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Corporations	 are	 increasingly	 using	 social	 media	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 communicating	 Corporate	 Social	

Responsibility.	 Marketing	 researchers	 have	 conducted	 ample	 research	 on	 the	 topic,	 however,	 a	

communication	perspective	is	missing.	In	order	to	fill	this	gap	and	gain	a	nuanced	understanding	of	how	

corporations	 are	 communicating	 CSR	 and	 potentially	 enacting	 power	 relations,	 this	 thesis	 focuses	 on	

linguistic	elements	in	CSR-	related	Facebook	posts.	A	content	analysis	was	performed	on	the	Facebook	

pages	 of	 three	 oil	 corporations,	 covering	 a	 total	 of	 120	 posts.	 Results	 demonstrate	 that	 all	 three	

companies	 aim	 for	 engagement	 with	 the	 audience,	 using	 various	 semantic	 and	 sensory	 interactivity	

elements,	 and	 maintaining	 an	 informal	 writing	 style.	 Despite	 the	 latter	 seemingly	 contradicting	 the	

assumption	 that	 corporations	 are	 enacting	 power,	 there	 are	 elements	 that	 support	 this	 claim.	 The	

corporations	implement	a	constraint	of	content	in	their	posts	through	the	use	of	abstract	writing,	and	

include	a	constraint	on	positions	through	the	narrative	styles	of	accounting	and	advertisement,	which	

offer	 limited	 encouragement	 for	 participation.	 Regarding	 rhetoric,	 the	 ethos	 included	 in	 the	 posts	

carried	significant	interconnection	with	the	CSR	topics	discussed,	through	which	the	companies	seemed	

to	 enforce	 constraints	 of	 content.	 Shell	 and	 Total	 emphasize	 certain	 environmental	 issues,	while	 not	

focusing	on	other	 impacts.	BP	does	not	not	target	environmental	 issues	and	mainly	highlights	positive	

social	impact.	Although	the	enactment	of	power	is	not	present	in	each	of	the	linguistic	structures	of	the	

posts,	there	are	elements	that	indicate	the	presence	of	power	relations,	which	could	offer	groundwork	

for	further	research.		
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1.	Introduction	

From	2014	to	2015,	the	amount	of	social	media	accounts	worldwide	increased	by	12%,	which	is	equal	to	

an	estimated	222	million	extra	 social	media	users,	 and	 this	 number	 continues	 to	 grow	 (We	Are	 Social,	

2015).	 From	 a	 corporate	 perspective,	 this	 means	 that	 a	 broader	 audience	 than	 before	 can	 now	 be	

reached	through	social	media.	Hence,	companies	are	increasingly	using	social	media	(Kesavan,	Bernacchi	

&	 Mascarenhas,	 2013)	 and	 are	 looking	 into	 new	 possibilities	 for	 corporate	 strategies.	 A	 considerably	

growing	strategy	is	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	(Singh,	2016).	From	now	on	in	this	thesis,	I	will	use	the	

abbreviation	 CSR	 for	 Corporate	 Social	 Responsibility.	 Coombs	 and	 Holladay	 (2012)	 define	 CSR	 as	 “the	

voluntary	 actions	 that	 a	 corporation	 implements	 as	 it	 pursues	 its	 mission	 and	 fulfills	 its	 perceived	

obligations	to	stakeholders,	including	employees,	communities,	the	environment,	and	society	as	a	whole”	

(p.	 8).	 For	 the	 communication	 of	 CSR	 initiatives	 to	 the	 public,	 the	 appropriate	 tools	 should	 be	 chosen	

(Fieseler,	Fleck	&	Meckel,	2009).	Social	media	is	one	of	the	possible	tools.		

	 Marketing	 scholars	 have	 found	 social	media,	 specifically	 Social	 Networking	 Sites	 (from	 now	 on	

called	SNS	in	this	thesis),	to	be	an	effective	platform	for	communicating	CSR.	They	state	that	it	provides	a	

way	of	meeting	stakeholders’	expectations	(Castelló,	Morsing	and	Schultz,	2013;	Du,	Bhattacharya	&	Sen,	

2010;	 Dutot	 et	 al.,	 2016;	 Kesavan,	 Bernacchi	&	Mascarenhas,	 2013)	 and	 generating	 positive	 corporate	

reputations	 (Capriotti	&	Moreno,	2007;	Curley	&	Noormohamed,	2014;	Du	et	 al.,	 2010;	Kesavan	et	 al.,	

2013;	Moretti	&	 Tuan,	 2013).	 As	 the	majority	 of	 the	 researchers	 state,	 this	 is	mainly	 attributed	 to	 the	

social	 media	 characteristics	 of	 providing	 peer-to-peer	 communication	 (Korschun	 &	 Du,	 2013;	 Schau,	

Muñiz	 &	 Arnould,	 2009)	 and	 including	 user-generated	 content	 (Korschun	&	 Du,	 2013;	 Tench	&	 Jones,	

2013).	However,	according	to	Carr	and	Hayes	(2015),	a	myriad	of	scholars	tend	to	simplify	the	definition	

of	social	media,	or	 the	definition	 is	 too	discipline-oriented,	 in	this	case	marketing-oriented.	Due	to	this,	

previous	 research	 on	 communicating	 CSR	 through	 SNS	 is,	 according	 to	 communication	 research	

standards,	not	sufficiently	theoretically	grounded.	

	 From	 a	 communication	 perspective,	 Castells	 (2009)	 states	 that	 the	 emergence	 of	 digital	

communication	 enabled	 companies	 to	 reach	 the	 audience	 through	 various	 channels,	 anyplace	 and	

anytime.	One	of	the	main	developments	is	that,	as	opposed	to	traditional	media,	social	media	enables	a	

more	 direct	 targeting	 of	 the	 audience,	meaning	 that	 companies	 can	 adapt	 their	 communication	more	

specifically	 to	 the	 audience	 they	 aim	 to	 address	 (Castells,	 2009).	 However,	 Castells	 (2009)	 also	

emphasizes	that	social	media	provides	a	means	for	the	regular	citizen	to	gain	a	more	powerful	position	in	



-	5	-	
	

dialogues,	 being	 able	 to	 reach	 a	 significantly	 larger	 audience	 than	 before.	 Therefore,	 social	 media	

introduced	a	new	means	to	exercise	power,	which	corporations	have	significantly	embraced	in	their	CSR	

communication.	In	the	current	capitalist	system,	CSR	is	generally	adopted	in	a	manner	that	benefits	the	

economic	growth	of	a	company	 (Sandoval,	2014).	Hence,	 through	the	communication	of	CSR	practices,	

companies	 aim	 to	 influence	 and	persuade	 the	 audience’	 perception	of	 the	 company	 (Ihlen,	 2011).	 The	

power	 relations	 that	 are	 exercised	 through	 CSR	 communication	 online	 are	 embedded	 in	 discourse,	 as	

stated	by	Fairclough	(1989),	who	describes	discourse	as	language	use	based	on	the	context	the	discourse	

takes	place	in.	In	order	to	identify	these	power	relations,	this	study	will	take	a	media	and	communication	

approach	and	will	explore	the	CSR	discourse	by	focusing	on	the	linguistic	structures	of	the	CSR	discourse.		

	 Marketing	scholars	previously	established	the	success	of	CSR	communication	through	the	social	

media	 genre	 of	 SNS	 (Capriotti	&	Moreno,	 2007;	 Curley	&	Noormohamed,	 2014;	 Castelló,	Morsing	 and	

Schultz,	 2013;	 Du,	 Bhattacharya	 &	 Sen,	 2010;	 Dutot	 et	 al.,	 2016;	 Kesavan,	 Bernacchi	 &	Mascarenhas,	

2013;	Moretti	&	Tuan,	2013),	which	 is	why	the	data	 for	 this	 research	was	collected	 from	the	Facebook	

pages	of	the	three	most	active	oil	and	gas	companies	on	Facebook:	Shell,	Total	and	BP.	These	companies	

belong	to	a	so-called	controversial	 industry	(Du	&	Vieira,	2012).	Woolfson	and	Beck	(2005)	consider	the	

oil	industry	to	be	controversial,	due	to	the	fact	that	the	industry	has	been	involved	in	practices	that	might	

have	 a	 negative	 impact	 on	 a	 social,	 ethical	 and	 environmental	 level.	 Bhattacharya	 and	 Sen	 (2004)	

emphasize	 that	 controversial	 companies	 face	 an	 enhanced	 challenge	 in	 communicating	 their	 CSR	

strategy,	because	stakeholders	will	likely	have	an	initial	apprehensive	approach	to	any	CSR	initiative.		

	 In	order	to	develop	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	CSR	communication	through	social	media,	

this	 thesis	 firstly	 elaborates	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 CSR,	 related	 strategies	 and	 using	 social	 media	 as	 a	

persuasive	 tool	 for	 CSR.	 Thereafter,	 the	 aim	 and	 research	 questions	 of	 this	 study	 are	 presented,	 and	

previous	research	on	using	social	media	as	a	tool	for	CSR	communication	are	explored.		Following	is	the	

theoretical	 background	 on	which	 this	 study	 is	 built	 and	 the	method	 that	was	 selected	 to	 conduct	 the	

research.	 Finally,	 the	 results	 are	presented,	 and	 the	discussion	 section	expands	on	how	 the	 results	 are	

linked	to	existing	theory	on	social	media,	discourse	and	power	relations.		

	

2.	Perspectives	on	CSR	and	communication	

To	 develop	 a	 comprehensive	 background,	 this	 thesis	 firstly	 addresses	 the	 concept	 of	 CSR,	 CSR	

communication	strategies	and	using	SNS	as	a	tool	for	persuasion.	
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2.1	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	

Across	previously	conducted	research	on	the	topic	of	CSR,	the	concept	has	been	defined	in	varying	ways.	

As	stated	by	Coombs	and	Holladay	(2012),	conceptualizing	CSR	is	difficult,	due	to	the	fact	that	there	is	not	

one	definition	that	comprises	CSR	in	its	entirety.	However,	based	on	previous	research,	they	propose	the	

following:	“CSR	is	the	voluntary	actions	that	a	corporation	implements	as	it	pursues	its	mission	and	fulfills	

its	 perceived	 obligations	 to	 stakeholders,	 including	 employees,	 communities,	 the	 environment,	 and	

society	as	a	whole”	(Coombs	&	Holladay,	2012,	p.	8).	Dutot	et	al.	(2016)	also	emphasize	the	voluntary	act	

of	 CSR.	 Definitions	 given	 by	 Reilly	 &	 Hynan	 (2014)	 and	 the	 World	 Business	 Council	 for	 Sustainable	

Development	(1999)	add	to	this	by	not	only	attending	to	perceived	obligations	and	expectations,	but	also	

to	working	towards	general	development	of	 the	situation	of	stakeholders,	 including	employees	and	the	

entire	society.	The	European	Union	(2011)	gives	a	more	concise	definition	which	relates	to	the	previous	

ones:	 “CSR	 is	 the	 responsibility	 of	 enterprises	 for	 their	 impacts	 on	 society”.	 To	 conclude	 the	

conceptualization,	 Nwagbara	 and	 Reid	 (2013)	 state	 that	 CSR	 concerns	 social,	 economic	 and	

environmental	impacts	on	the	community.	This	is	known	as	the	‘triple	bottom	line’,	as	also	mentioned	by	

Coombs	and	Holladay	(2012).	

														What	 CSR	 inherently	 entails	 is	 that	 companies	 have	 the	 responsibility	 of	 acting	 socially	

responsible	 towards	 society.	 Due	 to	 this,	 there	 is	 the	 need	 for	 corporations	 to	 adhere	 to	 seemingly	

opposing	 goals	 of	 economic	 growth	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 and	 responding	 to	 expectations	 regarding	 social	

responsibility	 on	 the	 other	 (Sandoval,	 2014).	 	However,	 as	 Sandoval	 (2014)	 problematizes,	 current	 CSR	

theories	 do	 not	 take	 into	 consideration	 the	 actual	 relations	 between	 economic	 objectives	 and	 society.	

Essentially,	companies	have	the	main	aim	of	economic	growth,	which	is	not	in	direct	line	with	generating	

positive	 social	 consequences.	 Therefore,	 Sandoval	 (2014)	 proposes	 a	 new	 categorization	 for	 relating	

social	 and	 economic	 objectives	 of	 companies,	 based	 on	Wolfgang	 Hofkirchner’s	 work	 (2002,	 2003,	 as	

cited	 in	 Sandoval,	 2014).	 This	 categorization	 affiliates	 economic	 growth	 and	 social	 expectations	 in	 four	

ways:	 reductionism,	 projectionism,	 dualism	 and	 dialects.	 In	 general,	 experts	 take	 a	 reductionist,	

projectionist	or	dualist	approach	to	the	relationship	between	social	and	economic	objectives	 (Sandoval,	

2014).	Reductionism	refers	to	incorporating	social	issues	in	the	business	strategy	of	the	corporation	and	

using	 it	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 it	 can	 expand	 business.	 Dualism	 entails	 a	 maintained	 focus	 on	 economic	

growth,	 with	 socially	 responsible	 activities	 on	 the	 side,	 such	 as	 philanthropism.	 Predominantly,	 these	
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approaches	 entail	 including	 social	 responsibility	 in	 the	 daily	 practices	 of	 a	 corporation,	 ensuring	 that	 it	

does	 not	 negatively	 influence	 the	 economic	 growth	 by	 including	 social	 responsibilities	 in	 marketing	

strategies,	 for	 example.	 Projectionism	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 focuses	 on	 subordinating	 the	 economic	

objectives	 to	 social	 responsibility,	making	 social	 responsibility	 the	more	 important	 goal.	 However,	 this	

approach,	like	the	former	two,	maintains	the	assumption	that	the	challenge	of	incorporating	CSR	can	be	

solved	 within	 the	 capitalist	 system,	 without	 debating	 capitalism	 entirely	 (Sandoval,	 2014).	 Capitalism	

focuses	on	profits	and	not	on	social	issues,	meaning	that	excluding	other	economic	systems	automatically	

excludes	 an	 inherent	 interest	 in	 social	 consequences	 for	 society.	 Sandoval	 (2014)	 proposes	 the	 fourth	

approach,	dialects,	as	a	counterargument	to	CSR	within	the	capitalist	system.	This	approach	emphasizes	

the	actual	opposition	between	and	economic	growth	and	social	 responsibility	 in	a	way	 that	 it	does	not	

categorize	CSR	as	an	economic	issue.	This	approach	can	instigate	other	perspectives	on	the	structure	of	

the	current	economy	and	the	position	of	CSR	within	this	system.	

	

2.2	CSR	communication	strategies	

As	 discussed	 by	 Sandoval	 (2014),	 whether	 preferred	 or	 not,	 the	 most	 common	 approach	 to	 the	 CSR	

debate	 remains	 communicating	 and	 spinning	 CSR	 practices	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 they	 directly	 benefit	

economic	growth.	This	is	realized	by	using	certain	CSR	communication	strategies.	

	 Coombs	 and	 Holladay	 (2012)	 discuss	 the	 proactive	 vs.	 reactive	 communication	 strategy.	 	A	

proactive	 strategy	 entails	 implementing	 CSR	 initiative	 in	 the	 business	 plan	 before	 stakeholders	 have	

voiced	 their	 expectations,	 while	 a	 reactive	 strategy	 occurs	 when	 CSR	 projects	 are	 taken	 on	 after	

stakeholders	 show	 their	 opinion	 on	 the	 social	 responsibility	 of	 the	 company.	 In	 general,	 a	 proactive	

approach	 is	 considered	 to	 lead	 to	 positive	 responses	 and	 an	 enhanced	 corporate	 reputation,	 while	 a	

reactive	approach	does	not	(Becker-Olson,	Cudmore	&	Hill,	2006).	Nonetheless,	Wagner,	Lutz	and	Weitz	

(2009)	 found	 that	 there	are	ways	–	abstractness	and	 inoculation	–	 to	communicate	CSR	messages	 that	

reduce	the	negativity	of	reactive	CSR.	When	corporations	communicate	concrete	messages	on	negative	

topics	that	have	been	concretely	discussed	by	other	parties,	 it	 is	mentally	simplified	for	the	audience	to	

compare	these	messages	and	therefore	gain	a	rather	negative	stance.	However,	when	corporations	limit	

themselves	 to	 abstract	 reactive	 communication,	 the	 corporate	 message	 become	 less	 comparable	 to	

those	 of	 other	 parties	 that	 were	 initially	 communicated,	 and	 the	 audience	 will	 develop	 less	 negative	

emotions.	Secondly,	inoculation	entails	that	by	presenting	negative	aspects	to	the	audience	in	a	nuanced	
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tone	before	other	parties	have	published	the	same	aspects	more	strongly,	while	simultaneously	refuting	

these,	the	degree	of	negativity	in	the	audience’s	opinions	can	be	decreased.	Notwithstanding,	Lee	et	al.	

(2009)	 state	 that,	 despite	 efforts	 to	 increase	 a	 positive	 attitude	 towards	 reactive	 CSR,	 the	 negative	

responses	are	maintained.	

	 Another	approach	to	communicating	CSR	is	choosing	a	soft	versus	a	hard	strategy	(Tixier,	2003).	

This	 is	 built	 around	 the	 decision	 between	 communicating	 CSR	 through	 traditional	 communication	with	

relatively	 little	 involvement	 (soft	 approach)	 or	 through	 new	media,	 technologies	 and	 advertising	 (hard	

approach).	Looking	into	SNS	as	a	tool	for	persuasion,	the	hard	approach	seems	to	becoming	increasingly	

favorable.	Seeing	that	this	thesis	explores	CSR	communication	through	SNS,	solely	the	hard	approach	 is	

applicable.		

	

2.3	Social	media	as	a	persuasive	tool	

With	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 Internet,	 there	 is	 a	 growing	 amount	 of	 channels	 for	 marketing	 strategies	 that	

businesses	can	utilize	(Gass	&	Seiter,	2016;	Nahai,	2012;	Simons	&	Jones,	2011).	Persuasion	is	a	relevant	

online	practice	that	is	also	used	in	CSR	communication.	Internet	is	an	inherently	fast	type	of	technology,	

enabling	 persuaders	 to	 reach	 their	 target	 audience	 faster	 and	 with	 higher	 precision	 (Simons	 &	 Jones,	

2011).	They	also	have	 the	ability	 to	gain	 information	about	 the	needs	and	 likes	of	 the	audience,	which	

helps	them	to	adapt	their	messages	more	specifically.	A	significant	channel	for	reaching	the	audience	is	

SNS.	Over	time,	individuals	have	taken	a	rather	apprehensive	stance	towards	regular	advertising	and	are	

no	 longer	 strongly	 influenced	 by	 traditional	 marketing	 strategies.	 According	 to	 Friestadt	 and	 Wright	

(1994),	this	is	a	natural	phenomenon,	coined	the	change-of-meaning	principle.	When	people	are	exposed	

to	a	certain	marketing	strategy	for	a	longer	period	of	time,	they	get	to	understand	the	strategy	and	give	a	

different	meaning	 to	 it.	This	understanding	might	 result	 in	a	 less	effective	strategy,	which	 is	why	social	

networks	 have	 become	 an	 undeniable	 asset	 in	 persuading	 the	 audience	 (Gass	 &	 Seiter,	 2016).	 Social	

circles	entail	a	degree	of	social	influence	that	people	are	sensitive	(Gass	&	Seiter,	2016).	Word-of-mouth	

is	directly	related	to	social	influence	and	refers	to	the	spreading	of	a	message	through	social	connections	

(Nahai,	2012).	When	SNS	users	follow	other	users,	and	share	and	like	their	messages,	this	can	be	seen	as	

a	 form	 of	 influence.	 Individuals	 are	 influenced	 by	 their	 friends’	 and	 other	 connections’	 messages	 and	

posts,	and	might	carry	these	on	(Gass	&	Seiter,	2016).	
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	 According	to	Nahai	(2012),	social	media	affords	people	to	make	decisions	based	on	“reputational	

capital”,	in	which	people	make	decisions	in	buying	and	using	products	and	services	based	on	information	

they	have	gained	through	social	networks.	This	is	the	unfavorable	aspect	of	using	social	media	as	tool	for	

persuasion,	because	it	has	resulted	in	an	increase	in	accountability	for	companies,	meaning	that	they	are	

directly	and	publicly	held	accountable	by	consumers	through	social	media.	This	has	compelled	business	to	

go	 online,	 and	 represent	 and	 potentially	 defend	 their	 brand.	 Perloff	 (2010)	 elaborates	 on	 the	 online	

presence	 of	 companies,	 by	 focusing	 on	 the	 creation	 of	 online	 communities	 for	 persuasion.	 Instead	 of	

sending	 out	 standardized	 messages	 to	 the	 audience,	 businesses	 are	 now	 instigating	 dialogues	 and	

responding	online,	with	the	aim	of	attracting	a	community	around	their	brand	and	persuade	consumers	

into	positive	attitudes.	 	As	Capriotti	 (2011)	 states,	 this	 is	 especially	 applicable	 for	 communicating	 social	

responsibility.	There	is	a	switch	from	the	‘persuasive/informative	discourse’	to	‘dialogic	discourse’	in	CSR	

communication	 through	 SNS	 (Capriotti,	 2011).	 This	 decreases	 the	 original	 type	 of	 persuasion	 and	 it	

somewhat	equalizes	the	power	relationships	between	companies	and	stakeholders.	

