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“Most of us accept the notion that the age of hierarchies 
is over, and the network is becoming the dominant form 
of social organization; or the notion that the world can 
no longer be understood as fixed areas, but as flows 
that transcend territorial borders.” 
 

Markku Valtanen   
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Abstract 
 

The power structures between businesses and their consumers have changed.  

In his book The Rise of the Network Society (2000), Manuel Castells explains how Social 

Media introduced new possibilities to communicate and share. This was a time where all 

society ,including businesses ,were just getting used to this extensive and open way of 

communicating via social media pages such as Facebook and later on pages such as 

Twitter; Tumblr and Pinterest. The rise of these social media pages changed business 

communications dynamics significantly and made companies become their own fulltime 

producers of media messages. Besides the fact that businesses now have a free tool that 

they can promote their businesses with and connect with globally, it seems that some 

cracks are appearing in the seemingly flawless Facebook ‘wall’. The possible access to 

this open sharing platforms made companies suddenly have to deal with thousands of 

followers all over the world. Moreover, they were expected to regularly start updating 

their online community on the why’s, what’s and how’s of their company as that follows 

the logic and use of those media platforms. Because of these developments, companies 

have become more transparent seeing that they received the possibility to both inform 

and interact with their online community. Whereas in the past this communication was 

only directed from business to consumer; nowadays we see a two sided way of 

interacting now that online communities are able to start communicating with the 

businesses themselves by means of posts, re-posts, tweets, likes and so on. This 

interactive way of communicating has to a certain extend changed the power dynamics 

between consumers and businesses. Whereas before the web 2.0 it was usually 

newspapers or TV news that reported about companies, at the present time the power 

to spread a message is speculated to have returned back to the people. Both with the rise 

of businesses presence on social media and the feedback consumers now can give, the 

discussion about how much power consumers nowadays really have, did also arise. Now 

that besides the big media communicating concerns, people also get to have a public say 

about what they think about companies and their matters, it seems that the power did 

return to the people. The question nonetheless is, did it in fact? And if so, is this possibly 

harming companies legitimacy on Facebook? This thesis focused on investigating this 

matter by means of a content analysis in which four different businesses were closer 

looked upon on Facebook. By analyzing messages of community members on their wall, 



4 

 

it became clear that people indeed have become empowered by means of 1) their ability 

to spread new views about a company that other stakeholders can adopt. 2) their ability 

to interpret the spaces of Facebook and other Social Media to their own interpretation.  

Theory has supported this with models such as the trust-transitivity principle – which 

explains how consumers can trust each other even when they haven’t met offline and 

the consumer sovereignty and cultural power model, which explain how consumers as a 

collective identity are empowered and how they are dealing with power in a playful way 

by creating their own spaces instead of adapting to them.  As a result of that, concepts as 

social computing and customer advocacy have become frequently applied by businesses, 

whether that is willingly or not.  

 

Moreover; it has become clear how much technology and changed structures on the web 

have offered empowerment to the consumer. Websites that support web 2.0 

technologies have namely started blending into other websites in terms of usage.  As an 

effect of the reality that there are no definite rules on the web, the people started making 

rules themselves.  

 

Keywords:  Power of the message; Online Consumer and Business relations;; Information Age;  Social 

Media ; Facebook ; Blending web 2.0 usage.  
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1.1 Introduction to the research and problem 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Castells explains in the quote above, the vertical way of operating in organizations is 

not a common phenomenon anymore in the information and network society that we’re 

operating in these days.  

 

These vertical chains of command and control got replaced by interactive networks in 

which every individual nowadays has the chance to say something about a matter by 

posting on blogs; tweeting on Twitter, sharing on Facebook and the list of sharing 

opportunities continues. Castells then adds to that thought by saying that networks had 

the chance to become flexible and adaptable with the introduction of new 

communication technologies, with emphasis on the internet (Castells 2003). Networks 

have thus expanded to a lot of places on the web and are most familiar within web 2.0 

facilities of which blogs; Twitter; Tumblr and all other social media are a part of.   

The introduction of Social Media furthermore made “the values of individual freedom 

and open communication become paramount.” (Castells 2003, p 4).  

We directly see that back now in the fact that there are no limits to what one can share 

on Twitter and Facebook.  In our time, one can find quotes, pictures, reposts of friends, 

reposts of companies or NGO’s that followers have liked on the Internet. There is hardly 

any limits to what one can share. All this information started appearing on everybody’s 

social media feeds unavoidably. Sharing information on a global scale gave room for 

virtual communities to develop on a large scale and, as Castells explains, “epitomized the 

practice of global free speech in an era dominated by media conglomerates and 

censoring government bureaucracies. This freedom of speech then became one of the 

overarching values of the Internet” (Castells,2003, p 54). 

 

Networks are proliferating in all domains of the economy and society, 

outcompeting and outperforming vertically organized corporations and 

centralized bureaucracies.  

(Castells 2003, p 1) 
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Svensson also acknowledges this: “The long-raging debate over the potential of the 

Internet and new media to invigorate citizen’s participation in politics is not a matter of 

theoretical speculation anymore but an acutely practical affair. Nowadays when citizens, 

activists and participants in social movements want to voice their views and define their 

political identities they increasingly do so in hybrid media environments.” (Svensson et 

al 2012,p 1). Taking that back to the scope of businesses, it meant that citizens also 

started to take part in criticizing companies´ politics online.  

