarding a brand's reputation. The interview partners indicate that
delays in addressing grievances can foster dissatisfaction and lead to heightened levels
of customer discontent. Consequently, social media managers must prioritise timely
engagement with negative comments to defuse tensions and promptly rectify
grievances. Leveraging social media platforms' immediacy and personal nature, brands
can demonstrate responsiveness and empathy, fostering positive user experiences.
Moreover, by proactively addressing issues in real-time, brands can mitigate the risk of
negative sentiment snowballing into a full-blown crisis (Interview 6_SMM, personal
communication, February 28, 2024; Interview 10_SMM, personal communication,
March 12, 2024; Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, March 12, 2024).

Taking Responsibility and Transparency

Accountability and transparency are foundational principles in effective community
management. When confronted with situations where the brand is at fault, social media
managers are advised to take ownership of the issue and communicate openly with
affected users. By acknowledging mistakes and offering transparent insights into the
resolution process, brands can foster trust and credibility among their audience
(Interview 4_SMM, personal communication, February 16, 2024; Interview 7_SMM,
personal communication, February 29, 2024). Furthermore, providing visibility into the
steps taken to address complaints reassures users of the brand's commitment to
rectifying the situation. This candid approach mitigates the risk of further escalation and
cultivates a culture of honesty and integrity.

Strategic Handling of Negative Content

While fostering open dialogue is essential, there are instances where extreme
negativity warrants strategic intervention. Social media managers must discern when
to hide, delete, or block hateful content. By proactively moderating harmful or
inflammatory comments, brands can protect the integrity of their online community and
maintain a conducive environment for constructive discourse (Interview 7_SMM,

personal communication, February 29, 2024; Interview 10_SMM, personal
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communication, March 12, 2024; Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, March
12, 2024). Additionally, in cases of persistent harassment, brands may need to explore
avenues for legal recourse (Interview 7_SMM, personal communication, February 29,
2024).

Alignment with Brand Values

Central to effective community management is a deep understanding of the brand's
core values and identity. Social media managers embody these values in their
interactions with users, reinforcing brand authenticity and resonance. When engaging
with consumers who write hateful comments, social media managers need to be aware
of both sides of the discourse (Interview 9_SMM, personal communication, March 5,
2024).

Leveraging negative feedback for improvement

Negative eWOM presents an opportunity for brands to refine their communication
strategies and bolster brand alignment. When confronted with adverse feedback, social
media managers should view it as constructive criticism rather than mere
condemnation. By scrutinising the root causes of negative sentiment and aligning
messaging with brand values, organisations can effect meaningful change and
resonate more authentically with their audience (Interview 6_SMM, personal
communication, February 28, 2024).

Preparedness for Crisis Situations

Proactive preparation is important in effectively managing crises that may arise on
social media platforms. One approach involves conducting workshops to simulate
extreme scenarios, such as waves of negative comments or viral backlash. By
providing training and resources to equip social media teams with the requisite skills
and resilience, brands can mitigate the impact of crises and maintain composure under

pressure (Interview 11_SMM, personal communication, March 12, 2024).