	 This	thesis	will	not	so	much	emphasize	the	concept	of	persuasion	in	relation	to	social	media,	but	

will	 focus	 more	 on	 the	 enactment	 of	 power,	 which	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 persuasion.	 Therefore,	

understanding	social	media	to	be	a	possible	tool	for	persuasion	is	essential	in	comprehending	its	dynamic	

and	interactive	character.	

	

3.	Aim	and	research	questions	

As	 aforementioned,	 this	 study	 explores	 CSR	 communication	 through	 SNS	 by	 taking	 a	 communication	

approach	 and	 critically	 analyzing	 CSR-related	 posts	 on	 Facebook.	 The	 aim	 is	 to	 gain	 a	 more	 nuanced	

understanding	of	CSR	communication	online,	by	analyzing	the	concepts	of	social	media	communication,	

discourse,	and	power.	As	Fairclough	(1989)	states,	power	can	be	exercised	through	discourse	by	choice	in	

language	 use,	 dependent	 on	 the	 context	 it	 takes	 place	 in.	 Focusing	 on	 linguistic	 elements	 in	 the	 CSR	

communication	 on	 Facebook	 will	 lead	 to	 a	 comprehensive	 understanding	 of	 how	 corporations	 are	

communicating	CSR	and	enacting	power	relations	through	discourse	online.	The	linguistic	structures	that	

will	be	investigated	in	this	research	are	stylistic	and	rhetorical	elements.		

Previous	 research	on	 the	 topic	has	been	predominantly	 conducted	by	marketing	 scholars,	who	

have	 proven	 to	 take	 a	 rather	 simplistic	 approach	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 social	 media	 (Carr	 and	 Hayes,	

2015).	 	This	 study	 will	 use	 thorough	 knowledge	 about	 social	media	 from	 a	media	 and	 communication	
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studies	 perspective	 and	 will	 therefore	 contribute	 to	 current	 literature	 on	 using	 SNS	 as	 tool	 for	 CSR	

communication.	

	

The	research	questions	that	this	study	poses	are:	

RQ1	How	are	textual	styles	used	in	CSR	communication	through	SNS?	

RQ2	To	what	extent	is	rhetoric	present	in	CSR	communication	through	SNS?	

	

4.	Previous	research	

4.1	CSR	communication	through	social	media	

Research	 from	 the	 area	 of	 communication	 studies	 that	 focuses	 on	 social	 media	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 CSR	

communication	 is	 highly	 scarce	 and	was	 not	 detected	 during	 the	 review	 of	 previous	 literature	 for	 this	

thesis.	However,	there	is	a	substantial	amount	of	marketing	research	on	the	topic.	Elaborating	on	this	is	

relevant	for	gaining	an	understanding	of	previous	research	against	which	this	study	places	itself.	

	

4.1.1	Why	social	media	is	effective	for	CSR	communication	

Over	the	years,	extensive	marketing	literature	has	been	conducted	on	using	social	media	as	a	tool	for	CSR	

communication.	 One	 of	 the	 aims	 that	 a	 number	 of	 studies	 chose,	was	 to	 investigate	 the	 reasons	why	

social	media	 can	 function	 as	 a	useful	 tool	 for	CSR	 communication.	 The	 first	 study	 to	be	discussed	 that	

took	 this	 direction	 is	 a	 study	 conducted	 by	 Kesavan,	 Bernacchi	 and	Mascarenhas	 (2013).	 By	 reviewing	

previous	literature	and	using	examples	of	CSR	initiatives	executed	by	large	corporations,	they	found	that	

social	 media	 is	 a	 powerful	 tool	 that	 should	 be	 adopted	 by	 corporations	 for	 communication	 with	

stakeholders,	 and	 above	 all	 for	 communicating	 CSR.	 They	 concluded	 that	 social	 media	 for	 CSR	 is	 an	

effective	 strategy	 in	meeting	 the	 needs	 of	 stakeholders	 all	 over	 the	 world,	 because	 it	 combines	mass	

communication	with	personal	dialogue.	

														Curley	and	Noormohamed	(2014)	proposed	an	aim	that	was	similar	to	Kesavan	et	al.’s	aim.	Their	

method	was	also	similar,	because	they	reviewed	previously	conducted	research	to	see	why	social	media	is	

an	 effective	 tool	 for	 communicating	 CSR.	 They	 discussed	 CSR,	 social	 media	 as	 a	 marketing	 tool,	 and	

combined	the	two	to	draw	a	conclusion.	The	study	shows	that	informing	stakeholders	about	CSR	on	social	

media	motivates	dialogue,	loyal	consumerism,	and	creates	a	positive	reputation	for	the	company.	



-	11	-	
	

														Castelló	et	al.	 (2013)	elaborated	on	 the	 implications	of	 social	media	 for	CSR	communication	by	

focusing	on	the	polyphonic	characteristics	of	social	media.	They	found	that	corporations	will	not	find	one	

common	opinion	or	common	expectations	on	social	media,	but	instead	social	media	offers	a	platform	for	

a	 myriad	 of	 expectations	 and	 needs	 of	 stakeholders.	 They	 conclude	 that	 corporations	 should	

acknowledge	this	fact	and	find	a	way	to	integrate	multitude	views	and	perspectives	in	their	CSR	initiatives	

to	try	and	meet	the	expectations	of	the	public.	Then,	they	can	build	a	strong	and	beneficial	relationship	

with	their	stakeholders.	

														 Jiménez-Zarco	and	Bicho	(2015)	took	a	different	point	of	view	and	aimed	to	research	if	and	why	

social	media	 is	 effective	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 stakeholders.	 Based	 on	 surveys	 that	were	 distributed	

among	 various	 stakeholders,	 their	 findings	 included	 that	 stakeholders	 perceive	 social	 media	 as	 an	

important	manner	of	communicating	CSR.	They	feel	social	media	is	a	trustworthy	network	and	consumers	

mention	 that	 their	buying	behavior	can	be	 influenced	by	social	media	messaging	of	socially	 responsibly	

companies.	

														Nwagbara	and	Reid	(2013)	also	incorporated	the	aim	of	the	previously	discussed	researches,	but	

added	 how	 social	 media	 can	 be	 used	 efficiently.	 They	 used	 a	 literature	 review	 in	 their	 study	 to	 draw	

conclusions	 on	 how	 CSR	 communication	 is	 shaped	 by	 social	 media.	 They	 found	 that	 because	 of	 the	

increase	of	social	media	use,	companies	should	pay	significant	attention	to	their	presence	on	social	media	

networks	 and	make	 use	 of	 these	 networks	 to	 the	 full	 extent.	 Their	 recommendations	 for	 social	media	

usage	in	relation	to	CSR	include	taking	into	account:	insight,	acceleration,	depth,	issue	management	and	

democratization.	

														Moretti	 and	 Tuan’s	 study	 (2013)	 is	 strongly	 in	 line	 with	 that	 of	 Nwagbara	 and	 Reid	 (2013),	

because	it	aimed	to	research	both	why	and	how	social	media	is	an	effective	tool.	However,	they	used	4	

case	 studies	 of	 Italian	 companies	 as	 their	 methodology.	 Their	 findings	 showed	 that	 in	 essence,	 CSR	

communication	 on	 social	 media	 is	 more	 beneficial	 for	 the	 corporate	 reputation	 than	 for	 the	 actual	

performance	 of	 the	 business.	 Nonetheless,	 they	 also	 state	 that	 the	 direct	 communication	 with	

stakeholders	might	certainly	 influence	 their	behavior	 in	not	only	consuming,	but	also	 investing,	or	 they	

might	attract	them	as	future	employees.	

														 Lee,	 Oh	 &	 Kim	 (2013)	 conducted	 a	 network	 analysis	 of	 Twitter	 accounts	 of	 Fortune	 500	

companies	and	also	 focused	on	both	why	social	media	 is	an	effective	platform	and	how	 it	 can	be	used	

efficiently.	They	 found	 that	 social	media	offers	useful	opportunities	 to	communicate	with	stakeholders.	

Hence,	 this	 should	be	done	extensively.	 It	 appears	 that	 communicating	CSR	especially	 strengthens	 and	
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increases	a	company’s	social	following,	more	than	other	types	of	content.	They	conclude	that,	because	of	

social	media,	social	responsibility	has	become	more	attractive	for	companies	than	before.	However,	they	

do	not	stress	the	need	for	a	social	media	presence	to	the	same	extent	as	other	research	has	done.	

																																 	

4.1.2	Use	of	social	media	for	CSR	and	recommendations	

As	Nwagbara	and	Reid	(2013),	Moretti	and	Tuan	(2013)	and	Lee	et	al.	 (2013)	partially	did,	a	number	of	

studies	 focused	exclusively	on	how	companies	are	 currently	using	 social	media	as	a	 tool	 and	how	 they	

should	 be	 using	 it.	 Reilly	 and	 Hynan	 (2014)	 looked	 into	 current	 CSR	 communication	 practices	 of	

companies	 and	 gave	 recommendations	 on	 how	 CSR	 should	 be	 communicated.	 The	 method	 of	 this	

research	was	different	from	those	previously	discussed,	because	it	concerned	an	empirical	research	that	

used	16	publicly	traded	companies	from	different	sectors	by	analyzing	in-depth	the	social	media	activity,	

and	 the	 formal	 organizational	 communication	 in	 the	 form	 of	 reports.	 Results	 showed	 that	 so-called	

‘green’	companies	refer	to	CSR	activities	more	and	have	a	stronger	social	media	presence	than	non-green	

companies.	Elaborating	on	the	social	media	presence	in	relation	to	CSR,	Reilly	and	Hynan	(2014)	gave	the	

following	 recommendations:	 research	 CSR	 initiative	 of	 successful	 companies	 in	 the	 same	 industry;	 use	

definite	 terms	 and	 go	 into	 detail	 when	 reporting	 about	 CSR;	 do	 not	 present	 the	 company	 in	 a	 more	

sustainable	way	than	it	 is;	safeguard	the	company’s	reputation;	adhere	to	a	correct	way	of	social	media	

usage;	stay	up-to-date	about	media	innovations	and	developments	within	the	field.		

														 Fieseler	and	Fleck	(2013)	took	a	similar	approach	and	researched	how	social	media	has	changed	

CSR	for	companies.	They	conducted	a	social	network	analysis	of	the	CSR	blogs	of	three	IT	companies	and	

found	 that	 it	 is	 inevitable	 for	 companies	 nowadays	 not	 to	 get	 involved	 in	 social	 media.	 Web	 2.0	 has	

become	a	prominent	aspect	of	 society	and	offers	 the	opportunity	of	active	dialogue	with	stakeholders.	

Tomaselli	and	Melia’s	research	(2014)	was	 in	 line	with	the	previous	one,	because	 it	 looked	 into	current	

successful	CSR	practices	and	how	this	can	help	develop	future	CSR.	They	used	case	study	analysis	to	study	

3	companies	that	have	proven	to	be	successful	in	their	CSR	communication,	by	focusing	on	how	their	CSR	

practices	were	communicated	on	all	types	of	media.	Their	findings	showed	that	social	media	stands	out	in	

its	effectiveness	as	opposed	to	traditional	media.	They	highlighted	that	companies	should	pay	attention	

to	 social	 media	 and	 its	 characteristics	 of	 stakeholder	 participation,	 sharing	 and	 the	 two-way	

communication	between	corporations	and	stakeholders.	
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														Also	Colleoni	(2013)	took	this	approach	by	conducting	a	social	network	analysis	of	7	CSR	Twitter	

accounts	of	large	corporations.	The	aim	was	similar	to	those	of	the	two	aforementioned	studies,	namely	

researching	 how	 companies	 are	 currently	 using	 social	 media	 to	 communicate	 CSR	 and	 what	

recommendations	 can	 be	 given.	 The	 study	 found	 that	 it	 is	 still	 challenging	 for	 companies	 to	meet	 the	

expectations	of	stakeholders.	It	is	recommended	that	by	looking	at	trending	topics	in	the	area	of	CSR	and	

to	 investigate	 what	 CSR	 information	 stakeholders	 are	 searching	 for,	 a	 better	 response	 towards	

stakeholders’	needs	can	be	developed.	

														Ward	and	Wylie	(2014)	looked	into	current	CSR	practices	of	Irish	companies	on	social	media.	They	

found	that,	based	on	stakeholder	theory,	companies	should	use	social	media	to	respond	to	stakeholder	

expectations	 in	 the	 field	 of	 social	 responsibility.	 They	 conclude	 that	 Irish	 companies	 do	 not	 use	 social	

media	for	CSR	practices	to	the	extent	that	would	be	advisable.	

	

4.1.3	CSR	on	social	media	and	corporate	reputation	

Pavitt	 (2012)	 took	 a	more	 specific	 approach	 and	 aimed	 to	 research	 how	 CSR	 communication	 through	

social	media	 specifically	 influences	 the	 reputation	 of	 companies.	 She	 researched	 previous	 literature	 to	

elaborate	on	the	ability	for	stakeholders	to	voice	strong	opinions	and	complaints	and	how	this	influences	

corporate	reputation.	She	found	that	because	of	interconnectivity	on	social	media,	companies	are	forced	

to	 look	 into	 their	CSR	and	 improve	 their	 social	 reputation.	 Social	media	 challenges	 the	 transparency	of	

corporations	 and	 companies	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 keep	 up	 with	 competitors	 without	 responding	 to	

stakeholders’	needs	and	expectations	that	they	voice	online.	

														Dutot	et	al.	(2016)	supported	the	findings	of	Pavitt’s	study	by	conducting	a	social	media	content	

analysis	of	4	French	companies.	They	found	that	companies	that	use	social	media	as	a	tool	seem	to	have	a	

better	online	 reputation	 than	companies	 that	do	not	or	on	a	 less	active	 level.	However,	 the	amount	of	

social	 activity	 does	 not	 have	 a	 significant	 impact	 on	 the	 reputation	 unless	 the	 social	 activity	 is	 directly	

linked	to	CSR.	

														Wilburn	and	Wilburn	 (2015)	 looked	 specifically	 at	 strategies	 companies	 can	use	when	 they	are	

being	called	out	on	their	social	responsibility	practices	by	stakeholders	and	their	corporate	reputation	is	

diminished.	 They	 found	 that	 using	 third	 parties	 to	 validate	 their	 initiatives,	 using	 certificates	 and	

partnering	 with	 nonprofit	 organizations	 are	 all	 good	 ways	 of	 responding	 to	 negative	 responses	 from	
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stakeholders.	They	conclude	that	social	media	has	caused	the	need	for	companies	to	continually	attend	

to	stakeholders	needs	and	expectations.	

	

4.2	Gaps	in	research	field	

The	majority	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 research	 has	 been	 conducted	 by	marketing	 scholars.	 A	myriad	 of	

scholars,	from	different	disciplines	and	specialties,	have	aimed	to	define	social	media	as	a	concept	(Carr	&	

Hayes,	 2015).	 As	 Carr	 and	 Hayes	 (2015)	 state,	 these	 definitions	 are	 often	 too	 focused	 on	 one	 or	 two	

aspects	of	social	media,	or	are	too	brief	to	be	applicable	as	an	overarching	definition.	This	also	shows	in	

the	literature	on	CSR	communication	through	social	media,	in	which	in	general	marketing	scholars	give	a	

rather	simplistic	conceptualization	of	social	media	and	online	communication.		

	 This	research	will	follow	the	studies	on	how	social	media	is	used	as	a	tool	for	CSR	communication	

(Colleoni,	 2013;	 Fieseler	&	 Fleck,	 2013;	 Reilly	&	Hynan,	 2014,	 Tomaselli	&	Melia,	 2014,	Ward	&	Wylie,	

2014),	and	does	not	so	much	 focus	on	 the	question	of	 ‘is	 social	media	a	successful	 tool?’,	which	 is	 the	

other	main	topic	for	marketing	studies	in	this	field.	By	using	knowledge	about	social	media,	discourse	and	

power	 relations	 from	 a	media	 and	 communication	 scholar	 perspective,	 this	 study	will	 add	 to	 previous	

research	on	how	CSR	is	communicated	through	SNS.	

														 This	study	will	also	fill	an	empirical	gap	by	investigating	Facebook	pages	of	three	large	oil	and	gas	

companies.	Analyzing	 these	 type	of	companies,	which	are	considered	controversial,	 through	a	 focus	on	

their	Facebook	pages	has	not	been	done	thus	far	in	the	field	of	CSR	communication	on	SNS.	Du	and	Vieira	

(2012)	conducted	an	analysis	of	 the	CSR	on	 the	websites	of	oil	and	gas	companies,	but	did	not	 include	

social	media	in	their	study.	