 

Furthermore, organizations that once had a vertical communicating nature of operating 

then had to submit to the logic of media that turned out being a network of interactive 

communications of which information sharing was one of the main drivers.  

The impact this had on organizational communication was thus big, as transparency of 

companies became one of the main drivers  for them on the Internet. Companies started 

having to deal with a whole new –potential- consumer community whom they all have to 

convince of their legitimacy. What is more is that, Martin Sorrell, group chief executive of 

WPP – a world leader in advertizing and marketing services – considers that the voice of 

ordinary people is increasingly as loud as that of mainstream media (Argenti et al. 

2009).  This could indicate that a power shift is occurring now that there are so many 

stakeholders who have a say on the web. 

 

Hjarvard acknowledges this radical change by mentioning that businesses nowadays 

have a weakened autonomous pole by being dependent on media such as the social 

media site Facebook which indicates one of the signals of the power struggle occurring. 

(Hjarvard 2008). What we see happening is that communication between businesses 

and consumers, previously occurring via more private channels of communication such 

as e-mail or telephone, now has the opportunity to be taken publicly by means of posts 

and likes below a public Facebook page of a company. This in turn puts businesses in 

vulnerable positions when using Social Media. Companies have to make choices at this 

point that they didn’t have to think about before: do they delete complaints? Do they 

interact with followers online or do they move the conversation to more private 

channels? Are they open to feedback or do they choose to not interact with consumers 

below Facebook posts at all?  
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New ways of communicating address new questions with regards to communication 

strategies. However it also deals with new questions with regards to the communities 

that are following these companies. As Castells mentioned, they are the ones who are 

implementing the freedom of speech (Castells 2003). Companies for that reason are 

focusing a lot on matters such as legitimacy, risk management strategies, impression 

management and corporate social reporting. Svensson recognizes the ways companies 

are trying to engage with consumers as he brings up an example of a digitally supported 

campaign which addresses the need to bring citizens and municipal-decision makers 

together. He mentions a Swiss municipality project that outlines a strategy incorporating 

both social media and open data approaches which, he explains, goes beyond the usual 

e-participation goals of consultation (Svensson et al 2012). 

 

This example is one of many that shows how legal entities are trying to engage with 

their consumers in an active way. As companies have drastically started looking into 

their online strategies more thoroughly , it is worth investigating how much power 

consumers and communities nowadays really have on Social Media. Finding out how 

much they like to interact; try to execute power over the internet and how they interpret 

the spaces of social media, can give businesses a good idea of what is awaiting them in 

terms of communications with their consumers in the future. It seems that before the 

rise of Social Media it was the media conglomerates who addressed and questioned 

legitimacy and other cases of companies, whereas nowadays it appears that a part of 

spreading both subjective and objective views has been handed over to the people.  

1.2 Purpose of the Research 

As many scholars such as Castells, Hjarvard and Bennett have argued: the interaction 

between businesses and consumers on social media has changed significantly. Whereas 

in the past communication was highly focused on lean-back media; lean-forward media 

in which consumers are able to interact with the medium, have shown a rise.  As a result 

of that, the power structures along with the open construction of the web 2.0 have also 

changed. Leiner et al. elaborate about this as follows: “the Internet is as much a 

collection of communities as a collection of technologies and its success is largely 

attributable to both satisfying basic community needs as well as utilizing the community 

in an effective way to push the infrastructure forward.” (Leiner et al. 1997,p 106). 
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 This statement clearly indicates that the Internet deals with a lean-forward attitude in 

which the infrastructure of the Internet is being pushed forward by the community. 

Nowadays we can see this back in a lot of  platforms. Social platforms such as Facebook 

and Twitter depend on its users being active by sharing messages, photo’s and so on. In 

other words, the platforms simply depend on people interacting with each other 

through the platform. 

 

The power that these communities receive in terms of keeping the platform alive 

however, can also turn into forces that push against authorities, corporations and such. 

George Monbiot, declared in the Guardian that "the people's movements being deployed 

against corporate power are perhaps the biggest, most widespread popular risings ever 

seen." (Redden 2001,p 1).  

Moreover,  Denegri-Knott et al explain that “despite the centrality of power for the 

evolution of organization, and legitimacy of marketing practice and theory, marketers 

still lack a clear understanding of the various intellectual traditions and theoretical 

origins that inform discussions of consumer power.” (Denegri-Knott et al. 2006,p 951). 

 

Furthermore they elaborate on the fact that general claims have been made considering 

consumers who are empowered by the Internet (Pitt et al. 2002), by increased 

competition in the market place (Moynagh et al. 2002) and by the political implications 

of consumer choice (Scammel 2000). The development of conceptual and analytical 

tools to measure such claims however is lacking. According to Denegri-Knott et al, this 

means that “the amount of definitions of the word power is seen as problematic for any 

research agenda seeking to understand consumer empowerment, because observations 

linked to whether or not consumers are empowered are irrevocably devoted to the 

starting definition of power supporting those claims.” (Denegri-Knott et al. 2006, p 951). 