	

5.	Theory	

5.1	Social	media	

With	the	emergence	of	the	Internet,	new	media	have	arisen.	New	media	that	can	be	defined	as	“media	at	

the	turn	of	the	20th	and	21st	centuries	which	are	both	integrated	and	interactive	and	use	digital	code	and	

hypertext	 as	 technical	 means”	 (Van	 Dijk,	 2012,	 p.	 11).	 A	 new	 media	 field	 that	 allows	 for	 digital	

communication	 is	social	media.	These	media	connect	people	to	social	spaces	and	can	be	 interactive	on	

both	a	personal	and	mass	level.	
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	 Conceptualizing	 social	 media	 is	 a	 demanding	 task.	 As	 Carr	 and	 Hayes	 (2015)	 state	 in	 their	

research	on	defining	social	media	as	a	concept,	there	is	a	current	lack	of	an	overarching	definition.	Some	

definitions	revolve	around	social	media	messaging	and	its	nature,	focusing	mostly	on	the	user-generated	

character	of	social	media	and	the	relevance	of	dialogue	(e.g.,	Kaplan	&	Haenlein,	2010).	Van	Dijk	(2012)	

has	a	similar	focus	on	the	definition	of	social	media	by	defining	it	as	applications	on	the	Internet	through	

which	content	can	be	shared,	while	emphasizing	the	two-way	communication	that	can	take	place.	Other	

definitions	 focus	 mainly	 on	 the	 technological	 aspect	 of	 social	 media,	 emphasizing	 devices,	 and	 social	

media	as	a	tool	(e.g.,	O’Reilly,	2005).	Specific	study	fields	have	also	aimed	to	define	social	media,	such	as	

Kent	 (2010)	 from	 a	 public	 relations	 perspective,	 who	 limited	 the	 definition	 to	 “any	 interactive	

communication	 channel	 that	 allows	 for	 two-way	 interaction	 and	 feedback”	 (p.	 645).	 However,	 the	

majority	of	these	definitions	leave	out	relevant	communicative	aspects	of	social	media,	which	is	why	Carr	

and	Hayes	 (2015)	propose	the	following	new	definition:	“Social	media	are	 Internet-based	channels	 that	

allow	 users	 to	 opportunistically	 interact	 and	 selectively	 self-present,	 either	 in	 real-time	 or	

asynchronously,	with	both	broad	and	narrow	audiences	who	derive	value	 from	user-generated	content	

and	the	perception	of	 interaction	with	others”	 (p.	50).	This	 is	an	attempt	to	conceptualize	social	media	

without	 being	 too	 broad,	 to	 technology-oriented	 or	 too	 discipline-specific.	 This	 study	 will	 use	 this	

definition	as	the	defining	base	of	social	media.	

Social	 media	 can	 be	 categorized	 in	 different	 genres,	 which	 include	 corresponding	 separate	

channels.	 These	 genres	 are	 comprised	 of	 “content	 creation	 and	 publishing	 tools,	 social	 network	 sites,	

content	sharing	sites,	collaborative	productions	sites,	virtual	worlds	and	add-ons”	(Lietsala	&	Sirkkunen,	

2008,	p.	28).	This	excludes	genres	that	are	based	on	one-to-one	communication,	because	of	the	lack	of	

‘media’	 in	 one-to-one	 communication	 networks.	 The	 tools	 used	 for	 creating	 and	 publishing	 content	

include	mainly	blogs,	but	also	podcasts	and	wikis	(Lietsala	&	Sirkkunen,	2008).	Blogs	are	online	websites	

that	usually	revolve	around	an	author,	or	blogger,	with	a	rather	personal	style	of	writing.	The	content	can	

vary	from	plain	text,	to	photos	or	videos.	On	the	other	hand,	wikis	 include	user-generated	content	that	

can	also	be	altered	and	added	to	by	other	users.	Lastly,	podcasts	are	comprised	solely	of	video	and	audio	

material	 that	 is	 posted	online.	 The	next	 genre	 is	 comprised	of	websites	 that	 focus	on	 sharing	 content.	

Examples	of	these	are	Flickr	and	Youtube	(Lietsala	&	Sirkkunen,	2008).	On	these	websites,	users	can	post	

respectively	 photos	 and	 videos,	 and	 comment	 on	 posted	 content.	 The	 third	 genre	 to	 be	 discussed	 is	

virtual	 realities,	which	enable	users	 to	participate	 in	 virtual	worlds.	Here,	 the	 focus	 lays	on	 creating	an	

online	 life	 that	 includes	 new	 experiences,	 enjoyment	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 socialize	 (Lietsala	&	 Sirkkunen,	
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2008).	 Another	 social	media	 genre	 involves	 networks	 that	 provide	 the	possibility	 to	work	 on	 the	 same	

content	together	with	other	users.	Bluffton	Today	is	an	American	website	that	is	a	clear	example	of	this	

genre,	 as	 stated	by	 Lietsala	and	Sirkkunen	 (2008).	A	news	website	 that	 lets	users	post	news	 items	and	

offers	 the	 possibility	 to	 work	 on	 news	 items	 together.	 In	 the	 same	 sense,	 Wikipedia	 might	 be	 a	

collaborative	 production	 as	 well.	 However,	 as	 Lietsala	 and	 Sirkkunen	 (2008)	 state,	 Wikipedia	 focuses	

specifically	 on	 publishing	 content	 and	 not	 so	much	 on	 the	 collaborative	 process	 of	working	 towards	 a	

desired	goal,	which	in	the	case	of	Bluffton	Today	would	be	a	comprehensive	overview	of	the	news.	The	

last	genre	 to	discuss	are	websites	aimed	at	social	networking,	called	SNS.	These	websites	are	based	on	

user	 interaction	and	usually	entail	creating	a	profile	that	gives	a	representation	of	the	person	or	group.	

Examples	are	MySpace,	Facebook	and	Orkut	 (Lietsala	&	Sirkkunen,	2008).	The	data	used	for	 this	 thesis’	

analysis	is	comprised	of	solely	social	networking	content	from	the	website	Facebook.	

	

5.2	Online	communication,	power	and	discourse	

As	 aforementioned,	 this	 thesis	 aims	 to	 develop	 a	more	 nuanced	understanding	 of	 CSR	 communication	

through	 SNS	 by	 focusing	 on	 the	 interconnectedness	 between	 communication,	 power	 and	 discourse	

online.	 These	 concepts	 will	 be	 elaborated	 on	 hereafter,	 after	 which	 an	 account	 will	 be	 given	 of	 the	

theoretical	 notions	 of	 style	 and	 rhetoric.	 These	 notions	 are	 analyzed	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 explore	

communication,	power	and	discourse.	

	

5.2.1	Communication	

The	media	 landscape	has	undergone	 several	 transformations	 that	 interact	 together	and	have	 shaped	a	

new	 type	 of	 communication	 that	 is	 taking	 place	 online	 (Castells,	 2009).	 The	 first	 transformation	 that	

Castells	(2009)	elaborates	on	is	technological	transformation.	In	the	contemporary	society,	individuals	are	

able	 to	 communicate	 through	 varying	 channels,	 and	enabled	by	digitalization,	 there	 is	 a	wide	 range	of	

tools	that	can	be	used.	Communication	can	take	place	through	computer-mediated	networks	on	both	a	

local	and	global	level.	For	corporations,	a	new	range	of	possibilities	has	opened	up	in	communicating	their	

CSR	 practices	 to	 the	 public.	 Where	 mass	 media,	 that	 used	 to	 stay	 rather	 local,	 used	 to	 be	 the	 main	

channel	of	communication	with	the	public,	new	media	now	provide	communication	with	people	all	over	

the	world.	The	second	transformation	is	of	an	organizational	and	institutional	nature,	where	the	senders	

are	 the	media	 and	 the	 receivers	 are	 the	 perceived	 audience	 (Castells,	 2009).	Media	 conglomerates	 all	
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over	 the	 world	 are	 using	 digital	 communication	 as	 a	 new	 channel	 for	 their	 strategies.	 They	 combine	

traditional	and	new	media.	They	operate	globally	as	well	as	locally	by	maintaining	a	message	that	can	be	

sent	on	a	mass	 level	while	personalizing	their	messages	to	specific	audiences	 (Castells,	2009).	Although	

Castells	(2009)	focuses	on	media	corporations,	this	organizational	and	institutional	transformation	can	be	

applied	to	a	myriad	of	corporations.	With	the	rise	of	new	media,	these	companies	can	integrate	all	types	

of	 media	 in	 their	 operations	 and	 use	 these	 however	 they	 see	 fit.	 Whether	 this	 is	 sending	 out	 mass	

messages,	or	adapting	messages	 to	 the	audience	 to	such	an	extent	 that	 they	seem	personal	messages,	

but	are	mass.	Due	to	this,	CSR	communication	can	be	adapted	to	specific	audiences	and	there	is	a	more	

substantial	 platform	 for	 reaching	 the	 audience	 through	 multiple	 channels	 at	 once.	 The	 third	

transformation	 is	 the	cultural	dimension	of	online	communication.	Castells	 (2009)	states	 that	 there	has	

been	a	development	of	 a	 global	 culture,	 as	well	 as	 a	diversification	of	 cultural	 identity.	 Individuals	 feel	

more	 connected	 to	 a	 global	 community,	 while	 simultaneously	 feeling	 close	 to	 sub-cultures	 that	 they	

select	based	on	their	personal	 interests.	The	latter	has	prompted	extensive	networks	of	communication	

that	each	cover	a	relative	limited	field	of	interest,	but	which	connect	a	significant	amount	of	like-minded	

individuals.	Trying	to	develop	overarching	communication	for	both	the	global	community	as	well	as	the	

sub-cultures	is	highly	challenging	and	might	lead	to	miscommunication	(Castells,	2009).	Corporations	also	

need	to	take	this	into	account	when	adapting	their	CSR	communication	to	audiences.	They	can	choose	to	

clearly	determine	the	audience	and	understand	what	audiences	are	possibly	excluded,	or	companies	can	

choose	to	keep	the	messages	more	approachable	to	everyone.		

	 Castells	(2009)	has	coined	the	new	form	of	interactive	societal,	or	mass,	communication	as	‘mass	

self-communication’.	 This	 entails	 potential	 interaction	 from	many	 to	 many,	 instead	 of	 communication	

from	one	 to	one,	many	 to	one	or	one	 to	many.	As	Castells	 (2009)	 states,	his	 type	of	communication	 is	

mass,	because	there	is	the	possibility	of	reaching	a	wide	audience.	However	it	is	also	a	communication	of	

the	self,	because	the	messages	that	are	sent	are	self-created,	the	audience	to	which	it	is	directed	is	self-

selected,	and	information	used	for	the	message	is	self-retrieved.	Van	Dijk	(2012)	supports	the	concept	of	

mass	self-communication	and	emphasizes	the	combination	of	interpersonal	and	mass	communication	on	

social	media.	As	has	been	touched	upon	previously	 in	 this	 theoretical	 framework,	 the	concept	of	self	 is	

highly	relevant	in	new	media	communication.	Castells	(2009)	emphasizes	that	every	individual	can	choose	

to	 create	online	media	 content,	 and	 include	 in	 that	 content	anything	 they	want.	The	 selection	of	what	

content	is	consumed	is	also	specific	to	the	self:	an	individual	chooses	what	they	read	or	watch	and	how	

they	interact	with	that	content,	from	all	that	is	available	on	the	Internet.	The	latter	is	particularly	relevant	
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for	 corporations	 communicating	 their	 CSR	on	 social	media.	 The	 followers	 that	 they	 have	on	 Facebook,	

have	deliberately	chosen	to	follow	their	activities	and	their	updates.	This	means	that	the	audience	they	

are	reaching	with	their	communication	is	rather	one-sided	and	limited.	It	 is	 interesting	to	look	into	how	

they	are	communicating	with	these	audiences,	by	focusing	on	interactivity	and	formality,	for	example.		

	 The	dissemination	of	 the	 Internet,	Wi-Fi	 and	 the	digitization	of	 communication	has	 reached	all	

aspects	of	daily	life	and	has	therefore	created	so-called	horizontal	networks	of	communication,	which	can	

be	accessed	anywhere	at	anytime	with	a	myriad	of	tools	(Castells,	2009).	Users	have	the	constant	option	

of	creating	 their	own	mass	communication.	Focusing	specifically	on	 the	use	of	 social	media,	 individuals	

participate	in	online	networks	for	a	variety	of	reasons.	Fenton	(2012)	elaborates	on	the	openness	of	social	

media	 being	 seen	 as	 a	 trigger	 for	 individuals	 to	 connect	 to	 society.	 These	 people	 might	 feel	 they	

disappear	in	the	tumultuousness	of	modern	day	life	and	the	Internet	gives	them	the	space	to	feel	like	a	

relevant	part	of	the	community.	Corporations	could	use	this	in	creating	a	community	where	solidarity	is	

key	and	where	individuals	can	feel	part	of	something.	An	example	of	this	in	CSR	communication	would	be,	

aiming	 to	 strive	 as	 a	 community	 for	 a	 better	world.	 However,	 Fenton	 (2012)	 emphasizes	 that	 SNS	 are	

inherently	expressive	and	communicative,	and	not	so	much	related	to	civic	engagement.	Therefore,	the	

study	 field	 of	 communication	 should	 predominantly	 perceive	 SNS	 as	 related	 to	 the	 former.	 This	might	

counteract	the	aim	of	engaging	the	audience	in	their	practices,	but	because	there	is	still	a	certain	amount	

of	engagement	taking	place	on	SNS,	this	can	be	disregarded.	

	 As	Van	Dijk	 (2012)	 states,	 individuals	often	enter	 SNS	with	 the	aim	of	 finding	a	 so-called	 social	

space,	 like	 Facebook,	 in	 which	 they	 can	 interact	 with	 others.	 The	 desire	 to	 be	 social	 is	 essentially	 a	

personal,	 individual	 desire.	 This	has	been	developed	 into	network	 individualization	by	Wellman	 (2000),	

which	Castells	(2001)	adopted	as	well	in	his	work	on	the	Internet	galaxy.	Van	Dijk	(2012)	agrees	with	this	

concept,	stating	that	it	means	that	“the	individual	 is	becoming	the	most	important	node	in	the	network	

society	and	not	a	particular	place,	group	or	organization”	(p.	181).	This	supports	the	general	process	of	

individualization	which	has	been	 continuous	 in	modern	day	 society.	However,	 a	network	 in	 its	 essence	

seems	to	defy	the	idea	of	individualization,	seeing	that	it	aims	to	connect	individuals	and	not	keep	them	

apart.	 Therefore,	 corporations	 aiming	 to	 create	 CSR-related	 dialogues	 on	 SNS	 might	 benefit	 from	 the	

social	motivation	of	users	to	join	Facebook.	

	 The	network	of	social	connections	that	users	maintain	online	can	be	accessed	any	place,	any	time	

(Van	Dijk,	2012).	 Individuals	have	a	wider	range	of	social	opportunities	at	the	same	time	and	this	might	

lead	 to	 individuals	 spending	 an	 increasing	 amount	 of	 time	 online.	 This	 way,	 the	 online	 reality	 that	 is	
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created	 becomes	 intertwined	 with	 actual	 reality	 and	 daily	 life	 seems	 to	 exist	 both	 online	 and	 offline	

(Castells,	 2009;	 Fenton,	 2012).	 A	 consequence	 of	 this	 is	 that	 the	 lines	 between	 real	 life	 and	 online	

communication	fade	and	it	becomes	more	difficult	for	people	to	understand	what	is	real	and	what	is	not.	

As	 Van	 Dijk	 (2012)	 states,	 individuals	 often	 use	 the	 Internet	 to	 build	 an	 identity,	 one	 that	 might	 be	

significantly	 different	 from	 the	 identity	 that	 they	 show	 in	 real	 life.	 Moreover,	 companies	 use	 the	

interpersonal	character	of	social	media	to	specifically	target	audiences,	meaning	that	their	messages	may	

seem	 interpersonal	 but	 are	 actually	 part	 of	mass	 communication	 (Castells,	 2009;	 Van	Dijk,	 2012).	 This	

together	 with	 the	 fact	 that	 sharing	 personal	 information	 is	 somewhat	 necessary	 for	 successful	 social	

media	communication,	makes	social	media	an	attractive	communication	channel	for	businesses	(Van	Dijk,	

2012).	In	communicating	business	strategies,	such	as	CSR,	the	audience	can	now	be	reached	any	place	at	

any	time.	

	

5.2.2	Power	relations	

When	looking	into	the	emergence	of	mass	self-communication	and	the	transformations	communication	

has	gone	through,	there	is	a	red	thread	that	shows	the	influence	of	power	relations	in	every	aspect	of	the	

development	 of	 digital	 communication,	 including	 social	 media	 communication	 (Castells,	 2009).	 This	

power	 is	 especially	 coming	 from	multinational	media	 corporations.	 They	 use	 digital	 communication	 in	

their	day-to-day	practices	and	 introduce	their	own	content	on	a	multitude	of	communication	outlets	to	

affect	and	influence	users.	However,	 it	 is	not	a	one-dimensional	type	of	corporate	influence.	As	Castells	

(2009)	states,	media	corporations	are	operating	on	a	global	level,	on	which	they	have	to	take	into	account	

both	the	global	community	as	well	as	the	diversification	of	online	cultural	identities.	Therefore,	they	are	

creating	 strategies	 that	 target	 specific	 audiences,	 while	maintaining	 the	 possibility	 to	 reach	 the	 entire	

world.	This	shows	that	there	is	not	solely	one	power	relation	at	work,	but	rather	a	multitude	of	dynamic	

power	relations.	More	so,	each	individual	is	unique	and	has,	through	the	current	communication	system,	

the	 choice	 in	 what	 content	 they	 consume.	 This	 enables	 a	 ‘creative	 audience’,	 which	 interprets	 and	

processes	each	message	in	its	own	unique	way	(Castells,	2009).	Hence,	the	actual	information	they	take	

from	 the	 message	 differs	 per	 individual,	 which	 is	 why	 the	 power	 of	 media	 corporations	 is,	 although	

significant,	not	all-encompassing.	This	is	something	that	corporations	also	face	in	communicating	CSR.	It	

can	be	stated	that	there	is	the	need	for	messages	to	be	formulated	in	such	a	manner	that	it	can	reach	the	

majority	of	the	people	in	a	positive	way.		
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	 With	the	Internet,	the	public’s	awareness	of	corporate	and	institutional	control	has	increased	and	

the	emergence	of	citizen	groups	that	vouch	for	less	corporate	influence	on	the	media	is	notable	(Castells,	

2009;	Fenton,	2012).	Juris	(2008)	agrees	with	this	by	highlighting	that	the	Internet	 itself	can	be	used	by	

the	audience	to	fight	corporate	influence	by	emphasizing	their	own	culture,	activities	and	by	uniting	with	

like	 minded	 individuals.	 However,	 it	 is	 inevitable	 to	 take	 into	 account	 that	 an	 individual’s	 mind	 and	

specifically	 the	 thought	 process	 is	 shaped	 by	 its	 surroundings,	 taking	 everything	 in,	 consciously	 and	

subliminally	 (Castells,	2009).	With	 the	digitalization	of	 communication,	 stimuli	 from	media	corporations	

are	 consistently	 present	 in	 daily	 life	 and	 communication	 becomes	 a	 channel	 of	 influencing	 individuals’	

minds.	 Moreover,	 Fenton	 (2012)	 emphasizes	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 chance	 of	 encountering	 online	 spaces	

where	users	have	the	complete	freedom	to	create	and	protect	their	own	culture	without	influence	from	

organizations	 and	 institutions	 is	 significantly	 small.	 Users	 might	 have	 little	 opportunity	 to	 defend	

themselves	 against	 the	power	of	 corporations	 that	Castells	 (2009)	 talks	 about.	 Fenton	 (2012)	 refers	 to	

political	 movements,	 which	 individuals	 can	 only	 express	 freely	 in	 online	 spaces,	 when	 there	 is	 no	

suppression	or	control.	And	even	if	these	political	movements	exist	prominently	online,	this	is	not	enough	

for	regular	citizens	to	significantly	 influence	current	political	situations	(Fenton,	2012).	From	this	can	be	

deduced	 that	 online	 social	 communities,	 although	 relatively	 open,	 do	 not	 directly	 relate	 to	 a	 more	

democratic	society.	This	can	also	be	related	to	social	responsibility,	because	citizens	have	more	platform	

to	call	companies	out	 for	their	CSR	practices.	However,	corporations	can	use	the	multitude	of	channels	

that	is	available	to	reach	audiences	and	impose	their	good	behavior	on	them.		

	

5.2.3	Discourse	

The	 means	 through	 which	 individuals,	 corporations	 and	 institutions	 can	 manifest	 power,	 is	 through	

discourse	(Fairclough,	1989).	As	Simpson	and	Mayr	(2010)	state,	discourse	can	be	described	as	language	

in	action.	It	does	not	solely	refer	to	linguistics,	but	rather	operates	in	broader	areas	and	is	dependent	on	

situational,	social	or	cultural	contexts.	Fairclough	(1989)	explains	this	by	construing	language	in	discourse	

as	a	social	structure,	as	part	of	how	society	uses	language.	In	this	notion,	language	is	a	social	process	and	

it	is	dependent	on	other	elements	of	society	than	solely	language.	Linguistic	structures	in	people’s	use	of	

language	is	to	a	certain	extent	determined	by	society,	meaning	that	the	way	people	speak	is	influenced	by	

social	phenomena	(Fairclough,	1989).	This	is	also	the	case	the	other	way	around,	seeing	that	language	is	

not	solely	determined	by	social	influences.	Rather,	it	is	constructed	by	individuals	in	a,	to	a	certain	extent,	
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unique	way.	Due	to	 this,	as	Fairclough	 (1989)	states,	 language	 is	part	of	social	constructs	and	 language	

use	 can	 equally	 influence	 social	 phenomena.	 However,	 linguistic	 and	 social	 structures	 are	 not	

commensurate.	Linguistic	constructs	remain	a	part	of	society,	with	the	ability	of	equally	influencing	social	

phenomena	 (Fairclough,	 1989).	 In	 the	 relationship	 between	 language	 and	 society,	 Fairclough	 (1989)	

emphasizes	the	notion	of	social	order.	Social	order	is	defined	as	“such	a	structuring	of	a	particular	social	

‘space’	 into	 various	 domains	 associated	 with	 various	 types	 of	 practice”	 (Fairclough,	 1989,	 p.	 29).	 In	

discourse,	 people	 experience	 the	 social	 order	 that	 discourse	 takes	 place	 in.	 This	 means	 that	 the	 way	

discourses	are	built	is	dependent	on	the	social	order	and	relations	of	power	between	the	communicators	

(Fairclough,	 1989).	 In	 CSR	 communication	 through	 Facebook,	 potential	 discourse	 between	 the	

corporations	 and	 the	 followers	 is	 therefore	 dependent	 on	 potential	 power	 relations	 between	 the	 two.	

According	to	Fairclough	(1989),	discourse	can	be	used	to	execute	power	relations	by	functioning	as	the	

space	to	do	so,	by	using	 language	 in	a	certain	manner	that	 is	based	on	the	context	 the	discourse	takes	

place	in.	In	the	case	of	this	research,	the	context	revolves	around	corporations	communicating	their	CSR	

practices	to	their	followers	on	Facebook.		

	 Power	relations	occur	around	constraints;	the	dominant	participant	in	the	discourse	determines	

and	limits	influence	of	the	other	participants	(Fairclough,	1989).	These	constraints	can	take	place	on	three	

different	 levels,	as	Fairclough	 (1989)	describes.	Firstly,	 the	more	powerful	participant	can	constrain	 the	

content	 of	 the	 discourse,	 and	 determines	 which	 topics	 and	 information	 are	 communicated.	 This	 is	

especially	 the	 case	 in	 media	 discourse,	 as	 Fairclough	 (1989)	 explains.	 In	 mass	 media,	 there	 is	 a	 clear	

distinction	 between	 producers	 and	 receivers,	 and	 the	 producers	 determine	 what	 topics	 are	

communicated.	 However,	 in	 the	 time	 Fairclough	 (1989)	 wrote	 his	 book,	 social	 media	 was	 not	 yet	

introduced,	meaning	that	his	conception	of	producer	and	receiver	 in	media	discourse	does	not	entirely	

match	the	current	media	landscape.	Regular	citizens	can	just	as	easily	become	producers	and	the	original	

producers	 can	 become	 receivers	 of	 the	 citizens’	 communication.	 In	 CSR	 communication	 through	

Facebook,	this	means	that	the	followers	have	the	ability	to	comment,	share	and	post	about	the	topics	the	

corporations	 are	 communicating.	 Moreover,	 taking	 into	 account	 Castells	 (2009)	 notion	 of	 mass	 self-

communication,	 it	 is	 relevant	 to	 highlight	 that	 the	 content	 users	 are	 consuming	 is	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	

determined	 by	 the	 self.	 The	 consumers	 themselves	 decide	 what	 content	 they	 watch.	 As	 previously	

mentioned,	this	possibility	increases	the	power	of	the	regular	citizens	and	somewhat	equalizes	the	power	

tension	between	corporations	and	consumers.	However,	the	notion	of	dominant	participant	remains.	 In	

any	type	of	discourse,	there	is	a	more	dominant	participant	creating	constraints	in	the	power	relations.		
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	 The	 second	 level	 of	 constraint	 Fairclough	 (1989)	 identifies,	 revolves	 around	 the	 dominant	

participant	 regulating	 the	 type	 of	 relationship	 that	 exists	 within	 discourse.	 In	 CSR	 communication	 on	

Facebook,	 the	 corporation	 seems	 to	 determine	 that	 they	 are	 the	 communicating	 actor.	 They	

communicate	 their	 information	 to	 the	 follower,	 and	 the	 follower	 is	 ought	 to	 take	 the	 position	 of	 the	

receiver.	This	is	a	tension	in	the	power	relation	between	the	company	and	the	follower.		

	 Lastly,	 the	most	powerful	 participant	determines	 the	position	 the	other	participant	 can	 take	 in	

the	discourse	(Fairclough,	1989).	A	corporation	can	constrain	the	followers	in	what	position	they	are	able	

to	take	in	the	discourse.	Using	Facebook	automatically	means	that	the	followers	can	solely	comment	on	

posts	or	write	their	own	post	on	their	own	timeline.	They	are	not	able	to	take	a	 leading	position	 in	the	

discourse.	Through	certain	language	use,	these	positions	can	be	constrained	even	more	substantially.	By	

using,	for	example,	formal	language,	the	corporations	would	not	necessarily	encourage	participation	and	

engagement	of	the	follower.	The	company	would	remain	distant	from	the	followers	and	emphasize	the	

power	distance.		

	 From	the	aforementioned	can	be	deduced	that	corporations	that	communicate	CSR	through	SNS,	

are	 able	 to	 exercise	 power	 through	 their	 discourse	 online.	 They	 can	 coordinate	 the	 topics	 that	 are	

addressed,	the	position	the	user	has	in	the	communication	of	these	topics,	and	to	what	extent	the	user	is	

invited	to	engage	and	participate.	This	is	determined	through	the	discourse	they	create	online,	or	in	other	

words	the	use	of	language	dependent	on	the	context	it	occurs	in	(Fairclough,	1989).	

	

5.3	Style	and	rhetoric	

As	 clarified	 by	 the	 previous	 elements	 of	 this	 thesis,	 power	 can	 be	 exercised	 through	 discourse.	 This	

discourse	entails	language	as	a	social	practice,	meaning	language	is	used	based	on	certain	contexts.	In	this	

thesis,	 the	 analyzed	 discourse	 takes	 place	 in	 the	 context	 of	 corporations	 communicating	 their	 CSR	

practices	 to	 their	 followers	 on	 SNS.	 Therefore,	 to	 analyze	 the	 language	 in	 this	 discourse	 equals	

investigating	how	corporations	execute	power	 relations	 through	CSR	communication	on	Facebook.	The	

linguistic	elements	that	are	analyzed	in	order	to	do	so,	are	stylistic	and	rhetorical	structures.		
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5.3.1	Style	

There	 are	 different	 approaches	 to	 categorizing	 textual	 styles	 of	 texts.	 One	 of	 the	 more	 generic	

approaches	is	a	narrative	categorization.	Humphreys,	Gill,	Krishnamurthy	and	Newbury	(2013)	identified	

in	 their	 study	 on	 Twitter	 content	 the	 following	 narrative	 styles:	 accounting,	 commentary,	 information	

seeking,	content	sharing	and	response.	An	accounting	style	entails	the	user	giving	an	account	of	his	or	her	

current	activities,	or	information	regarding	his	or	her	own	status.	A	commentary	style,	however,	refers	to	

a	 post	 in	which	 the	 user	 comments	 on	 an	 event	 or	 subject,	 giving	 an	 opinion	 or	 expressing	 a	 feeling.	

When	users	share	content	from	other	sources	than	their	own,	the	narrative	style	is	of	a	content-sharing	

nature.	Furthermore,	 in	posts	where	users	asked	or	seemed	to	be	 looking	for	specific	 information,	they	

used	a	information-seeking	style.	Lastly,	content	can	be	categorized	as	response	style,	when	it	specifically	

entails	a	response	to	content	of	another	user.	To	a	certain	extent,	all	of	these	accounting	styles	can	be	

attributed	to	SNS	in	general.	The	categorization	of	post	styles	on	Facebook	developed	by	Cvijikj,	Spiegler	

and	Michahelles	(2011)	has	some	similarities	with	Humphreys	et	al.	(2013).	They	identified	the	styles	of	

information,	 designed	 question,	 statements,	 advertisements,	 competitions,	 questionnaires	 and	

announcements.	 Information,	designed	question	and	 statements	 resemble	 respectively	 the	accounting,	

information-seeking	 and	 commentary	 style	 as	 stated	 by	 Humphreys	 et	 al.	 (2013).	 The	 other	 styles	 are	

mostly	 related	to	organizational	use	of	Facebook	and	 less	 to	 individuals.	Looking	at	narrative	styles	can	

help	explore	the	nature	of	the	CSR	communication.	Are	the	companies	inclined	towards	solely	updating	

their	 followers,	 or	 are	 they	 more	 invested	 in	 engaging	 and	 including	 their	 followers	 by	 posting	

competitions	and	questionnaires?		

														Another	 type	 of	 textual	 style	 that	 can	 be	 analyzed	 is	 related	 to	 language	 use.	 Halliday	 (1978)	

identified	 the	 concept	 of	 register,	 which	 entails	 a	 variety	 of	 language	 use	 based	 on	 the	 situation	 the	

discourse	 takes	place	 in,	also	defined	by	 researchers	as	 language	style.	Analyzing	 the	 language	use	can	

help	identify	how	corporations	talk	to	their	audiences,	therefore	view	their	audiences,	and	about	power	

relations	 that	 they	 are	 aiming	 to	 exercise	 by	 creating	 either	 distance	 or	 closeness.	 Registers	 can	 be	

categorized	on	different	levels.	They	can	be	categorized	broadly,	in	terms	of	written	and	spoken	style,	but	

can	also	be	categorized	more	detailed	(Biber,	1995).	Leckie-Tarry	(1995)	describes	the	following	registers:	

“interpersonal	or	ideational,	concrete	or	abstract,	meaning	as	process	or	meaning	as	product,	verbal	style	

or	 nominal	 style,	 informal	 or	 formal,	 implicit	 structures	 or	 explicit	 structures,	 unstable	 or	 stable,	
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propositional	 or	 lexical,	 situation-dependent	 or	 situation-independent,	 low	 hierarchization	 or	 high	

hierarchization,	 and	 adult	 or	 child”	 (p.	 64).	 Originally,	 formality	 was	 the	 most	 common	 method	 of	

categorization	(Biber	&	Finegan,	1994),	but	other	clines	have	been	identified	over	the	past	decades.			

														 Focusing	on	the	degree	of	 interactivity	 in	a	text	 is	another	way	of	exploring	textual	styles.	Sohn	

(2013)	developed	a	model	which	 identifies	 interactivity	on	three	different	 levels:	semantic,	sensory	and	

behavioral.	 These	 dimensions	 are	 based	 on	 the	 different	 experiences	 of	 an	 individual	 during	 a	 social	

interaction.	Firstly,	interaction	can	take	place	on	a	semantic	level,	when	the	text	that	is	written	or	spoken	

speaks	 to	 people	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 they	 feel	 interacted	 with.	 This	 can	 be	 measured	 by	 looking	 at	

elements	 such	as	 “personalized	messages	 (e.g.	 ‘good	bye’	or	 ‘thank	 you’)	 and	user-friendliness”	 (Sohn,	

2014,	 p.	 862).	 Lastly,	 sensory	 interaction	 is	 present	 when	 the	 text	 is	 designed	 to	 attract	 and	 engage	

people.	 Measuring	 the	 sensory	 dimension	 is	 carried	 out	 by	 analyzing	 the	 appearance	 of	 the	 text	 and	

determining	 whether	 it	 is,	 for	 example,	 “eye-catching,	 animation,	 colorful,	 sensation,	 and	 attractive	

design”	 (Sohn,	 2014,	 p.	 862).	 Behavioral	 interaction	 is	 stimulated	 when	 the	 text	 includes	 elements	 of	

“user	control,	feedback	possibility	and	customizability”	(Sohn,	2014,	p.	862).	Specifically	measuring	these	

interactivity	dimensions	on	social	networking	profiles,	does	not	only	offer	 insight	into	the	user	interface	

of	 the	 social	 media,	 but	 will	 also	 allow	 for	 an	 exploration	 of	 the	 user	 interface	 in	 relation	 to	 the	

experiences	the	user	has	on	social	media	(Sohn,	2014).	This	might	lead	to	a	better	understanding	of	how	

corporations	can	use	social	media	to	engage	and	persuade	the	audience	in	favour	of	their	CSR	initiatives.	

	

5.3.2	Rhetoric	

Aristotle	 identified	 three	 notions	 of	 using	 rhetoric	 for	 persuasion:	 logos,	 pathos	 and	 ethos	 (Corbett	 &	

Connors,	 1999).	 Logos	 refers	 to	 the	 use	 of	 reasoning,	 in	 which	 argumentation	 and	 logic	 is	 used	 to	

persuade.	Pathos	on	the	other	hand	entails	the	use	of	emotional	cues	to	play	into	people’s	emotions	and	

persuade	them.	Lastly,	ethos	 involves	appealing	to	the	audience	through	presentation	of	character	and	

trustworthiness.	However,	as	Parker	 (1972)	 states,	 rhetoric	 is	not	 solely	 related	 to	persuasion.	There	 is	

also	 a	 certain	 degree	 of	 manipulation	 that	 it	 revolves	 around.	 Human	 relationships	 are,	 to	 a	 certain	

extent,	manipulative	 at	 the	base	and	 this	manipulation	 is	 intertwined	with	power.	Wanting	 to	exercise	

power	 is	equal	 to	wanting	 to	manipulate	 (Parker,	1972).	Moreover,	possessing	power	 is	 somewhat	 the	

possibility	 of	manipulating	others.	 Rhetoric	 is	manipulation	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 is	 usually	 the	preferred	

measure	 of	 exercising	 manipulation,	 or	 indirectly	 power	 (Parker,	 1972).	 In	 this	 manipulation	 through	
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rhetoric,	the	concept	of	adherence	can	be	important.	The	communicator	aims	to	adhere	to	the	public	to	

its	 views	and	 ideas.	This	 is	also	 the	case	 for	companies	 that	communicate	 their	CSR	practices.	Through	

rhetoric,	 they	 can	aim	 to	adhere	 the	audience	 to	 their	 ideas	and	 to	make	 them	 in	 line	with	what	 they	

believe.		

	 In	 relation	 to	 CSR,	 rhetoric	 encompasses	 the	 “textual	 strategies”	 that	 companies	 use	 to	

communicate	their	practices	to	the	public,	and	possibly	manipulate	their	audience	(Ihlen,	2011,	p.	147).	

The	 rhetorical	 approach	 can	 be	 used	 to	 explore	 how	 corporations	 communicate	 their	 CSR,	 and	 what	

methods	they	used	to	ensure	that	their	practices	appear	genuine	and	honest.	Some	scholars,	mainly	from	

the	marketing	field,	conceptualize	rhetoric	in	relation	to	CSR	as	the	opposite	of	‘reality’	(Grushina,	2008;	

Ihlen,	2011).	However,	from	a	communication	perspective,	this	is	not	entirely	accurate.	Although	rhetoric	

is	used	as	a	method	for	persuasion,	it	also	offers	an	understanding	of	how	reality	is	constructed	and	how	

to	make	sense	of	the	world	through	discourse	(Grushina,	2008;	Ihlen,	2011).	According	to	Ihlen	(2011,	p.	

152),	scholars	in	general	focus	on	either	of	those	two	conceptions,	which	he	calls	the	critical	and	practical	

perspective.	Critical	scholars	refer	to	rhetoric	as	being	the	opposite	of	reality	and	perceive	rhetoric	as	a	

possibility	 to	 cover	 up	 dubious	 CSR	practices.	 The	 practical	 scholars,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 focus	 on	 how	

rhetoric	is	used	in	practice	and	acknowledge	that	they	often	help	shape	an	understanding	of	reality.		

Higgins	and	Walker	(2012)	expand	on	logos	in	relation	to	CSR	communication	by	focusing	on	the	

apparent	logic	instead	of	the	actual	logic.	It	is	not	necessary	for	corporations	to	be	logic;	it	is	sufficient	for	

their	reasoning	to	appear	rational.	In	identifying	logos,	argumentation	is	a	highly	relevant	notion	(Higgins	

&	Walker,	2012).	Well-argued	communication	can	appear	to	the	audience	as	logical	and	can	help	in	the	

act	 of	 persuasion.	 Presenting	 justifications,	 making	 claims,	 and	 providing	 data	 and	 examples,	 are	 also	

manners	of	persuading	the	audience	through	the	use	of	logos.		

Contrarily,	by	using	pathos,	 the	communicator	aims	 to	appeal	 to	 the	emotions	of	 the	audience	

(Corbett	 &	 Connors,	 1999).	 In	 CSR	 communication,	 this	 usually	 relates	 to	 activating	 emotions	 and	

specifically	 demonstrating	 identification	 with	 the	 audience	 (Higgins	 &	 Walker,	 2012).	 The	 company	

intends	to	make	the	audience	feel	like	he	or	she	understands	the	situation,	and	the	needs	and	desires,	of	

the	public.	Besides	 identification,	 the	corporation	can	use	metaphors	 to	make	 the	 information	and	 the	

initiatives	more	relatable	to	the	audience	(Higgins	&	Walker,	2012).			

According	to	Ihlen	(2011),	the	third	notion	of	rhetoric,	namely	ethos	can	debunk	logical	reasoning	

in	 CSR	 communication.	 This	 can	 be	 accomplished	 by	 showing	 good	 character	 and	 therefore	 directly	

impacting	 the	 audience’s	 perspective	 on	 the	 credibility	 of	 the	 company.	 Ihlen	 (2011)	 identifies	 five	
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different	ethos	strategies	 that	companies	adopt	 to	 improve	or	maintain	credibility.	They	can	claim	that	

they	have	improved	the	world,	cleaned	up	their	own	act,	care	about	the	audience,	or	they	can	focus	on	

joining	the	CSR	movement	and	other	parties	praising	them	for	their	practices	(Ihlen,	2011,	p.	157).			

	

6.	Method	

The	method	 chosen	 for	 this	 study	 is	 content	 analysis.	Neuendorf	 (2002)	 defines	 content	 analysis	 as	 a	

“summarizing,	quantitative	analysis	of	messages	that	relies	on	the	scientific	method	(including	attention	

to	 objectivity-intersubjectivity,	 a	 priori	 design,	 reliability,	 validity,	 generalizability,	 replicability,	 and	

hypothesis	testing)	and	is	not	limited	as	to	the	types	of	variables	that	may	be	measured	or	the	context	in	

which	the	messages	are	created	or	presented”	(p.	10).		