 

Svensson also sees this as problematic as he explains: “I found that power had not 

disappeared with the rise of network types of organizations, media and communication. 

Rather what I found was a shift from more tangible and easily observable hierarchical 

power structures to more nontransparent relations of power.” (Svensson 2011,p 3) 

Depicting the definition of consumer power within an online environment would thus be 
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a good start for laying  a foundation for a theory on which future research can build 

upon.  

 

Investigating these power structures is furthermore of importance as the technology 

research company Gartner1 explains how social media technologies will replace emails 

as primary tool for communication in enterprise settings. Meaning that companies 

sooner or later will have to submit to communication via social media channels. If social 

media technologies will in fact replace e-mails for instance, we will see more interaction 

and possibly less privacy within those interactions. This means that if companies truly 

will have to subject to social media in the future both in internal and external 

communication, they will have to adjust to changed communication patterns. Businesses 

are in the midst of increasing media and communication channels and in the midst of 

sharing the highest amounts of information ever seen until now. For that reason, they 

have not and cannot have reached the ultimate way of communicating on such a big 

scale while at the same time being visible by such a large amount of people. They have to 

consider both their legitimacy and authority on levels they never had to before. Other 

than that, they will also have to consider the amount of power their communities in fact 

have and how communities are in fact using their power in open spaces (the open space 

refers to all spaces in the online environment that communities can use to their own 

interpretation). Everybody is watching and a lot of those people watching will want to 

have a say in something that companies are doing. As reveals the success of the web 2.0 

facilities: people want to interact and comment; they want to have a say. Moreover, next 

to subjection to social media; corporate responsibility and legitimacy are terms that 

companies did also have to subject to. Thinking about going green; helping kids in a 

third world country or organizing a charity dinner, for some companies it became a 

whole separate branch within the organization. Enterprises became corporate citizens 

because just as citizens, “enterprises are esteemed and judged by their actions in 

relation to the community of which it is a member, as well as by its economic 

performance.”(Drori et al. 2006,p 720). 

 

                                                 
1
 (Social Media Today, 2013) 
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Within the skeleton of web 2.0 technologies and social media, one sees that companies 

turned into the spotlight. Whereas Social Media pages were intended to create large 

communities of potential customers for companies’ products and services, they have 

also known downsides. Discussions about topics such as globalization, legitimacy and 

corporate responsibility have found their ways into large communities. Having said that, 

it is important to mention that individuals within communities can also turn into 

stakeholders as these are individuals who affect or are affected by organizations 

(Mitchell et al. 1997) .When looking at Facebook, one thus sees that stakeholders can 

like or reply on posts that a company has posted. These can both be compliments or 

complaints since, when looking at the definition of a stakeholder, affecting can both be 

understood in both positive and negative terms. Today, individuals are receiving a 

certain power to behold the message that was formerly only reserved for media 

conglomerates. They can say anything they want about either company’s products, 

services and ethics and now that social media has become so big, we see that 

communities publicly address complaints regarding these matters. Combined, all 

consumers or stakeholders stand as a collective identity which can work as one force 

against authorities.  

 

Though a lot of attention has already been given to discussing the changed power 

relations within a political or activist framework, the researcher has found little 

research that focuses on the changed power structures within business consumer 

frameworks and Social Media. Moreover, power relations have been analyzed in the 

more apparent  environment on the web such as on the ‘review sites’ where people can 

assess products, services and the legitimacy of other people who are assessing.  

The web however became such an open and diverse space that various web 2.0 features 

started blending in with various websites that support web 2.0 technologies yet meant 

for different usage. Meaning that one can link diverse blogs, articles and pictures with 

Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Pinterest and the other way around. The usage of those sites 

therefore doesn’t have to necessarily be limited to one function only.  

 

Moreover, linking and spreading messages has never been so easy which explains the 

blending of usage behaviors onto different websites as well. As an example: if a person 

posts something on Twitter and then links his tweet account to Facebook; Facebook in 
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that case is indirectly being used as a Twitter account. This also applies to the feedback 

function within web 2.0 technologies. Although review sites are designed for assessing, 

it doesn’t mean that assessing specifically happens on those websites. The role of power 

and counter powers spread over the web quickly after open interaction became 

possible. To conclude the reasons why this research has been carried out:  

 

Changed ways of Interaction 

The interaction between business and consumer has changed and companies will 

sooner or later have to submit to communication via social media channels. 

 

Changed understanding of Power 

Power and consumer empowerment know vague definitions in the online environment 

as scholars such as Svensson and Denegreti have acknowledged. 

 

Lack of Research in this Area 

Research paid a lot of attention to power relations within a political or activist 

framework and the obvious places where counter power is known to take place such as 

review sites and activism sites, however there is little research that can be found about 

power and counter power within business consumer frameworks on social media.  

 

This thesis hence has the purpose to give a perspective on how power can be 

interpreted in the online environment. This will be done by analyzing how people are 

using companies Facebook pages to their own interpretation and see how those 

interpretations could be an effect of empowerment in the online sphere.  

 

1.3 Research Question 
Taking the purpose of the research in mind, the research question is stated as follows:  

 

How do people use the space to exercise consumer power in the open structure of 

Social Media?  
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1.4 Research Method 

 

As this thesis will study the texts of posts and comments between consumers and 

businesses on Facebook, the methods that this thesis can apply stay limited to a content 

or discourse analysis as those are the main methods that study texts.  

It is important to still distinct both methods as they play different parts within Social 

Science research. Discourse analysis is more focused on the qualitative and the 

interpretive and “whereas other qualitative methodologies work to understand or 

interpret social reality as it exists, discourse analysis tries to uncover the way that 

reality is produced.” (Phillips et al. 2002,p 19). 

 

Discourse furthermore also presumes that it is impossible to strip discourse from its 

broader context (Fairclough 1995). 

Hardy adds to that by saying that “the meanings of any discourse are ‘created, supported 

and contested through the production, dissemination and consumption of texts; and 

emanate from interactions between the social groups and the complex societal 

structures in which the discourse is embedded.” (Hardy 2001,p 28) 

Social reality is thus not something that we uncover but something that is actively 

created through meaningful interaction. (Philips et al. 2004,p 20) 

 

A content analysis on the contrary is focused on a quantitative method by means of 

coding texts into categories and testing pre-set hypothesizes. Furthermore, content 

analysis is “the study of the text itself, not of its relation to its context nor to the 

intentions of the producer of the text.” (Philips et al. 2004,p 20). 

It is important to mention that both discourse and content analysis are interested in 

exploring social reality, the ontology of discourse analysis however argues that reality is 

socially constructed whereas content analysis’s reality argument is that independent 

reality exists (Philips et al. 2004,p 21). 

With regards to the topic that this research carries, a content analysis is most applicable 

as this thesis wants to reflect upon the way consumers use the open spaces that 

Facebook offers them without looking too much into the context of the surroundings, 

but by putting the messages that are coded into categories. After the actual empirical 

research is conducted; an analysis will make clear how the messages fit within the 
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context of social media. For that reason, objectivity is wished for during the research as 

with this topic, it is not so much about the meaning behind ‘why’ consumers use the 

spaces the way they use them but more about the ‘how’ and whether that fits with 

theories that refer to the why’s.   

 

Power is furthermore a very subjective term that is interpreted by everyone very 

differently. As there are so many definitions of power, it is more essential to lay a 

foundation of what power of communities even means in terms of open spaces on Social 

Media as without that foundational knowledge, a discourse analysis would lack a clear 

context and therefore a meaning. Moreover, chronologically seen it is more logical to 

first answer the what’s and how’s before the why’s , making this thesis to arrange   

hypothesizes upon the meaning of power in context of Social Media in the first place.  

 

Coding of Facebook responses will take into account both intended and unintended 

ways of people using spaces to their own interpretation by means of complaints, 

warnings, re-posts, personal stories and so on, which will tell us more about the 

distribution of comments on Facebook.  

1.4.1 Choice of  social media frame 

 

In terms of freedom of speech and power, the researcher is aware that there is a lot of 

counter power that is taking place on the web. From various anti-movements who have 

their own websites to share their views to the well-known hacker group anonymous; 

various review sites, comments below news messages that digital newspapers produce 

and so on.  

 

All of these carry a clear example of counter power. Denegri-Knott et al explain that 

power emerges as a specialist force rather than an universal concept (Denegri-Knott et 

al. 2006). 

Therefore it is important for this research to stay within a specific context.  

The researcher has chosen for the Social Media domain in which power is also present 

though may not be as obvious as other more aggressive and obvious types of power on 

pages that the researcher has mentioned in the examples above. Social Media shows that 

there is power present through discussion topics on Twitter; comments or anti-pages 
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people can like and follow on Facebook; Tumblr’s with topics that show a strong opinion 

from an individual and the list goes on. Sharing commentaries, opinions and having 

discussions online, are a couple main drivers of these websites. Discussions that take 

place in real-life - meaning the offline world - normally take place in front of one or two 

persons or small groups of people; even though with social media those same 

discussions do exist as well, the difference is that the public has grown to be thousands 

of people who can see what other people think about a topic on which all those 

thousands of people, if they wish, can respond to. The opportunities to exercise power 

and counter power through Social Media are thus immense however not always 

necessarily evident.  

 

The researcher has chosen Facebook as a social network since, comparing it to other 

social network pages such as Twitter and Tumblr, the feedback system of Facebook is 

the most clear as it deals with posts, comments, likes and shares that are directly visible 

to everyone; whereas on Twitter one doesn’t see the comment about a post directly 

since the wall of a business is only saved for messages coming from own source. If 

someone comments on another one’s Tweet, this will be visible on their own wall and 

not on the wall where the tweet was directed at; unless the individual at whom the 

tweet was directed at ‘retweets’ the message. For that reason, power structures can 

become visible more easily on Facebook despite the fact that the researcher does agree 

that there are power flows present in other Social Media pages too. For this thesis 

specifically, the researcher was curious about seeing how Facebook can possibly turn 

against companies as it follows such an open structure in which everyone can directly 

give commentary about a company in front of the eye of thousands of other followers. 