	 According	 to	 Neuendorf	 (2002),	 the	 first	 important	 aspect	 of	 content	 analysis	 that	 can	 be	

derived	 from	 this	 definition	 revolves	 around	 summarizing	messages	 in	 a	 quantitative	way.	 In	 general,	

there	are	three	main	types	of	messages:	verbal,	nonverbal	and	mediated.	In	this	research,	the	messages	

analyzed	 are	 mediated,	 namely	 messages	 in	 the	 form	 of	 Facebook	 posts.	 Regardless	 of	 the	 type	 of	

message,	the	aim	in	doing	content	analysis	is	to	comprehend	how	messages	are	carried	out	(Neuendorf,	

2002).	 The	 aim	 of	 this	 research	 is	 to	 explore	 the	 power	 relations	 enacted	 in	 CSR	 communication	 on	

Facebook	by	analyzing	the	actual	discourse	taking	place,	which	 fits	 the	objective	of	content	analysis	 in	

understanding	 how	 the	 communication	 takes	 place.	Hansen	 and	Machin	 (2013)	 emphasize	 the	 actual	

counting	done	 in	 content	analysis	 to	be	able	 to	 form	conclusions	about	 the	messages	 sent	within	 the	

area	of	analysis	and	how	this	is	significant	on	a	wider,	social	scale.		 	

	 Secondly,	content	analysis	should	have	a	scientific	motivation	and	should	 include	the	scientific	

method	 in	 the	 research	 (Neuendorf,	2002).	Wrench,	Thomas-Maddox,	Peck	Richmond	and	McCroskey	

(2013)	stress	the	need	for	substantiating	the	use	of	content	analysis	in	empirical	research.	This	research	

stems	 from	 the	 scientific	 motivation	 of	 aiming	 to	 explore	 CSR	 communication	 on	 Facebook	 from	 a	

communication	 perspective	 and	 the	 intent	 of	 gaining	 a	 comprehensive	 understanding	 of	 CSR	

communication	on	SNS	in	general.		 	

	 Lastly,	Neuendorf	 (2002)	 focuses	on	 the	different	 fields	 that	 content	analysis	 can	be	used	 for.	

Initially,	it	was	a	method	specifically	designed	for	analyzing	texts,	which	matches	the	desired	method	of	

this	research.	However,	the	range	has	broadened	and	content	analysis	can	now	be	used	to	analyze	also	
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“transcribed	 speech,	 verbal	 interactions,	 visual	 images,	 characterizations,	 nonverbal	 behavior,	 sound	

events,	or	any	other	type	of	message”	(Neuendorf,	2002,	p.	24).		

	

6.1	Data	collection	

Data	was	 collected	 from	 the	 Facebook	 pages	 of	 oil	 companies.	 This	 type	 of	 company	was	 chosen	 for	

analysis,	because	 it	belongs	 to	 the	controversial	oil	and	gas	 industry	 (Du	&	Vieira,	2012).	This	 industry	

has	 a	 negative	 reputation	 considering	 environmental	 and	 social	 issues,	 and	 as	 Bhattacharya	 and	 Sen	

(2004)	state,	have	more	challenges	than	other	types	of	companies	in	communicating	CSR.	This	research	

offers	insights	into	how	these	corporations	communicate	their	CSR	practices,	being	in	the	position	they	

are	in.		

	 	

6.2.1	Companies	
The	specific	companies	that	were	selected	are	Shell,	Total	and	BP.	These	companies	seem	to	have	the	

largest	Facebook	English-speaking	following	(figure	1)	and,	after	a	general	 inquiry	of	the	page,	seem	to	

post	 frequently	on	 the	 topic	of	 sustainability.	Due	 to	 these	 characteristics,	 these	 companies	provide	a	

convenient	data	sample	for	this	research.	Moreover,	these	corporations	are	likely	to	provide	interesting	

insights	 into	 practices	 of	 the	 oil	 and	 gas	 industry.	 Each	 of	 them	 owns	 a	 place	 in	 the	 10	 largest	 oil	

companies	 in	 the	world,	 filling	the	6th,	10th	and	5th	position	respectively	 (Forbes,	2016).	Shell	produces	

slightly	less	oil	than	BP,	but	has	the	highest	value	with	$216	billion.	Total	produces	the	least	oil,	but	its	

worth	lays	in	between	the	other	two	companies	with	$136	billion.	BP	is	the	most	substantial	producer	of	

the	 companies.	 However,	 its	 current	 value	 is	 not	 the	 highest	 with	 $121	 billion,	 which	 is	 a	 significant	

decrease	 from	 the	$200	billion	value	before	 the	oil	 spill	 in	 the	Gulf	of	Mexico	 in	2010	 (Forbes,	2016).	

Considering	the	main	issues	that	the	companies	seem	to	address	in	their	CSR	strategy,	it	can	be	stated	

that	 Shell	 predominantly	 aims	 at:	 safety,	 environmental	 performance,	 aiding	 the	world’s	 transition	 to	

lower	CO2	emissions,	and	working	with	communities	 to	understand	 their	 concerns	 (Shell,	2016).	Total	

has	not	published	a	sustainability	report	for	2015	on	their	website.	However,	in	their	sustainability	report	

of	2014,	they	prioritized	their	initiatives	in	the	following	order:	safety,	economic	flexibility,	energy	needs,	

climate	change,	promotion	of	natural	gas,	adapting	to	the	world’s	transition	to	lower	CO2	emissions,	and	

innovation	(Total,	2015).	Finally,	BP	focuses	its	CSR	strategy	on	the	following	key	issues:	energy	challenge	

and	 climate	 change,	 their	 own	 operations,	 their	 own	 activities,	 safety,	 environment,	 and	 society	 (BP,	
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2016).	The	issues	they	predominantly	discuss	in	their	sustainability	report	are	their	own	operations	and	

society,	with	devoting	respectively	7	and	6	parts	of	their	report	to	these	issues.	Initially,	these	priorities	

establish	 that	 Shell	 and	 Total	 both	 seem	 to	 significantly	 value	 safety	 and	 climate	 change,	 and	 Total	

includes	 a	 substantial	 economic	 aspect	 in	 their	 report.	 BP	 seems	 to	 be	 less	 concerned	 with	 the	

environment	and	more	so	with	society	and	improving	their	own	operations,	instead	of	contributing	on	a	

global	level.	Whether	this	is	related	to	the	oil	spill	in	2010	remains	unknown.	Nevertheless,	due	to	their	

similarities	 and	 differences,	 BP	 seems	 to	 slightly	 deviate	 from	 the	 comparable	 strategies	 of	 Shell	 and	

Total.	 These	 apparent	 discrepancies	 and	 similarities	 in	 CSR	 strategies	 offer	 an	 interesting	 data	 set	 to	

further	analyze	their	CSR	communication.	

	

	
Figure	1	

6.2.2	Data	selection	
The	choice	for	analyzing	3	companies	was	based	on	the	fact	that	it	facilitates	an	analytical	comparison.	It	

offers	the	ability	of	comparing	and	contrasting	3	different	companies	within	the	same	industry,	which	in	

this	 case	 leads	 to	 comprehensive	 insights	 on	 how	 current	 companies	 in	 the	 controversial	 oil	 and	 gas	

industry	are	 communicating	CSR.	All	CSR-related	posts	 that	appeared	on	 the	Facebook	pages	of	 these	

three	companies	over	the	last	year	-	from	April	30th,	2015	till	April	30th,	2016	-	were	analyzed.	This	time	

period	was	 chosen,	because	 it	 gives	 an	actual	 overview	of	 the	CSR	posts	on	 the	 Facebook	pages.	 The	

eventual	data	set	involved	22	posts	for	Shell,	58	for	Total,	and	BP	posted	40	posts,	which	leads	to	a	total	

of	 120	 posts.	 The	 data	 was	 collected	 by	 making	 screenshots	 of	 all	 the	 CSR-related	 posts	 of	 every	

company’s	Facebook	page	(for	example,	see	figure	2).	

	 CSR-related	posts	were	selected	based	on	the	typology	of	CSR	communication	content	as	stated	

by	Coombs	and	Holladay	(2012).	They	categorize	the	types	of	CSR	communication	content	in	social	and	

environmental.	 Social	 CSR	 content	 encompasses	 “human	 rights,	 children,	 the	 immediate	 community,	

labor	 rights,	education,	and/or	 those	with	 financial	or	medical	needs”	 (Coombs	and	Holladay,	2012,	p.	

16)	 and	 environmental	 content	 concerns	 “waste	 reduction,	 sustainable	 forest	 harvesting,	 recycling,	
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noise	 reduction,	 restoration	 of	 indigenous	 plant	 life,	 and/or	 the	 sustainability	 of	 a	 manufacturing	

process”	 (Coombs	 and	 Holladay,	 2012,	 p.	 16).	 For	 this	 research,	 Facebook	 posts	 that	 cover	 either	 of	

these	topics,	were	considered	to	be	CSR-related	posts.	

	
Figure	2	

6.2	Data	analysis	

SPSS	was	used	as	tool	for	the	analysis	of	the	data.	After	input	of	the	variables,	frequency	tables	and	cross	

tabulations	were	 run	 to	display	and	analyze	 the	 results	of	 the	 study.	Before	 the	actual	 analysis,	 a	pilot	

study	was	conducted	on	10	of	each	Facebook	page’s	posts.	 This	helped	 in	 the	process	of	 finalizing	 the	

variables	for	each	 item,	by	determining	whether	the	variables	could	be	coded	successfully	and	whether	

all	of	the	variables	together	provided	the	desired	information.	

														 To	answer	the	first	research	question,	‘how	are	textual	styles	used	in	CSR	communication	through	

SNS?’,	 the	 following	 stylistic	 elements	were	 identified:	narrative	 categorization,	 formality,	 abstractness,	

and	interactivity.	The	second	research	question,	‘what	rhetoric	is	present	in	CSR	communication	through	

SNS?’,	was	answered	based	on	the	rhetorical	structures	of	ethos,	logos	and	pathos.	Hereafter	will	follow	

an	 account	 of	 these	 different	 elements	 and	 the	 variables	 that	 are	 assigned	 to	 these	 elements.	 For	 a	

detailed	guide	on	coding	every	element,	see	the	codebook	(appendix	A).			
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6.2.1	Textual	styles	

CSR	topics	

Coombs	and	Holladay	(2012)	identified	several	forms	of	CSR	that	can	be	communicated	by	corporations.	

These	 types	 of	 CSR	 are	 divided	 into	 social	 topics	 and	 environmental	 topics.	 Social:	 “human	 rights,	

children,	 the	 immediate	 community,	 labor	 rights,	 education,	 and/or	 those	 with	 financial	 or	 medical	

needs”	 (Coombs	 and	 Holladay,	 2012,	 p.	 16).	 Environmental:	 “waste	 reduction,	 sustainable	 forest	

harvesting,	 recycling,	noise	reduction,	 restoration	of	 indigenous	plant	 life,	and/or	 the	sustainability	of	a	

manufacturing	process”	(Coombs	and	Holladay,	2012,	p.	16).	Identifying	these	topics	is	highly	relevant	in	

order	to	determine	what	type	of	CSR	initiatives	a	oil	and	gas	company	communicates.	Do	they	limit	the	

communicated	initiatives	to	environmental	causes,	which	they	have	a	significant	negative	impact	on	(Du	

&	Vieira,	 2012)?	Or	 do	 they	 choose	 to	 take	 away	 the	 attention	 from	 these	 issues	 and	 decide	 to	 focus	

more	other	causes?	

The	data	 selection	of	 this	 research	was	based	on	 the	aforementioned	 topics,	meaning	 that	 the	

posts	were	selected	on	whether	they	contain	information	about	social	issues	or	environmental	issues	that	

the	 company	 seemed	 to	 commit	 to.	 The	 coder	 coded	 if	 the	 post	 is	 predominantly	 covering	 social	 or	

environmental	 issues,	after	which	the	specific	 issue	as	determined	by	Coombs	and	Holladay	(2012)	was	

identified.	After	a	pilot	 study,	 some	alterations	were	made	 to	 the	variables.	From	the	social	 topics,	 the	

‘immediate’	 community	 was	 changed	 to	 ‘specific	 community’,	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 all	 the	 three	

investigated	 companies	 are	 global	 companies,	 meaning	 that	 there	 is	 no	 clear	 immediate	 community.	

After	the	pilot-test	it	showed	that	the	companies	sporadically	aim	to	help	a	specific	community,	which	is	

why	immediate	community	was	changed	to	specific	community.	Also	variable	4	was	altered,	from	‘labor	

rights’	to	‘employment	and	labor	rights’,	due	to	the	fact	that	the	pilot	study	showed	a	number	of	posts	

combining	labor	rights	and	employment	in	the	CSR	communication	of	BP.			

	

Narrative	style	

In	order	to	categorize	Facebook	posts	in	narratives	and	explore	what	type	of	narrative	content	oil	and	gas	

companies	 prefer	 to	 post	 online,	 the	 models	 developed	 by	 Humphreys	 et	 al.	 (2013)	 and	 Cvijikj	 et	 al.	

(2011)	were	combined.	As	aforementioned	 in	the	theory	section	of	this	thesis,	Humphreys	et	al.	 (2013)	

established	 a	 model	 that	 is	 comprised	 of	 the	 following	 narrative	 styles	 on	 Twitter:	 “accounting,	

commentary,	 information	 seeking,	 content	 sharing	 and	 response”	 (p.	 422).	 Twitter	 is	 an	 inherently	
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different	 social	networking	 site	with	a	different	user-interface	 than	Facebook.	 The	 style	 ‘response’	was	

not	 included	 in	 this	analysis,	because	there	 is	no	option	on	Facebook	to	respond	directly	 to	content	by	

posting	a	post	on	your	own	page.	The	post	should	be	posted	on	the	page	of	the	person	or	organization	

that	the	response	is	meant	for.	Moreover,	Humphreys	et	al.	(2013)	studied	the	Twitter	profiles	of	all	types	

of	users,	not	companies.	After	the	pilot	study,	the	style	of	content	sharing	was	excluded	as	well,	because	

the	investigated	companies	did	not	seem	to	share	other	companies’	content.		

Cvijikj	et	al.	(2011)	specifically	looked	into	business	use	of	Facebook	and	was	therefore	higher	in	

comparability	with	this	research.	Their	categorization	was	comprised	of:	“information,	designed	question,	

statements,	 advertisements,	 competitions,	 questionnaires	 and	 announcements”	 (Cvijikj	 et	 al.,	 2011,	 p.	

812).	Information,	designed	question	and	statements	corresponded	respectively	with	Humphreys	et	al.’s	

(2013)	categories	of	accounting,	 information	seeking	and	commentary.	After	the	pilot	study	and	a	brief	

review	 of	 the	 Facebook	 pages,	 the	 category	 of	 questionnaires	 did	 not	 seem	 to	 apply.	 However,	 the	

advertisements,	competitions	and	announcements	styles	were	deemed	appropriate	for	the	analysis.	The	

final	 categorization	 therefore	 was	 comprised	 of:	 accounting,	 information-seeking,	 commentary,	

advertisement,	competition	and	announcement.	

	

Interactivity	

In	relation	to	power	and	online	discourse,	interactivity	plays	a	notable	part.	Jarrett	(2008)	states	that	with	

the	 emergence	 of	 interaction	 online,	 individuals	 are	 enabled	 to	 take	 a	 stronger	 stance	 against	 power	

relations.	This	is	in	line	with	the	assumptions	of	Castells	(2009)	and	Fenton	(2012)	regarding	individuals’	

position	 against	 power	 through	 social	 media.	 By	 analyzing	 the	 degree	 of	 interaction	 that	 oil	 and	 gas	

companies	encourage	on	their	Facebook	page,	potential	power	relations	can	be	explored.		

The	 level	 of	 interactivity	 on	 Facebook	 was	 measured	 based	 on	 a	 model	 developed	 by	 Sohn	

(2013),	 which	 divides	 online	 expected	 interactivity	 in	 three	 main	 dimensions:	 sensory,	 semantic	 and	

behavioral.	Sensory	 interactivity	 refers	 to	a	stimulation	of	 the	senses.	 In	case	of	online	communication,	

this	 entails	 vision	 and	 hearing,	 because	 the	 other	 senses	 cannot	 be	 stimulated	 online.	 Semantic	

interactivity	includes	language	that	is	pleasant	for	the	reader	and	due	to	which	the	reader	feels	interacted	

with.	Behavioral	 interactivity	on	the	other	hand	focuses	mainly	on	the	possibilities	the	content	gives	for	

customizing	 and	 responding.	 This	 level	 of	 interactivity	was	 excluded	 from	 this	 research,	 because	 every	

Facebook	 post	 affords	 the	 same	 degree	 of	 behavioral	 interaction	 (e.g.	 commenting,	 voting,	 sharing).	
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Based	on	Sohn	(2013),	the	variables	 ‘image’,	 ‘video’	and	‘interactive	text’	were	used	to	 identify	sensory	

activity.	 ‘Personalized	 messages’,	 ‘user-friendly	 language’,	 and	 ‘identification	 of	 the	 audience’	 were	

attributed	to	semantic	interactivity.			

	

Besides	the	narrative	categorization	and	interactivity,	there	are	other	styles	that	are	relevant	to	discuss	in	

relation	to	CSR	communication.	Leckie-Tarry	(1995)	compiled	a	range	of	registers,	or	varieties	of	language	

uses,	 to	 classify	 discourse:	 “interpersonal	 or	 ideational,	 concrete	 or	 abstract,	 meaning	 as	 process	 or	

meaning	 as	 product,	 verbal	 style	 or	 nominal	 style,	 informal	 or	 formal,	 implicit	 structures	 or	 explicit	

structures,	unstable	or	stable,	propositional	or	lexical,	situation-dependent	or	situation-independent,	low	

hierarchization	or	high	hierarchization,	and	adult	or	child”	 (p.	64).	As	mentioned	before	 in	this	 thesis,	a	

register	 is	 relevant	 in	 relation	 to	CSR	communication,	because	 it	describes	certain	varieties	 in	 language	

use	as	being	dependent	on	the	situational	context.	In	this	case,	the	aim	is	to	analyze	CSR	communication	

on	Facebook,	which	constitutes	a	specific	situation.	The	registers	that	were	chosen	for	the	analysis	were	

formality	vs	informality	and	concrete	vs	abstract.		

	

Formality	

The	 first	 register	 to	be	discussed	 is	 formality.	According	 to	Fairclough	 (1989),	power	can	manifest	 itself	

through	 formal	 language.	 This	 is	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 limits	 the	 content	 that	 the	 receiver	 of	 the	

communication	 is	exposed,	or	can	be	exposed,	 to.	 It	also	 limits	 the	 individuals	 that	are	 invited	 into	 the	

dialogue	and	it	creates	a	degree	of	politeness.	As	Fairclough	(1989)	states,	politeness	stems	from	distance	

in	power,	meaning	that	formal	language	could	imply	a	higher	degree	of	power	distance.		