Besides positive comments, companies could as much deal with negative comments that 

have the possibility to change another one’s view on the company. It is also important to 

make clear that this research will not look into anti-pages of companies as the counter-

power of those pages is apparent.  It is however interesting to look at companies’ own 

official pages since it could turn out being a great paradox to possibly find out that 

Facebook pages that are supposed to promote companies’ products or services might 

not be as supportive as first thought of.  
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1.5 Outline of Theoretical Framework

Uses and Gratifications Theory  

This theory originated as a response to traditional mass media communication and put 

emphasis on the sender and the message. It puts emphasis on the active user and active 

audience (O'Donohoe 1993).  

It’s core assumption focuses on explaining the uses and functions of the media for 

individuals, groups and society in general. There are three objectives in developing uses 

and gratification theory namely: 1)explain how individuals use mass communication to 

gratify their needs; hence: what do people do with the media? 2) to discover underlying 

motives for individual media use. 3) to identify the positive and the negative 

consequences of individual media use. 

The core of the uses and gratifications theory provides the assumption that audience 

members seek out the mass to satisfy individual needs (O'Donohoe 1993). 

 

This model of uses and gratifications theory is broken down into four different needs 

namely: surveillance; personal identity; personal relationships and diversion.  

The need for surveillance all has to do with awareness which is a need that answers the 

desire for knowledge and security over an individual. Identity is furthermore reflected 

upon in the way people need to identify themselves and place themselves within society 

which can be translated into the term of commodity-self nowadays.  

Personal relationships can be divided into relationships with the media and using the 

media within personal relationships. Whereas the first is focused on a feeling of bonding 

with both fiction TV-personalities and reality TV, the latter is focused on the 

phenomenon of ‘everybody talks about it’ so that you feel you are well-informed about 

things happening in the world and can exchange information with your friends, 

colleagues, etcetera. At last, diversion refers to the term escapism which explains the 

need for people to forget about their own lives for a bit when reading a book or 

watching a TV-show (O'Donohoe 1993). 

 

Explanation of use: 

As the research question of this thesis goes as follows: How do people use the space to 

exercise consumer power in the open structure of Facebook?; the question on how and 

why people are actually interpreting those spaces is a matter that needs to be answered. 



19 

 

Whereas the ‘how’ is going to be answered in the research itself, it is the ‘why’ that will 

be answered in the theoretical part. The uses and gratifications theory will for that 

reason give more information considering the reasons on why Facebook is such a 

popular spot for individuals to gather in terms of consumption of that specific media 

tool and will furthermore give answers about the interpretations behind why consumers 

are saying what they are saying in their comments on Facebook. This will in its turn give 

more answers regarding the basic existence of counter power and touch upon topics 

such as consumption of media, surveillance and identity which are going to be discussed 

in part I of this thesis.   

 

The Rise of the Network Society and Communication Power by Castells  

The main theory that this thesis is going to support is that one of Castells and the 

Network  Society in which he mentions that the developments of media lead to a 

creation of social space where power is decided (Castells 2000).  

Because networks moved from vertical to horizontal hierarchies, movements and 

politics were able to intervene more easily than they used to before. Corporations 

however, have also invested in what Castells calls the new communication space. As a 

result of that Castells (2011) explains that mass media and horizontal communication 

networks are converging which is resulting into an evolution in the historical shift of the 

public sphere from the institutional realm to the new communication space.  

Castells defines power as “the relational capacity that enables a social actor to influence 

asymmetrically the decisions of other social actor(s) in ways that favor the empowered 

actor’s will, interest and values.”(Ibid, 2011,p 10). 

Ibid. furthermore mentions four different kinds of network power of which the 

definition of network power will receive extra focus as this explains that in mass-self 

communication the diversity of formats is the rule and that this amplifies the diffusion of 

messages beyond control (Castells 2011).  

 

Explanation of use: 

Whereas the uses and gratifications theory touches more upon the question on why 

people want to feel empowered and why they express themselves the way they do on 

Social Media when consuming companies on Facebook; the theory of the network 

society and power can give more answers by looking into questions on how consumers 
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actually can be empowered in the social media space in the first place and how web 2.0 

technologies have realized that. This theory is going to be touched upon in part II of this 

thesis.  

Consumer sovereignty model and the cultural power model.  

The consumer sovereignty model “advocates assume that aggregated sums of well 

informed autonomous consumer agents possess greater power than individual 

producers.” (Denegri-Knott et al, 2006, p 955).  

The sovereign model is the dominant paradigm that is used for research. 

Since power has many multifaceted meanings, it is important to mark a domain.                

A domain means a “delimitation of consumer power in a specific consumption context.”  

(Ibid. p 957).  

Denegri-Knott et al. then give an example of this as follows: as a consumer having 

received a not well cooked dish, you have the power to perhaps get a refund in that 

restaurant , however the consumer cannot go into the kitchen and finish cooking the 

dish himself, “[h]ence the domain can be defined as the number of individuals and the 

range of actions that a consumer is able to control.” (Ibid. p 957). 

When it comes to Facebook, one of the questions that should be posed then is: do 

stakeholders have what it takes to persevere when they have a complaint?  

Ibid. (p 958) explain that when carrying out a research according to the sovereignty 

model, “researchers must ask whether there is congruence between the original 

motivations driving the initial confrontation and the final outcome of their actions.”  

The cultural power model finds roots in De Certeau’s theory (2011) De Certeau 

describes an individual that introduces play into everyday life so that he may ‘survive’ 

the strategies performed by power. In other words, from the perspective of this model, 

the consumer does not reject power but uses the power that is being used against him in 

the way he wants. This means that consumers have the power to create their own spaces 

and goods instead of adapting to them. 

 

Explanation of use: 

Whereas the theory of Castells will explain more with regards to how consumers are 

empowered by changed structures in the New Information Space, the theory of the 

consumers sovereignty explains more about the way consumers can be empowered 

when they act as a collective identity. With regards to the research question, this can 
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give answers about the empowerment of consumers on Facebook as being part of a 

community and having the opportunity to read information, not only from the 

businesses post but also from other members of the community, which gives individuals 

the power to form an opinion by selecting and re-posting information that connects with 

their views about a specific matter. By doing that, the consumers that support each other 

then can stand together against a business when matters about a companies’ ethics or 

services are being brought up by several stakeholders in the online space.  

As for the cultural power model, it can explain more with regards to how the consumers 

are using the spaces on Facebook as a way to neglect the power of authorities.  

Trust-Transitivity principle  

Having said that, the trust-transitivity principle by Jøsang et al. (2007) is the last theory 

that is going to be part of the theoretical framework.   

This principle explains that a trust system reflects an individuals’ subjective view of an 

entity’s trustworthiness and takes more general measures of trust into account. As the 

decentralization theory of Bourdieu (1986) who explains that even autonomous fields 

get influenced by other fields, it can be discussed that this is also the case on Facebook. 

While businesses may have an autonomous pole to a certain degree, both the 

stakeholders and Facebook are the heteronomous pole that can influence a corporation 

online. As it is acknowledged by Bourdieu (1986) that a full percentage of autonomy 

cannot exist as there will always be influential external factors from the outside; one can 

now argue how much power these external factors in fact have with regards to this 

research in terms of the stakeholders and followers of companies.  

Although Jøsang et al.(2007) refer to specific review sites and its web 2.0 mechanisms 

that were intentionally created for letting stakeholders post reviews about products, 

services and more; there are similarities to be found with the Facebook mechanism.    

The authors explain that the trust transitivity principle can normally be found back in a 

trust system. They make that clear via a figure in which they explain: “When Alice trusts 

Bob, and Bob trusts Claire and Bob refers Claire to Alice, then Alice can derive a measure 

of trust in Claire based on Bob’s referral combined with her trust in Bob.”  

As the authors explain that trust can also be built online; this theory has to enlighten 

more about the possibility of stakeholders in online environments whom trust each 

other and can therefore create a bigger counter power against a corporation. Other than 

that, this theory has to enlighten about how different kinds of web 2.0 functionalities are  
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operating together in spaces which are not necessarily intended for being used in 

another way, yet they are.  

The trust-transitivity principle will hence support the question on how much legitimacy 

stakeholders have on Facebook and look into how exactly those trust and review 

systems can be found back in the functioning of Facebook.  

 

Explanation of use: 

With regards to the research question, the trust transitivity principle can also tell more 

about how much the consumer is actually empowered in terms of how a collective 

identity that trusts each other can turn out to be more powerful than only one entity. 

Furthermore, it will enlighten on how the open spaces of web 2.0 technologies allowed 

people to use Facebook as more than only a site that is supposed to work as a 

promotional tool for companies. As Facebook has elements of a review system; this can 

empower consumers as well. This theory will be presented in this thesis in part III. 

1.5.1 The relationship between the theories: 

The table below explains how all theories are connected in one overview. As the table 

shows, this thesis focuses on empowerment of people through people’s needs for 

exercising counter power; the changed and blending online structures in new media and 

web 2.0 technologies; making people say what they want anywhere on the web, and 

through the collective identity of a community that is able to trust each other even when 

they have only met in the online environment.    
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How do people use the space to exercise consumer power in the open structures 

of Facebook? 

 

 

 

The Network Society and Communication Power theories of Castells have framed the 

perspective this thesis wants to maintain in terms of the fact that the changed 

architecture of the online environment has given the power back to the consumers 

because of the change in the hierarchy of networks, which went from vertical into 

horizontal. The uses gratification model connects to that theory as the open spaces that 

horizontal networks have offered the crowd, have given individuals and communities an 

open door to interpret spaces; and presented opportunities for the expression of the Self 

via media. The consumer sovereignty model then advocates assumption that aggregated 

sums of well informed autonomous consumer agents possess greater power than 

individual producers and looks into the way consumers will take control over things 

they are able to take control over.  

The trust transitivity principle then elucidates on the use of review sites and the way the 

open structure of the web 2.0 has empowered users to interpret the usage of different 

web 2.0 sites the way they want to. The trust transitivity principle thus explains how 

users are empowered in terms of, not only by the tools they can use for the expressing 

themselves, but also in terms of the way stakeholders believe other stakeholders’ 

messages are credible; even though they haven’t necessarily met in the offline 

environment.  