To	determine	a	formal	or	informal	writing	style	for	each	posts,	a	model	developed	by	Sheikha	and	

Inkpen	 (2012)	was	 used.	 This	model	was	 developed	 to	 satisfy	 the	 need	 of	 a	 concrete	 classification	 for	

identifying	 formal	 and	 informal	 texts	 online.	 Sheikha	 and	 Inkpen	 (2012,	 p.	 7)	 established	 the	 following	

specific	characteristics	of	formal	style:	impersonal	style,	passive	voice,	complex	words	and	sentences,	no	

contractions,	not	many	abbreviations,	business	and	 technical	vocabularies,	polite	words,	objective	style	

with	 facts	 and	 references,	 no	 vague	 expressions	 or	 slang.	 And	 they	 stated	 the	 following	 informal	 style	

characteristics:	 personal	 style,	 active	 voice,	 short	 simple	 words	 and	 sentences,	 contractions,	

abbreviations,	 phrasal	 verbs,	words	 that	 express	 rapport	 and	 familiarity,	 subjective	 style	with	 opinions	

and	feelings,	vague	expressions	and	slang.	
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Abstractness	

The	 second	 register	 used	 for	 this	 research	 is	 abstractness	 of	 discourse	 content.	 For	 the	 analysis	 of	

abstractness	of	 the	Facebook	posts,	 the	 research	of	Wagner	et	al.	 (2009)	was	used	as	a	 starting	point.	

Wagner	 et	 al.	 (2009)	 states	 that	 concrete	 communication	 includes	 details,	 statistics	 and	 third-party	

sources.	 Abstract	 information,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 gives	 a	 rather	 superficial	 account	 of	 an	 issue	 or	

situation,	without	presenting	details,	statistics	or	other	sources.	As	aforementioned	in	the	theory	section	

of	 this	 thesis,	 CSR	 companies	 generally	 tend	 to	 account	 for	 their	 positive	 impacts	 in	detail,	 or	 in	other	

words,	 concrete	 (Wagner	et	 al.,	 2009).	On	 the	other	hand,	negative	practices	 are	 communicated	 in	 an	

abstract	 way,	 with	 significantly	 less	 details	 while	 possibly	 trying	 to	 frame	 it	 as	 less	 negative.	 By	

communicating	 an	 issue	 abstractively,	 a	 substantial	 amount	 of	 information	 is	 left	 out.	 This	 might	 be	

information	that	could	negatively	alter	an	individual’s	opinion	significantly.		

	 Oil	 and	 gas	 companies	 have	 had	 significant	 negative	 impacts	 on	 the	 environment	 and	 social	

situations	(Du	&	Vieira,	2012).	Therefore,	exploring	to	what	extent	oil	and	gas	corporations	use	concrete	

or	 abstract	 styles	 of	 communicating	 their	 CSR	 practices	 to	 the	 public,	might	 give	 insight	 into	whether	

corporations	 prefer	 to	 provide	 the	 public	 with	 a	 deeper	 or	 more	 superficial	 understanding	 of	 the	

initiatives.		

	

6.2.2	Rhetoric	

To	explore	rhetoric	in	CSR	communication,	all	three	dimensions	of	rhetoric	were	analyzed:	logos,	pathos	

and	ethos.		

	

Logos	

As	 aforementioned,	 logos	 refers	 to	 argumentation	 and	 logical	 reasoning	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 audience	

(Corbett	&	Connors,	1999).	Higgins	and	Walker	(2012,	p.	198)	 identified	 in	their	research	on	rhetoric	 in	

CSR	 communication,	 the	 following	 aspects	 of	 logos	 in	 CSR	 discourse:	 “argumentation,	 logic,	

warrants/justification,	 claims,	 data	 and	 evidence/examples”.	Due	 to	 the	 limitations	 of	 content	 analysis,	

not	all	of	these	notions	could	be	analyzed.	Firstly,	claims	would	somewhat	overlap	with	the	ethos	that	is	

researched	and	making	a	distinction	between	logos-oriented	claims	and	ethos-oriented	claims	would	be	

highly	 complicated	 and	 expectedly	 too	 time-consuming	 for	 this	 research.	 Secondly,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	
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quantify	 logic	 and	 argumentations	 by	 assigning	 specific	word	 choices	 to	 the	 concepts;	 the	 possibilities	

would	 be	 endless.	 Moreover,	 argumentation	 and	 logic	 are	 both	 concepts	 prone	 to	 subjectivity.	 In	 a	

quantitative	 analysis,	 it	 is	 desirable	 to	maintain	 as	much	 objectivity	 in	 the	 coding	 process	 as	 possible.	

leaving	it	to	interpretation	of	the	coder	would	lead	to	a	significant	degree	of	subjectivity.	Therefore,	the	

notions	 that	 were	 possible	 to	 quantitatively	 explore	 where	 selected:	 warrants/justifications,	 data	 and	

evidence/examples.		

	
Pathos	

Pathos	involves	the	use	of	emotional	cues	to	aim	to	persuade	the	audience	(Corbett	&	Connors,	1999).	In	

relation	to	CSR	communication,	Higgins	and	Walker	(2012)	acknowledged	identification	and	metaphors	as	

the	main	 identifiers	of	pathos.	The	metaphor	 is	an	element	 that	can	be	quantitatively	 investigated	and	

was	 therefore	 used	 as	 an	 element	 in	 the	 analysis	 of	 this	 study.	 However,	 identification	 is	 a	 more	

complicated	 and	 subjective	 concept.	 A	 feeling	 of	 identification	 in	 the	 text	 can	 differ	 from	 person	 to	

person.	 By	 using	 the	 research	 of	 Higgins	 and	Walker	 (2012)	 as	 a	 base,	 the	 coder	 focused	 on	 cultural	

references	and	words	related	to	a	feeling	of	community	such	as	‘we’	and	‘sharing’,	and	emotion-related	

words	 such	as	 ‘proud’	 and	 ‘happy’.	 This	way,	 this	 thesis	 attempted	 to	quantitatively	operationalize	 the	

concept	of	pathos.		

	

Ethos	

Ethos	refers	to	implied	ethics	that	an	individual	or	institution	communicates	(Ihlen,	2011).	By	implying	a	

certain	degree	of	character	 in	the	communication,	the	receiver	gains	a	feeling	of	understanding	of	who	

the	 communicator	 is	 and	 its	 trustworthiness	 and	 reliability.	 In	 the	CSR	 communication	of	 controversial	

industries,	 such	as	 the	oil	and	gas	 industry,	 trustworthiness	can	be	challenging	to	achieve	 (Du	&	Vieira,	

2012).	Therefore,	ethos	proves	to	be	a	relevant	asset	in	the	successful	communication	of	CSR	practices.	

As	 aforementioned,	 Ihlen	 (2011)	 found	 five	 ethos	 strategies	 that	 corporations	 generally	 apply	 when	

communicating	CSR	to	the	public:	 they	claim	that	 they	have	 improved	the	world,	cleaned	up	their	own	

act,	care	about	the	audience,	or	they	focus	on	joining	the	CSR	movement	and	other	parties	praising	them	

for	their	practices	(Ihlen,	2011,	p.	157).	Due	to	the	fact	that	these	notions	were	developed	for	the	analysis	

of	 CSR	 communication,	 there	 was	 no	 need	 for	 alteration	 of	 the	 variables.	 The	 Facebook	 posts	 were	

matched	with	either	of	these	strategies.		
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6.3	Quality	of	the	study	

To	determine	the	quality	of	the	study,	there	was	a	number	of	aspects	that	had	to	be	taken	into	account.	

Firstly,	 the	 coding	 of	 the	 data	 was	 executed	 by	 one	 coder.	 Various	 elements	 that	 were	 analyzed	 are	

subject	to	interpretation	and	were	coded	based	on	the	personal	preferences,	opinion	and	intuition	of	the	

coder.	 The	 reliability	 of	 the	 research	 remains	 unexplored.	 Including	 solely	 one	 coder	 in	 the	 research,	

limited	potential	reliability	testing	to	achieving	stability,	which	involves	the	design	of	test-rest.	This	entails	

a	 repetition	 of	 the	 coding	 procedure,	 usually	 after	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 time	 has	 elapsed,	 to	 explore	

possible	intraobserver	inconsistencies	(Krippendorf,	2013).	The	limited	time	frame	in	which	this	research	

took	place	made	this	unachievable.		

	 The	validity	of	the	research	relies	particularly	on	face	validity,	which	entails	that	the	research	 is	

plausible	and	“makes	sense”,	as	Krippendorff	(2013)	coins	 it.	Fairclough	(1989)	has	found	power	can	be	

exercised	 through	 discourse,	 in	 other	 words,	 language	 use	 depending	 on	 the	 context.	 Therefore,	

investigating	 linguistic	 structures	 in	 CSR	 communication	 on	 Facebook	 makes	 sense	 with	 the	 aim	 of	

exploring	the	enactment	of	power.	Content	analysis	regularly	counts	on	face	validity,	due	to	the	fact	that	

analysis	of	texts	entails	how	texts	are	interpreted,	relying	on	common	sense	(Krippendorff,	2013).		

														 The	variables	for	the	 items	4,	5,	6,	and	15	are	not	mutually	exclusive,	meaning	that	a	Facebook	

post	 could	 possibly	 be	 coded	 with	 multiple	 variables.	 In	 these	 cases,	 the	 codebook	 was	 specified	

thoroughly	 and	 the	 coder	 was	 instructed	 to	 choose	 the	 predominant	 variable.	 This	 proved	 to	 be	 no	

significant	 issue	 in	practice	and	due	to	 the	 fact	 that	solely	one	coder	was	coding,	 the	uniformity	of	 the	

coding	remained.	However,	this	is	an	aspect	of	the	study	that	could	be	improved	upon.		

	 Another	item	that	contained	a	subjective	aspect	was	pathos.	The	main	notion	to	identify	pathos	

was	 stated	 to	 be	 identification	 (Higgins	 &	 Walker,	 2012).	 One	 person	 can	 feel	 that	 the	 corporations	

identifies	with	his	or	her	needs	and	situation,	while	other	people	might	not	agree.	By	focusing	on	specific	

signal	words,	it	was	attempted	to	identify	identification.		

	 Lastly,	 the	data	of	 the	study	was	somewhat	unequally	divided.	 In	 the	time	frame	of	a	year	that	

was	analyzed,	Shell	posted	22	post	as	opposed	to	Total	and	BP	who	posted	58	and	40	CSR-related	posts	

respectively.	Due	to	this,	the	trustworthiness	of	the	Shell	data	set	is	arguably	less	than	that	of	the	other	

two	corporations.		
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7.	Results	

This	section	will	elaborate	on	the	results	gained	from	the	frequency	tables	and	crosstabulations	created	

after	coding	the	Facebook	posts	with	SPSS.	In	order	to	gain	an	initial	understanding	of	the	CSR	presence	

that	the	companies	have	established	for	themselves,	the	CSR	topics	of	the	Facebook	posts	were	explored.	

Analysis	 of	 the	 Facebook	 pages	 of	 the	 three	 oil	 companies	 reveals	 that	 all	 three	 companies	 have	 a	

different	approach	in	the	type	of	CSR	initiatives	they	prefer	to	communicate.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

As	can	be	seen	in	figure	3,	the	majority	of	the	posts	published	by	Shell	involves	environmental	CSR	issues,	

none	 of	 their	 posts	 revolve	 solely	 around	 social	 initiatives,	 and	 a	 little	 over	 one-third	 includes	 both	

environmental	 and	 social	 practices.	 Contrarily,	 BP	 addresses	 exclusively	 social	 CSR	 initiatives	 in	 a	 vast	

majority	 of	 their	 CSR-related	 Facebook	posts.	 Total	 positions	 itself	 in	 the	middle	 and	dedicates	 a	 small	

majority	of	their	Facebook	posts	on	environmental	and	close	to	one-third	on	social	issues.		

	 Also	noteworthy	is	what	specific	environmental	and	social	topics	the	companies	concentrate	on.	

Concerning	 environmental	 issues,	 there	were	 solely	 two	 topics	 that	 the	 companies	 seemed	 to	 address	

(figure	 4).	 Shell	 posts	 predominantly	 about	 environmental	 issues,	 but	 does	 not	 necessarily	 focus	 on	

reducing	 their	 own	 negative	 impact.	 They	 mainly	 address	 improving	 the	 sustainability	 of	 existing	

manufacturing	processes,	and	they	emphasize	innovation.	The	same	applies	to	Total,	which	also	devotes	

the	majority	 of	 their	 posts	 to	 improving	 the	 sustainability	 of	 production,	while	waste	 reduction	 comes	

second.	BP	on	the	other	hand,	posts	significantly	more	on	waste	reduction.		

Figure	3	CSR	topic	
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The	social	 issues	are	more	varied,	as	can	be	seen	 in	figure	5.	Shell	 refers	 in	their	posts	on	social	 topics,	

mostly	to	helping	specific	communities.	Total	also	focuses	on	communities,	but	specifically	the	ones	that	

are	experiencing	 financial	and	medical	needs,	or	 their	employees.	As	mentioned	before,	of	all	 the	CSR-

posts	published	by	BP,	three	quarter	is	aimed	at	social	issues.	These	social	issues	revolve	around	creating	

employment	 and	 providing	 education	 opportunities,	 which	 both	 aim	 at	 providing	 for	 the	 immediate	

community.		

	

	

This	 initial	 analysis	 shows	 that	 companies	 choose	 to	 address	 the	 negative	 connotations	 around	 oil	

companies	 differently	 by	 focusing	 on	 contrasting	 CSR	 practices.	 Shell	 and	 Total	 prefer	 communicating	

environmental	issues,	and	mainly	focus	on	the	sustainability	of	manufacturing	processes.	BP	on	the	other	

Figure	5	social	topics	
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hand,	prioritizes	social	over	environmental	 issues	and	has	a	variety	of	social	 issues	they	address	 in	their	

posts.	However,	education	and	employment	count	for	the	majority	of	their	social	CSR	posts	

	

7.1	Textual	styles	

Corporations	 can	 choose	 from	 a	 range	 of	 linguistic	 styles	 to	 communicate	 their	 CSR	 practices	 and	 to	

possibly	exercise	power	relations	between	them	and	their	followers.	To	gain	a	generic	understanding	of	

how	corporations	are	communicating	the	CSR	messages,	narrative	styles	were	investigated	(figure	6).		

	

In	general,	the	vast	majority	of	the	Facebook	posts	are	written	in	an	accounting	style,	meaning	that	the	

posts	 mainly	 cover	 current	 events,	 developments,	 and	 updates	 on	 the	 status	 of	 the	 practices	 of	 the	

company.	 Solely	 Total	 includes	 another	 notable	 narrative	 style,	 with	 one-fourth	 of	 its	 Facebook	 posts	

revolving	around	advertisements.	Shell	and	BP	also	post	some	advertisements,	but	this	accounts	 for	no	

more	than	one-tenth	of	their	posts	Lastly,	regarding	announcements	of	future	events	or	activities,	BP	and	

Total	 respectively	publish	2	and	1	post,	 counting	 for	 a	meager	part	of	 their	posts.	 Therefore,	 it	 can	be	

concluded	 that	 accounting	 is	 the	 preferred	 narrative	 style,	 with	 Total	 significantly	 engaging	 in	

advertisements	as	well.		

	 Looking	beyond	narrative	styles	and	focusing	more	on	the	actual	communication,	the	interactivity	

of	 the	 Facebook	posts	was	 investigated.	 Regarding	 sensory	 interactivity,	 as	 presented	 in	 figure	7,	 Shell	

and	 BP	 predominantly	 choose	 videos	 over	 images,	 while	 Total	 opts	 for	 images	 in	 the	 majority	 of	 the	

cases.	Videos	provide	considerably	more	room	for	communicating	information,	because	of	which	it	might	

be	 argued	 that	 using	 videos	 is	 preferred	when	 the	 company	wants	 to	 disclose	more	 information	 than	

Figure	6	narrative	styles	
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what	is	presented	in	the	textual	part	of	the	post.	Nevertheless,	the	companies	focus	on	the	texts	as	well,	

with	 all	 three	 companies	 using	 interactive	 text	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 audience	 in	 the	 vast	majority	 of	 their	

posts.	This	includes	elements	such	as	exclamation	marks,	hashtags	and	links.	From	this	can	be	deducted	

that	the	corporations	opt	for	using	the	senses	of	the	followers	to	create	interaction.		

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Another	dimension	of	interactivity	is	the	semantic	dimension	(figure	8).	Through	addressing	the	user	with	

certain	words,	 the	user	 can	 feel	more	engaged	with	and	perceive	 the	post	as	 interactive	 (Sohn,	2013).	

This	type	of	interactivity	was	encouraged	significantly	less	than	sensory	interactivity.	The	majority	of	the	

Facebook	posts	was	written	 in	 user-friendly	 language	 to	 ensure	 the	 followers	 understood	 the	 content,	

and	both	Shell	and	BP	personalized	the	messages	substantially	by	directly	addressing	the	reader.	Total	did	

use	 user-friendly	 language	 in	 nearly	 all	 the	 posts,	 but	 did	 not	 pertain	 to	 a	 majority	 of	 personalized	

messages:	58.6%	of	their	Facebook	posts	did	not	contain	any	personalized	elements.	Hence,	Total	seems	

to	take	a	more	distant	approach	to	their	followers	than	the	other	two	companies.	Moreover,	none	of	the	

corporations	regularly	identified	the	followers	in	the	posts.	Besides	one	or	two	times,	none	of	the	posts	

clarified	 who	 they	 were	 posting	 the	 message	 for,	 due	 to	 which	 the	 posts	 lost	 interaction	 with	 the	

followers.		 	
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To	 deepen	 the	 understanding	 of	 exercising	 potential	 power	 relations	 through	CSR	 communication,	 the	

notion	of	formality	might	be	relevant,	as	pictured	in	figure	9.	Both	Shell	and	BP	did	not	include	any	formal	

language	in	their	Facebook	posts,	and	both	maintain	an	 informal	style	of	 language	with	an	active	voice,	

simple	words	and	sentences,	words	that	express	familiarity,	and	opinions	and	feelings.	Even	though	Total	

did	not	use	a	 substantial	 amount	of	 formal	 language	 in	 their	posts	either,	however,	 they	did	use	more	

than	 the	 other	 two	 companies	 with	 10.3%	 of	 the	 posts	 being	 written	 formally.	 Due	 to	 the	 unproven	

reliability	of	the	analysis,	it	is	questionable	whether	this	result	is	significant.	However,	assuming	that	it	is,	

it	can	be	argued	that	these	results	are	in	line	with	the	degree	of	personalized	messages	that	Total	used,	

as	mentioned	 before.	 Shell	 and	 BP	 used	 an	 extensive	 amount	 of	 personal	 elements	 in	 their	 Facebook	

posts,	 which	might	 be	 connected	 to	 their	 informal	 writing	 style.	 However,	 Total	 did	 not	 use	 as	much	

personalized	messages,	and	might	therefore	be	expected	to	have	a	 less	 informal	writing	style.	Although	

not	substantial,	this	was	confirmed	by	the	results	of	the	formality	analysis.	
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By	 focusing	 on	 abstractness,	 this	 research	 further	 investigated	 if	 the	 corporations	 go	 into	 detail	 when	

communicating	 their	 CSR	 initiatives	 and	 practices	 (figure	 10).	 All	 of	 the	 posts	 published	 by	 Shell	 are	

written	abstractly,	without	 significant	detail	 about	 the	 issues	 that	 are	discussed.	 Furthermore,	 the	 vast	

majority	of	the	BP	posts	were	abstract	and	Total	also	predominantly	published	their	posts	in	an	abstract	

style.	Hence,	all	three	companies	prefer	not	to	speak	significantly	detailed	about	the	CSR	practices	they	

are	undertaking.	Abstractness	is	not	necessarily	directly	related	to	any	of	the	previously	discussed	notions	

of	narrative	style,	interactivity	and	formality.	However,	it	does	build	further	on	the	apparent	effort	of	the	

companies	to	not	directly	address	the	followers	and	communicate	with	them.	By	maintaining	a	superficial	

and	abstract	style,	 the	followers	do	not	gain	a	detailed	and	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	 issues	

that	 are	 focused	 on.	 This	 way,	 the	 corporations	 seem	 to	 aim	 at	 communicating	 in	 a	 rather	 shallow	

manner	with	their	followers.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

As	can	be	concluded	from	the	aforementioned	results,	there	is	a	rather	imbalance	in	to	what	extent	the	

corporations	 determined	 to	 closely	 communicate	with	 their	 followers.	 Shell	 and	 BP	 opt	 for	 posts	with	

general	 information	 and	 limited	 invitation	 for	 participation,	while	maintaining	 an	 informal	writing	 style	

and	 interactivity	 on	 both	 a	 sensory	 and	 semantic	 level.	 Total	 prefers	 general	 information,	 limited	

encouragement	 of	 participation,	 and	 sensory	 and	 semantic	 interactivity	 as	well.	 However,	 Total	 is	 less	

inclined	to	promote	the	semantic	interactivity	element	of	personal	messages,	and	slightly	less	inclined	to	

include	 an	 informal	 writing	 style.	 To	 investigate	 if	 personal	 messages	 and	 informal	 writing	 style	 are	

related,	a	multivariate	analysis	was	conducted	(figure	11).		