Empowerment 

People's needs
Uses & Gratifications 

Theory

Changed & Blending 
Online Structures in New 

Media/Web 2.0 
technologies

Communication Power & 
the New  Communication 

Space + Cultural Power 
Model

A  collective identity that 
trusts each other

Consumer Sovereignty 
Model & Trust 

Transitivity Principle
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The theories that this thesis is supporting, are divided into three parts as the table 

already indicates. The first part is going to touch upon empowerment through people’s 

needs, the second part is going to talk about empowerment through changed and 

blending structures of New Media and Web 2.0 technologies and the third part is going 

to discuss empowerment through a collective identity that is able to trust each other 

online.  
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Part I Empowerment through people’s needs 

 

2.1 Introduction to the chapter 

In the book ‘Communication Power’, Castells brings forward an important result that 

many investigations have proven to be true 

and which has the ability to influence all 

online and offline communication: people tend 

to believe what they want to believe (Castells 

2011). This phenomenon is called a biased 

selectivity of the critical mind which explains 

that: “experiments have showed that people 

are much more critical in evaluating facts than 

contradict their beliefs than those that 

support what they think.”  

This chapter will explain more ways on how 

the need for power and counter power can be 

explained by various theories of human needs. 

With regards to Social Media, those needs can be linked to answer the questions to why 

people have the need to oppose power and why Social Media has traits that let 

Facebook, Twitter and so on, grown to be popular places where masses all over the 

globe gather to exercise counter power.  

 

Commodity-self and the consumerist culture 

Behind the existence of power and counter-power there are present human needs that 

need to be reflected upon which are based on the development of the consumer culture.   

Slater et al. explains this with the quote that is mentioned above. People are carrying out 

these ‘identity projects’ by means of consumption. (Slater et al. 1999, p 5) 

He explains that the concept of needs is one of the fundamentals when explaining the 

consumerist culture and explores the social relation between private life and public 

institutions. Ibid (1999) then mentions three central issues that are related to the 

We see ourselves as people who 

‘choose’, who are inescapably 

‘free’ and self-managing, who 

make decisions about who we are 

or want to be and use purchased 

goods, services and experiences 

to carry out these identity 

projects (Slater et al. 1999,p 5). 

 



26 

 

concept of needs which are: commercialization and the economy, cultural reproduction 

and ‘ethics’ and identity.  

 

Something that is crucial to understand here is the quote from Slater et al. (1999, p 

1165-1168): 

 

“needs’ are not social in the simple sense that there are ‘social influences’ or ‘social 

pressures’ or processes of ‘socialization’ through which ‘society’ ‘moulds’ ‘the individual’. 

The central point is a different one: When I say that ‘I need something’, I am making at 

least two profoundly social statements: firstly, I am saying that I ‘need’ this thing in order 

to live a certain kind of life, have certain kinds of relations with others (for example, have 

this kind of family), be a certain kind of person, carry out certain actions or achieve certain 

aims. Statements of need are by their very nature profoundly bound up with assumptions 

about how people would, could or should live in their society: needs are not only social but 

also political in that they involve statements about social interests and projects.” 

 

We hence see that consumer culture has tied the intimate private world to public, the 

social and the macro (Ibid.). 

This consumerist culture is clearly visible on Facebook. People identify themselves 

because of their basic need of identification. Taking that back to a business and 

consumer framework, we see individuals liking Facebook pages which help in 

identifying themselves. On Facebook, individuals can become members or fans of pages 

within themes such as movie stars, their favorite airline, their favorite music bands, 

magazines, TV-shows and so on. All these pages are able to be ‘liked’ and help in forming 

one’s identity. The name of this phenomenon is the commodity-self.  

Facebook can develop the commodity-self by means of individuals commenting on 

certain matters, starting discussions, liking organizations’ pages or fundraising projects 

etcetera. This in return gives them a sense of commodity-self which is “the idea that our 

subjectivities are constructed in part through our consumption and use of 

commodities.”(Ewen 2001, p 279). 

 

Consuming therefore in Slater’s view doesn’t specifically only mean the act of buying a 

product or supporting it.  He explains that “in consuming we do not –ever – simply 



27 

 

reproduce our physical existence but also ‘reproduce’ – sustain, evolve, defend, contest, 

imagine, reject – culturally specific, meaningful ways of life.” (Slater et al. 1999, p 1165-

1168). Having said that, we see that defining one’s identity also means defending or 

rejecting that what is not seen as accepted in one’s views and beliefs, explaining the 

foundational existence of counter power.  

 

Developments in the field of globalization, the Internet and more specifically the web 2.0  

with its interactive features, have contributed to the easy flow of both power and 

counter power in the online environment. Recent research has also showed how much 

identity plays an important role in the usage of Social Media.  

 

A netnographic research that was carried out by Svensson observed the different 

profiles of SÖFÖ activist on the Ning-site. Svensson then mentions in his findings that “it 

becomes obvious that a lot of what is going on is identity negotiation and maintenance. 