	

Figure	10	abstractness	
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This	 analysis	 shows	 that	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Total,	 personalized	 messages	 seem	 to	 partially	 relate	 to	 the	

formality	of	the	Facebook	posts.	If	the	posts	were	written	in	a	formal	style,	personalized	messages	were	

not	 present	 in	 any	 of	 the	 posts.	 However,	 when	 the	 writing	 style	 was	 informal,	 the	 presence	 of	

personalized	 messages	 was	 close	 to	 equally	 divided.	 Therefore,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 use	 of	

personalized	messages	 is	to	a	certain	extent	related	to	the	formality	 in	the	Facebook	posts.	Seeing	that	

semantic	 interactivity	 includes	 personalized	 messages,	 this	 means	 that	 formal	 messages	 are	 less	

interactive	 and	 encourage	 less	 engagement	 from	 the	 audience	 than	 informal	 messages.	 All	 three	

companies	predominantly	use	informal	messages,	which	demonstrates	that	the	companies	do	not	reject	

engagement	with	the	audience	in	the	majority	of	the	Facebook	posts.	

	

7.2	Rhetoric	

In	order	to	explore	rhetorical	aspects	of	the	CSR-related	Facebook	posts,	all	rhetorical	dimensions	were	

analyzed:	logos,	pathos	and	ethos.	By	focusing	on	logos,	the	aim	is	to	identify	how	the	corporations	made	

use	 of	 rational	 argumentation	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 audience.	 In	 this	 case	 this	 was	 analyzed	 by	 adopting	

justifications,	data	and	examples,	as	figure	12	presents.		

	

The	analysis	 shows	 that	 the	extensive	majority	of	 the	posts	published	by	 the	 companies	did	not	 adopt	

specific	logos	practices.	Shell	only	used	data,	justifications	and	examples,	in	a	fifth	of	their	posts.	BP	used	

slightly	more,	by	focusing	on	justifications	and	examples	in	around	35%	of	their	posts,	and	on	data	in	one-

Figure	12	logos	

Figure	11	personalized	messages	x	formality	
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fourth.	Total	on	the	other	hand,	used	significantly	less	justifications	and	examples,	but	did	include	data	in	

more	 than	 half	 of	 their	 messages.	 Based	 on	 this,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 for	 CSR	 communication,	 oil	

corporations	do	not	significantly	rely	on	reasoning	and	argumentation	to	appeal	to	the	audience.		

	 The	use	of	pathos	is	highly	unequally	divided	when	comparing	the	three	corporations	(figure	13).	

Pathos	 refers	 to	 appealing	 to	 the	 audience	with	 emotional	 cues.	 One	 of	 these	 emotional	 cues	 can	 be	

metaphors,	due	to	the	fact	that	metaphors	make	incomprehensible	topics	more	engaging	and	relatable.	

Shell	engages	 in	using	metaphors	 in	nearly	 two-third	of	 the	published	Facebook	posts.	BP	on	the	other	

hand,	opts	for	metaphors	in	a	mere	10%	of	their	messages.	Total	positions	itself	in	the	middle	with	a	little	

over	 one-fourth	 of	 their	 posts	 including	 metaphors	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 audience.	 Another	 manner	 of	

appealing	 to	 the	 audience’s	 emotions,	 is	 by	using	notions	 that	 the	 followers	 can	 relate	 to.	 BP	 includes	

elements	to	 identify	with	the	audience	 in	three-quarter	their	publications,	while	Shell	and	Total	engage	

significantly	 less	 in	 this,	with	Total	only	adding	elements	of	 identification	 in	 less	 than	one-fourth	of	 the	

posts.	As	has	previously	 stood	out	 in	 these	 results,	Total	 seems	 to	 take	more	distant	approach	 to	 their	

followers	than	the	other	two	corporations.	They	aim	to	appeal	to	the	audience	by	including	metaphors,	

but	seem	to	maintain	distance	by	using	significantly	 less	elements	 to	make	the	audience	 feel	 identified	

with.	

	

Finally,	 certain	 ethos-related	 elements	 seem	 to	 be	 present	 in	 all	 of	 the	 Facebook	 posts	 (figure	 14).	 A	

majority	 of	 the	 posts	 published	 by	 Shell	 are	 related	 to	 improving	 the	 world,	 and	 caring	 about	 the	

audience	 comes	 second	with	 a	 little	 under	 one-fourth	 of	 the	 posts.	 This	 is	 the	 opposite	 for	 BP:	 a	 vast	

majority	of	their	posts	revolves	around	caring	for	 the	audience,	while	15%	focuses	on	cleaning	up	their	

own	 act	 and	 a	 mere	 12.5%	 on	 improving	 the	 world.	 Total	 is	 positioned	 in	 between	 the	 other	 two	

corporations	 with	 the	most	 substantial	 amount	 of	 posts	 devoted	 to	 improving	 the	 world,	 after	 which	

follow	their	claims	about	caring	for	the	audience	and	cleaning	up	their	own	act.	

Figure	13	pathos	
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Shell	and	Total	seem	to	take	a	similar	approach	in	appealing	to	the	audience	by	focusing	predominantly	

on	their	initiatives	to	improve	the	world	and	make	it	a	better	place	to	live	for	people	all	over	the	world.	

This	is	in	line	with	the	CSR	topics	the	companies	prefer	to	address,	which	have	been	analyzed	previously.	

Both	 Shell	 and	 Total	 address	 mostly	 environmental	 topics,	 in	 which	 they	 focus	 on	 sustainability	 of	

manufacturing	processes	and	significantly	less	on	waste	reduction.	This	demonstrates	that	they	seem	to	

communicate	 less	about	cleaning	up	 their	own	act,	and	 focus	mainly	on	 their	objective	 to	 improve	 the	

world.	BP	on	the	other	hand,	has	a	more	community-oriented	approach	and	their	posts	mainly	 revolve	

around	 improving	 specific	 aspects	 of	 people’s	 life.	 This	 shows	 in	 the	 CSR	 topics	 they	 address,	 with	

education	and	employment	being	the	main	issues	BP	focuses	on.		

	

7.3	Summary	

To	 summarize	 the	 findings,	 both	 Shell	 and	 Total	 mainly	 focus	 on	 environmental	 issues	 in	 their	 CSR	

communication,	aiming	at	the	sustainability	of	manufacturing	processes.	On	the	other	hand,	BP	prioritizes	

social	issues	and	focuses	predominantly	on	issues	directly	related	to	the	development	of	the	community,	

such	as	education	and	employment.		

	 Considering	 textual	 styles,	 all	 three	 companies	 prefer	 an	 accounting	 style	 for	 their	 Facebook	

posts.	 Solely	 Total	 uses	 another	 style	 in	 a	 considerable	 amount	 of	 posts:	 advertisements	 in	 close	 to	 a	

quarter.	 Both	 of	 these	 narrative	 style	 encourage	 little	 engagement	 of	 the	 audience.	 Focusing	 on	

Figure	14	ethos	
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interactivity,	both	sensory	interactivity	and	semantic	interactivity	take	place	on	all	three	Facebook	pages.	

However,	considering	semantic	interactivity,	none	of	the	companies	opted	in	more	than	2%	of	the	posts	

for	 identifying	 the	 specific	 target	 audience.	 Furthermore,	 Total	 seems	 to	 be	 less	 inclined	 to	 use	

personalized	messages,	with	using	this	semantic	element	in	29%	of	the	posts,	as	opposed	to	42%	and	44%	

of	the	other	companies.	Regarding	the	formality	of	the	Facebook	posts,	all	companies	prefer	to	maintain	

informal	 language.	Total	opts	 for	slightly	more	formal	 language	than	the	other	two	companies,	but	this	

difference	 is	 limited	 to	 such	 an	 extent	 that	 it	 might	 not	 be	 reliable.	 After	 an	 analysis	 of	 a	 possible	

correlation	 between	 formality	 and	 personalized	 messages,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 there	 might	 be	 a	

correlation	 between	 the	 lack	 of	 personalized	 messages	 and	 the	 slightly	 larger	 percentage	 of	 formal	

language	in	Total’s	Facebook	posts.	Lastly,	in	abstractness,	all	companies	opt	for	abstractness	as	opposed	

to	concreteness	in	a	vast	majority	of	posts.		

	 From	the	analysis	of	the	rhetorical	elements	can	be	deducted	that	there	is	a	significant	imbalance	

in	the	use	of	logos	and	pathos	among	the	companies.	Where	BP	prefers	to	include	the	logos	practices	of	

justifications	and	examples,	Shell	uses	all	notions	equally	and	Total	has	a	preference	for	using	data	for	the	

argumentation	 in	the	CSR	messages.	 It	seems	that	none	of	the	companies	chooses	to	focus	on	 logos	to	

appeal	to	the	audience,	due	to	the	fact	that,	besides	Total	using	data	 in	a	slight	majority	of	their	posts,	

neither	 of	 the	 other	 two	 companies	 used	 logos	 in	 the	 majority	 of	 their	 content.	 Focusing	 on	 pathos	

demonstrates	that	Total	equally	used	metaphors	and	elements	to	identify	with	the	audience	in	a	minority	

of	their	posts,	while	Shell	significantly	uses	metaphors	and	BP	identification	with	the	audience.	In	regards	

to	ethos,	all	 companies	 seemed	 to	 include	 some	notion	of	ethos.	 Shell	 and	Total	prefer	 to	present	 the	

majority	of	their	practices	as	means	of	improving	the	world,	while	Total	predominantly	adopts	the	claim	

of	caring	about	the	audience.		

	

8.	Discussion	

In	an	effort	to	explore	how	oil	corporations	use	textual	and	rhetorical	structures	to	communicate	CSR	and	

exercise	power	 relations	 through	Facebook,	 I	performed	a	 content	analysis	on	a	 total	of	120	Facebook	

posts	 spread	 over	 three	 oil	 companies:	 Shell,	 Total	 and	 BP.	 The	 research	 questions	 proposed	 for	 this	

research	 were:	 RQ1	 How	 are	 textual	 structures	 used	 in	 CSR	 communication	 through	 SNS?	 RQ2	What	

rhetoric	is	present	in	CSR	communication	through	SNS?	To	answer	the	first	research	question,	the	textual	

styles	of	narratives,	interactivity,	formality	and	abstractness	were	analyzed.	In	order	to	answer	the	second	
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research	 question,	 the	 rhetorical	 dimensions	 of	 logos,	 pathos	 and	 ethos	 were	 explored.	 	After	 data	

analysis,	 these	 research	questions	were	answered	 to	a	certain	extent,	and	this	will	be	elaborated	on	 in	

this	concluding	section	of	the	thesis.		

	

8.1	Textual	styles	

Narrative	 styles	 refer	 to	 the	 narratives	 that	 are	 present	 in	 Facebook	 posts,	 which	 can	 influence	 how	

companies	encourage	interactivity.	As	became	evident	from	the	results,	all	three	companies	incorporate	

narrative	 styles	 that	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 involve	 direct	 engagement:	 accounting	 and,	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	

advertisement.	In	a	accounting	post,	the	company	does	not	directly	invite	the	audience	to	participate	in	

the	communication.	The	same	applies	to	a	post	written	as	an	advertisement,	which	is	used	to	present	a	

service	or	product,	and	to	persuade	the	audience	into	gaining	a	positive	attitude	towards	it.	Cvijikj	et	al.	

(2011)	 support	 the	 claim	 of	 accounting	 and	 advertisement	 posts	 not	 generating	 engagement	 and	

participation,	by	stating	that	the	accounting	style	does	not	encourage	commenting.	In	order	to	generate	a	

substantial	number	of	comments,	posts	written	in	an	information-seeking	or	competition	style	should	be	

published,	due	to	 the	 fact	 that	 these	styles	are	directly	 related	 to	engagement	of	 the	 followers.	Seeing	

that	all	three	corporations	prefer	narrative	styles	that	do	not	involve	direct	engagement,	it	seems	that	the	

investigated	companies	do	not	specifically	aim	to	instigate	a	dialogue	with	the	followers,	but	rather	give	

one-sided	accounts	of	their	practices.	However,	Cvijikj	et	al.	 (2011)	also	found	that	the	accounting	style	

generates	more	likes	than	other	styles,	meaning	that	followers	in	general	seem	to	appreciate	this	type	of	

posts.	 This	 could	 be	 regarded	 as	 a	 type	 of	 engagement.	 Nonetheless,	 it	 does	 not	 necessarily	 invite	

dialogue	 and	 this	 could	 interfere	 in	 enacting	 power.	 As	 Hammond,	 Anderson	 and	 Cissna	 (2003)	 state,	

dialogue	and	power	are	intertwined.	By	entering	into	dialogue,	the	power	relations	between	two	parties	

are	enacted.	The	corporations	do	not	seem	to	aim	for	dialogue,	and	therefore	might	abstain	themselves	

to	a	certain	extent	from	exercising	power.	

	 To	continue	on	the	topic	of	engagement,	both	sensory	and	semantic	interactivity	were	explored.	

As	 previously	 mentioned,	 all	 elements	 of	 sensory	 interactivity	 (video,	 image,	 interactive	 text)	 were	

present	in	all	three	Facebook	pages,	interactive	text	to	a	larger	extent	than	the	other	two	elements.	This	

might	indicate	that	the	companies,	regardless	of	the	narrative	style,	aim	to	engage	and	interact	with	their	

followers.	Regarding	semantic	interactivity,	it	was	found	that	none	of	the	companies	opt	in	more	than	2%	

of	their	posts	for	identifying	the	specific	audience	they	are	addressing	the	post	to.	This	could	be	related	to	
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the	 absence	of	dialogue	 that	 the	 corporations	 are	maintaining	 in	 their	 CSR	 communication,	which	was	

previously	mentioned	in	the	analysis	of	the	narrative	styles.	It	can	be	argued	that	the	corporations	intend	

to	engage	the	audience,	but	do	not	necessarily	aim	for	it	to	feel	targeted	enough	to	enter	the	dialogue.	

By	refraining	from	dialogue,	the	companies	are	depriving	themselves	to	a	certain	extent	of	the	execution	

of	 power	 relations	 (Hammond	 et	 al,	 2003),	 but	 they	 also	 ensure	 that	 the	 audience	 does	 not	 feel	

encouraged	to	participate	in	the	communication	and	voice	their	possibly	negative	opinions.		

	 Analyzing	the	registers	of	formality	and	abstractness	in	the	Facebook	posts	revealed	that	the	vast	

majority	 of	 the	 posts	 of	 all	 three	 companies	were	written	 in	 an	 informal	 and	 abstract	 style.	 From	 the	

aforementioned	 analysis	 of	 narrative	 styles	 and	 interactivity,	 and	 the	 related	 seemingly	 apprehensive	

attitude	 of	 the	 corporations	 towards	 dialogue,	 it	 would	 be	 expected	 that	 the	 corporations	 use	 a	

substantial	amount	of	formal	language	in	their	posts.	Similarly,	if	corporations	would	aim	exercise	power	

through	 CSR	 communication,	 they	 would	 likely	 opt	 for	 formality,	 as	 derived	 from	 Fairclough	 (1989).	

Fairclough	 (1989)	 strongly	 links	 formality	 to	 the	 notion	 of	 power	 relations.	 Formal	 language	 use	

encompasses	constraints	on	all	three	levels:	content,	relations	and	subjects	(Fairclough,	1989).	It	restricts	

content	that	can	be	included	in	the	discourse,	it	limits	potential	casual	relationships	and	it	determines	the	

position	 the	 other	 participants	 are	 allowed	 to	 take.	Using	 formal	 language	 is	 directly	 related	 to	 power	

distance,	meaning	that	a	communicator	using	this	type	of	language	aims	to	create	distance	and	increase	

its	 dominant	 position	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	 other	 participant	 (Fairclough,	 1989).	 Nevertheless,	 the	

corporations	prefer	an	informal	writing	style.	This	might	be	in	line	with	the	previously	stated	assumption	

that	 the	corporations	aim	to	engage	with	their	audience,	but	do	not	 intend	to	start	an	actual	dialogue.	

Using	 an	 informal	writing	 style	 does	 not	 necessarily	 invite	 dialogue,	 but	 one	 could	 state	 that	 due	 to	 a	

more	limited	power	distance,	this	writing	style	contributes	to	appealing	to	the	audience.	

	 The	 high	 degree	 of	 abstractness	 in	 the	 posts	 is	 not	 in	 accordance	with	Wagner	 et	 al.’s	 (2009)	

research	on	abstractness	in	CSR	communication.	They	state	that	abstract	messages	about	CSR	initiatives	

tend	to	 include	 issues	that	might	have	a	negative	 impact	on	the	reputation	of	the	company.	Therefore,	

when	it	concerns	messages	that	likely	enforce	a	positive	image,	the	messages	are	written	concretely,	with	

more	 details	 and	 information.	 However,	 the	 vast	majority	 of	 all	 the	 Facebook	 posts	 are	 abstract,	with	

little	text,	while	aiming	for	generating	a	positive	reputation.	Through	the	use	of	elements	that	encourage	

sensory	interactivity,	such	as	videos	and	images,	the	corporations	add	information	to	the	textual	part	of	

the	 post.	 Yet,	 the	 degree	 of	 information	 in	 the	 videos	 was	 taken	 into	 account	 when	 coding	 the	

abstractness	of	 the	posts,	meaning	 that	even	 including	 these	elements,	 the	majority	of	 the	posts	could	
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not	be	described	as	concrete.	This	abstractness	in	the	posts	might	be	attributed	to	enactment	of	power,	

as	opposed	to	the	informal	style	of	the	posts.	In	relation	to	potential	power	enactment,	it	can	be	argued	

that	 abstract	 language	use	 is	 related	 to	 the	 constraint	 on	 content	 and	 subject,	 as	 stated	by	 Fairclough	

(1989).	 Restraining	 the	 available	 knowledge	 for	 the	 followers	 might	 imply	 that	 these	 followers	 are	

constrained	in	the	content	they	get	access	to,	and	in	the	position	they	are	able	to	take	in	the	discourse.	

With	limited	information,	the	followers	would	know	too	little	about	the	topic	to	take	part	in	the	discourse	

and	take	an	informed	stance.	On	the	other	hand,	social	media	is	related	to	a	new	type	of	communication,	

so-called	mass	 self-communication	 (Castells,	 2009).	 This	means	 that	 all	 the	 content	published	online	 is	

restricted,	directed,	and	created	by	the	self.	Furthermore,	users	determine	themselves	what	content	they	

consume.	 Individuals	 that	 follow	 Facebook	 pages	 of	 oil	 and	 gas	 companies,	 will	 likely	 have	 an	 initial	

interest	in	the	industry.	They	deliberately	expose	themselves	to	the	content	produced	by	the	companies	

and	 are,	 through	 this	 deliberation,	 expected	 to	 be	 motivated	 and	 engaged	 to	 participate	 in	 the	

communication.			

	 	

8.2	Rhetoric	

Elaborating	on	the	use	of	language,	this	research	focused	on	rhetorical	structures	in	the	Facebook	posts.	

The	rhetorical	dimensions	of	 logos,	pathos	and	ethos	were	analyzed	and	results	showed	that	the	use	of	

rhetorical	elements	was	significantly	diverse	among	the	companies.	Besides	Total,	which	used	the	logos	

element	of	data	 in	a	slight	majority	of	their	posts,	the	companies	did	not	essentially	use	argumentation	

and	 logical	 reasoning	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 audience.	 As	 Higgins	 and	 Walker	 (2012)	 state,	 corporations	

communicating	 their	 CSR	 strategies	 might	 use	 logos	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 appearing	 rational	 and	 well-

constructed	 in	 their	 practices.	 However,	 Higgins	 and	 Walker	 (2012)	 studied	 CSR	 reports,	 which	 are	

essentially	 reports	with	 facts	 and	 figures	 about	 the	CSR	practices	of	 the	 companies.	 The	nature	of	 this	

type	of	channel	for	communication	is	significantly	different	from	social	media.	Facebook	is	inherently	not	

a	media	that	includes	statistics	and	facts	in	its	communication,	it	is	designed	for	connecting	people	(Van	

Dijk,	2010).	This	might	explain	the	lack	of	logos	in	the	communication	of	CSR	on	Facebook.		

	 However,	 the	 notion	 of	 pathos,	which	 entails	 appealing	 to	 the	 emotions	 of	 the	 audience,	was	

used	 significantly	more.	 The	 results	 show	 that	 all	 three	 companies	use	pathos	 in	 a	different	way.	 Shell	

includes	a	significant	amount	of	metaphors,	while	BP	prefers	referring	to	issues	the	audience	can	identify	

with,	and	Total	uses	both	elements	equally.	As	previously	mentioned	in	the	theory	section	of	this	thesis,	
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Higgins	and	Walker	(2012)	relate	pathos	to	CSR	in	the	way	that	companies	aim	to	make	the	audience	feel	

like	it	understands	their	needs	and	desires.	As	Du	and	Vieira	(2012)	state,	oil	and	gas	companies	have	had	

a	notorious	influence	on	environmental	and	social	concerns.	Due	to	this,	it	is	likely	that	the	audience	has	

encountered	 the	 negative	 impacts	 of	 their	 practices	 themselves	 and	 have	 taken	 a	 rather	 negative	 and	

emotional	 stance	towards	 the	companies.	Accepting	 this	assumption	to	be	 true,	 the	pathos	element	of	

using	topics	that	the	audience	directly	relates	to,	is	directly	related	to	this.	BP	is	the	corporation	with	the	

most	well-known	environmental	scandal	and	it	 is	also	the	company	that	uses	topics	to	 identify	with	the	

audience	the	most,	which	could	be	related	notions.	The	use	of	metaphors	 is	a	 relatively	 ‘softer’	pathos	

method	(Higgins	&	Walker,	2012),	which	is	mainly	adopted	by	Shell.			

	 Through	 the	 adoption	 of	 ethos,	 all	 three	 companies	 aimed	 to	 increase	 the	 trustworthiness	 of	

their	character	 towards	 the	audience.	As	 Ihlen	 (2011)	states,	ethos	 tends	to	 trump	 logos	and	pathos	 in	

the	communication	of	CSR.	The	reasoning	and	argumentation	of	an	initiative	might	be	inaccurate,	or	the	

initiative	might	 not	 appeal	 to	 the	 emotions	 of	 the	 audience,	 the	 corporation	 can	 still	 appear	 credible	

through	the	use	of	ethos.	Ihlen	(2011)	identifies	certain	ethos	strategies	that	corporations	predominantly	

use	in	communicating	CSR.	Of	these	strategies,	Shell	and	Total	focused	on	communicating	their	claim	of	

improving	 the	 world,	 while	 Total	 predominantly	 emphasizes	 how	 they	 care	 for	 the	 audience.	 This	 is	

directly	in	line	with	the	initial	inquiry	of	the	corporations’	CSR	reports.	This	inquiry	showed	that	Shell	and	

Total	focus	on	environmental	issues,	while	BP	seems	to	focus	more	on	the	social	influence	it	has	on	the	

direct	 community.	 It	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 use	 of	 ethos	 is	 related	 to	 power.	 Through	 certain	 use	 of	

language	 to	 increase	credibility	of	 the	corporations’	 character,	 the	oil	 companies	aim	 to	 shift	 attention	

from	their	negative	impacts	to	their	positive	impacts	(Ihlen,	2011).		

	

8.3	CSR	topics	

Another	element	of	 the	Facebook	posts	 that	was	analyzed,	and	 likely	proves	to	be	 influential	 regarding	

CSR	 communication	 and	 related	 power	 relations,	 is	 the	 CSR	 topic	 that	 is	 communicated.	 These	 topics	

revolve	around	environmental	and/or	social	issues.	This	is	closely	related	to	the	ethos	strategies	that	the	

companies	adopt.	Shell	and	Total	predominantly	post	on	environmental	 issues,	but	focus	 in	these	posts	

on	 increasing	the	sustainability	of	 their	manufacturing	processes,	and	not	so	much	on	waste	reduction.	

This	might	 suggest	 that	 the	 companies	 are	 refraining	 from	elaborating	 on	 the	most	 apparent	 negative	

impact	of	oil	corporations;	waste	in	the	form	of	oil	spilling	and	CO2	emissions.	Along	these	lines,	it	can	be	
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argued	 that	 BP	 aims	 to	 significantly	 exclude	 environmental	 issues,	 by	 predominantly	 focusing	 on	 the	

positive	social	 impact	of	 the	corporation.	This	may	or	may	not	be	 related	 to	 the	BP	oil	 spill	of	2010,	 in	

which	at	one	point	42,000	gallons	of	oil	spilled	on	a	daily	basis	(Robertson	&	Kaufman,	2010).	Either	way,	

this	phenomenon	can	be	related	to	power	relations	and	constraints,	as	described	by	Fairclough	(1989).	As	

aforementioned,	exercising	power	relations	through	discourse	includes	various	levels	of	constraints.	One	

of	these	constraints	involves	content.	In	the	case	of	Shell	and	Total,	it	can	be	argued	that	the	companies	

predominantly	 limit	 their	 environmental	 content	 to	 the	 initiatives	 that	 cause	 them	 to	 have	 a	 positive	

influence	 on	 the	 environment,	 instead	 of	 focusing	 on	 decreasing	 their	 negative	 impact.	 BP	 limits	 their	

content	 predominantly	 to	 social	 issues,	 without	 significantly	 including	 environmental	 topics.	 These	

constraints	 in	content	demonstrate	a	degree	of	power	the	companies	are	exercising	 in	relation	to	their	

followers.		

	

8.4	Limitations	and	future	research		

There	are	certain	limitations	that	should	be	taken	into	account	regarding	the	conducted	research.	Firstly,	

the	 sample	of	 the	 study	 is	 rather	 small.	 This	 is	 especially	 the	 case	 for	 Shell,	 of	which	no	more	 than	22	

posts	were	analyzed.	A	research	that	analyzes	a	more	substantial	amount	of	data	will	likely	produce	more	

significant	results	and	would	be	able	to	either	support	or	reject	the	findings	from	this	research.	Secondly,	

the	findings	are	solely	based	on	the	Facebook	posts	published	by	the	corporations.	As	mentioned	in	the	

introduction	of	 this	 thesis,	Facebook	 is	a	platform	which	offers	dialogue	and	two-sided	communication,	

enabling	both	the	producer	and	receiver	of	communication	to	exercise	power.	It	would	be	interesting	to	

analyze	the	comments	on	the	Facebook	posts	and	explore	to	what	extent	followers	comment	on	content	

and	 how	 the	 companies	 interact	 with	 the	 followers.	 This	 would	 give	 a	 more	 all-encompassing	

understanding	of	the	power	relations	being	exercised	in	CSR	communication	through	Facebook.	Thirdly,	

the	 discussion	 of	 the	 results	 showed	 possible	 correlations	 between	 the	 BP	 oil	 spill	 and	 the	 CSR	

communication	strategy	BP	has	seemed	to	adopt.	Future	research	could	conduct	an	in-depth	analysis	of	

the	background	of	 the	companies	 to	gain	 interesting	data	on	how	 important	events	and	CSR	strategies	

are	related.		
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8.5	Conclusion	

In	short,	this	study	was	set	out	to	explore	linguistic	structures	in	CSR	communication	through	Facebook	

and	has	identified	the	textual	elements	of	narratives,	 interactivity,	formality	and	abstractness,	and	the	

rhetorical	 elements	 of	 logos,	 pathos	 and	 ethos,	 in	 the	 posts	 of	 3	 oil	 corporations.	 Taking	 a	

communication	 approach,	 the	 research	 sought	 to	 investigate	 how	 potential	 power	 relations	 are	

exercised	through	CSR	communication	on	SNS.	Results	showed	that	certain	 linguistic	structures	 in	the	

posts	 refer	 to	 power	 enactment,	 while	 other	 structures	 do	 not	 support	 this	 claim.	 This	 power	 was	

mainly	exercised	through	constraints	on	content	and,	to	a	certain	extent,	constraints	on	the	position	the	

followers	can	take.	Nevertheless,	a	significant	degree	of	informality	and	familiarity	was	maintained	with	

the	 followers,	 aiming	 to	 decrease	 the	 power	 distance	 between	 the	 corporations	 and	 their	 audience.	

With	 this	 study,	 I	 hope	 to	 lay	 groundwork	 for	 potential	 further	 research	 on	 the	 enactment	 of	 power	

through	CSR	communication	on	SNS.		
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Appendix	A:	Codebook	
	
1.	Item	 	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Number	of	post		 First	is	‘1’,	second	is	‘2’,	third	is	‘3’,	etc.		

	
2.	Facebook	page	

Code	

1.	Shell	

2.	Total	

3.	BP	

	
3.	CSR	topic	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Social		 The	post	focuses	mainly	on	helping	communities,	individual	people	and	employees	

2.	Environmental	 The	post	focuses	mainly	on	improving	the	environment,	wild	life	and	fighting	climate	
change	

3.	Both	topics	 The	post	contains	information	on	both	social	and	environmental	issues	they	focus	on	with	
their	CSR	strategy	

4.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
4.	CSR	social	topic	(only	code	if	coded	‘1’	for	item	3)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Human	rights	 	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	fight	for	human	rights,	such	as	hunger,	
peace,	water	supply,	etc.		

2.	Children	 	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	help	children	specifically,	but	does	not	
focus	on	education	

3.	Specific	community	 	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	focuses	on	helping	a	community	and	the	
emphasis	is	specifically	on	that	community	

4.	Employment	and	
labor	rights	

	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	focus	on	better	work	environments	or	
with	creating	and/or	maintaining	jobs	

5.	Education	 	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	specifically	focus	on	educational	
developments.		

6.	Those	with	
financial	or	medical	
needs	

The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	focus	on	helping	people	that	have	financial	
and	medical	needs	and	the	information	emphasizes	these	needs.		

7.	Cannot	be	coded	 	

	
5.	CSR	environmental	topic	(only	code	if	coded	‘2’	for	item	3)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Waste	reduction	 	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	mainly	aim	to	reduce	waste	such	as	oil	
spilling	and	co2	emissions	



-	60	-	
	

2.	Sustainable	forest	
harvesting	

The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	aim	to	sustainably	harvest	forests	

3.	Recycling	 The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	reuse	waste	for	production	of	new	
products	and	materials	

4.	Noise	reduction	 	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	aim	to	reduce	the	amount	of	noise	a	
certain	area	is	exposed	to	

5.	Restoration	of	
indigenous	plant	life	

The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	aim	to	restore	indigenous	flora	

6.	Sustainability	of	a	
manufacturing	
process	

	The	post	contains	information	on	initiatives	that	aim	to	improve	current	processes,	
focusing	on	the	innovation	instead	of	the	potential	waste	reduction	

7.	Cannot	be	coded	 	

	
	
TEXTUAL	STYLES	
	
6.	Narrative	style	 	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Accounting	 	The	post	reports	on	current	events,	new	information	or	other	alterations	in	the	status	of	
the	company	

2.	Information-
seeking	

	The	post	asks	for	particular	information	through	posing	a	question	

3.	Commentary	 	The	post	represents	a	feeling,	emotion	or	attitude	towards	something	

4.	Advertisement	 	The	post	is	written	around	an	advertisement,	focuses	on	a	specific	product	possibly	
available	to	the	reader	

5.	Competition	 	The	post	addresses	readers	to	participate	in	a	competition	

6.	Announcement	 	The	post	makes	an	announcement	of	upcoming	events	and	activities	

7.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
7.	Sensory	interactivity	(image)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Image	 	The	post	contains	an	image	

2.	No	image	 The	post	does	not	contain	an	image		

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
8.	Sensory	interactivity	(video)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Video	 	The	post	contains	a	video	

2.	No	video	 	The	post	does	not	contain	a	video	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		
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9.	Sensory	interactivity	(interactive	text)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Interactive	text	 	The	post	contains	text	that	is	written	with	capital	letters,	and/or	contains	hashtags,	links	
and	exclamation	marks	

2.	No	interactive	text	 	The	post	does	not	contain	text	that	is	written	with	capital	letters,	and/or	contains	
hashtags,	links	and	exclamation	marks	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
10.	Semantic	interactivity	(personalized	message)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Personalized	
messages	

	The	post	contains	messages	like	‘goodbye’,	‘thank	you’,	‘read	more’	and	‘find	out’	that	
seem	to	address	the	reader	

3.	No	personalized	
messages	

	The	post	does	not	contain	messages	like	‘goodbye’,	‘thank	you’,	‘read	more’	and	‘find	out’	
that	seem	to	address	the	reader	

4.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
11.	Semantic	interactivity	(user-friendly	language)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	User-friendly	
language	

The	post	is	written	in	a	rather	easy	style,	without	many	complicated	words	and	jargon,	
making	the	information	understandable	for	the	reader	

3.	No	user-friendly	
language	

	The	post	is	written	in	a	rather	complicated	style,	with	complicated	words	and	jargon,	
making	the	information	hard	to	understand	for	the	reader	

4.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
12.	Semantic	interactivity	(identifying	the	audience)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Identifying	the	
audience	

	The	post	identifies	the	audience	it	addresses	the	information	to	by	clearly	stating	and	
describing	whom	they	are	writing	to	

2.	No	identifying	the	
audience	

	The	post	does	not	identify	the	audience	it	addresses	the	information	to	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
13.	Formality/informality	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Formality	 The	post	includes	impersonal	style,	passive	voice,	complex	words	and	sentences,	no	
contractions,	not	many	abbreviations,	business	and	technical	vocabularies,	polite	words,	
objective	style	with	facts	and	references,	no	vague	expressions	or	slang	

2.	Informality	 The	post	includes	personal	style,	active	voice,	short	simple	words	and	sentences,	
contractions,	abbreviations,	phrasal	verbs,	words	that	express	rapport	and	familiarity,	
subjective	style	with	opinions	and	feelings,	vague	expressions	and	slang	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		
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14.	Concrete/abstract	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Concrete	 	The	post	contains	details,	information	from	different	sources	and	references,	possibly	
more	positive	news.	Include	posts	that	contain	a	video	that	gives	detailed	information,	but	
exclude	post	if	it	gives	a	link.		

2.	Abstract	 	The	post	only	contains	general	information	and	few	details.	Possibly	trying	to	frame	
negative	news	as	an	issue	that	is	actively	being	worked	on,	for	example	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
	
RHETORIC	
	
15.	Logos	(warrants/justifications)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Warrants/	
justifications	

The	post	justifies	one	of	the	corporation's	actions	and/or	initiatives	by	expanding	on	how	
and	why	the	action	or	initiative	was	undertaken		

2.	No	warrants/	
justifications	

The	post	does	not	justify	the	corporation's	actions	and/or	initiatives	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
16.	Logos	(data)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Data	 The	post	includes	data	to	elaborate	on	the	initiative	that	is	communicated	by	the	
corporation	and	make	the	post	more	substaniated	

2.	No	data	 The	post	does	not	include	data	that	elaborates	on	the	initiative	that	is	communicated	by	
the	corporation	

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
17.	Logos	(evidence/example)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Evidence/example	 	The	post	contains	examples	about	the	CSR	initiative	that	is	being	communicated.	Do	not	
code	if	the	post	writes	about	solely	one	specific	CSR	initiative	and	does	not	relate	this	to	a	
bigger	all	encompassing	goal.	E.g.	the	post	addresses	helping	people	by	creating	jobs	and	
giving	students	grants	does	qualify	as	examples,	but	if	the	post	only	addresses	that	they	are	
giving	grants	to	students,	this	does	not	qualify.		

2.	No	evidence/	
example	

	The	post	does	not	contain	examples	about	the	CSR	initiative	that	is	being	communicated.		

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		
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18.	Pathos	(metaphors)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Metaphors	 The	post	includes	metaphors	to	expand	on,	and	explain,	the	information	about	the	
initiative	or	action	taken		

2.	No	metaphors	 The	post	does	not	metaphors	to	expand	on,	and	explain,	the	information	about	the	
initiative	or	action	taken		

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
19.	Pathos	(identification)	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Identification	with	
the	audience	

	The	post	incorporates	elements	to	make	the	users	feel	like	they	can	identify	to	the	
corporations,	mostly	through	cultural	references	(e.g.	sports,	love,	friendship,	health)	or	
words	such	as	‘we’	and	‘sharing’,	and	emotion-related	words	such	as	‘proud’	and	‘happy’.	
Do	not	code	if	it	says	‘we’	as	in	‘we	the	company’.		

2.	No	identification	
with	the	audience	

	The	post	does	not	incorporate	elements	to	make	the	users	feel	like	they	can	identify	to	the	
corporations.			

3.	Cannot	be	coded	 		

	
20.	Ethos	

Code	 Criteria	

1.	Claims	to	improve	
the	world	

	The	post	focuses	on	how	the	company’s	practices	make	the	world	a	better	place,	how	the	
world	needs	these	initiatives	and/or	how	living	anywhere	in	the	world	will	improve	due	to	
their	practices	

2.	Claims	to	clean	up	
their	own	act	

	The	post	presents	how	they	have	reduced	their	own	negative	impact	on	the	world,	e.g.	
decrease	in	CO2	emissions	

3.	Claims	to	care	
about	audience	

	The	post	mentions	specific	needs	of	the	audience,	addresses	how	to	fulfill	those	needs,	
might	ask	for	feedback	

4.	Focuses	on	joining	
CSR	movement	

	The	post	mentions	how	the	company	participates	in	CSR,	might	focus	on	how	they	meet	
requirements	of	international	sustainability	organizations	and/or	what	organizations	they	
have	joined	to	belong	to	the	CSR	movement	

5.	Focuses	on	third	
parties	praising	them	
for	their	social	
responsibility	

	The	post	highlights	how	the	company	have	been	praised	by	third	parties	for	their	CSR	
practices	through	e.g.	rankings.		

6.	None	of	the	above	 	
7.	Cannot	be	coded	 	
	