The groups and forums they participate in and the kinds of photos they upload can all be 

conceived of as material in their identification processes. This is even more the case 

when observing their Facebook profiles where even more space is allowed for linking to 

all different kinds of people, causes, brands and popular culture.”(Svensson 2011, p 11). 

 

2.2 Uses and Gratification Theory 

The uses and gratification theory explains the reason why people use media in order to 

satisfy their personal needs. This will, like the other theories, also explain more about 

the reasons why people want to exercise counter power. This model of uses and 

gratifications theory is broken down into four different needs namely: surveillance; 

personal identity; personal relationships and diversion. The need for surveillance all has 

to do with awareness which is a need that answers the desire for knowledge and 

security over an individual (O'Donohoe 1993). 

 

Identity is furthermore reflected upon in the way people need to identify themselves 

and place themselves within society which can be translated into the term of 

commodity-self nowadays. Personal relationships can be divided in relationships with 

the media and using the media within personal relationships. Whereas the first is 

focused on a feeling of bonding with both fiction TV-personalities and reality TV, the 
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latter is focused on the phenomenon of ‘everybody talks about it’ so that you feel you are 

well-informed about things happening in the world and that you can exchange that 

knowledge with your friends. At last, diversion refers to the term ‘escapism’ that 

explains the needs for people to forget about their own lives for a bit when reading a 

book or watching a TV-show (O'Donohoe 1993). 

In terms of the usage of web 2.0 technologies, these needs received a lot of satisfaction 

as all of those needs can be saturated by sharing, liking, reading new stories online, 

commenting below posts and so on. People can now saturate their personal identity 

through liking pages of businesses, idols; hence anything that fits within their opinions. 

They can read news messages that friends have shared and respond to it which leads to 

saturating the needs of surveillance and personal relationships. They can escape by 

reading other people’s issues on blogs, Twitter, Facebook and so on. Web 2.0 made the 

list of possibilities endless. Svensson recognizes this need and sees a pattern in needs 

appearing with regards to the usage of Social media : “I would argue that a central aspect 

of the emerging network logic is that it disciplines us to be constantly updated in two 

different ways – to update the network of our doings, thoughts and feelings as well as to 

be updated of the doings in the network.” (Svensson 2011, p 16). Furthermore, as 

explained before with the term Commodity-Self, the forming of identity is an important 

stimulus for using media and also for exercising counter power when some value or 

news message doesn’t align with one’s own personal views on a matter. This counter 

power can be found within all of the needs of the gratifications theory as one can argue 

about a certain matter to either bond with other people (personal relationships); feed on 

creating an own identity; feel like one knows something about a matter for self-security 

and the need for cognition, and to turn onto other problems to escape from their own.  

2.4 Conclusion  

This chapter explained the need of identifying oneself by means of the term of  

commodity-self and doing that with the use of (social) media. One of the key 

components of the commodity-self explains that “in consuming we do not –ever – simply 

reproduce our physical existence but also ‘reproduce’ – sustain, evolve, defend, contest, 

imagine, reject – culturally specific, meaningful ways of life.” (Slater et al. 1999, p 4).  As 

we are living in a consumerist society that shapes our identities, it means that within the 

act of consuming, we will also reject that what we think is not part of our identities.  

  



29 

 

Part II Empowerment through the changed 

understanding of power & blending structures 

as a result of Globalization; New Media and 

Web 2.0 technologies.  

 

3.1 Introduction to the chapter 

Whereas chapter two focused on the internal development of power by looking at the 

human ‘self’ with the help of theories of the Commodity Self and the Uses Gratification 

Theory, this chapter will focus on the external development of power by taking into 

account the topic of Globalization and how counter power has developed from that by 

means of the decentralization of authorities. This chapter will then furthermore 

elaborate on the relationship globalization and decentralization have with media 

consumption with the help of the table of the Six Stages of Media and Communication, 

and will therefore give an understanding on the first developments of the empowerment 

of people with regards to Social Media.  

3.3 Globalization and the Mediascape  

3.3.1 Globalization and Media consumption  

Globalization is a topic that has not always been regarded as something that was caused 

by media movements but was rather explained through economic and political matters. 

Nevertheless, globalization has certainly had impact on developments such as the 

speeding up of consumption and brand recognition and therefore also the speeding up 

of those consumption patterns on Social Media. Other than that, globalization also 

played a role in changed power patterns which the next paragraph is going to focus on.  

Rantanen finds that the role of the media is missing in the definition of globalization by 

many scholars such as Lull (Rantanen, 2005). Because even though Lull (2000) has 

portrayed the media and communication stages that are going to be elaborated upon in 

the next paragraph in which he acknowledges that media have changed the power 

relations, he doesn’t mention those stages in a relationship between media’s 

development and the development of globalization in his definition of globalization 

which goes as follows:  
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 “(Globalization) is best considered a complex set of interacting and often countervailing 

human material, and symbolic flows that lead to diverse, heterogonous, cultural 

positioning and practices, which persistently and variously modify established sectors of 

social, political and cultural power.” (Lull, 2000, p 150). 

 

However, globalization definitely has connection to media and media consumption. 

Multinational corporations have crossed borders and made people familiar with global 

brands such as Coca-Cola; Nike and McDonald’s.  Two sub-categories of globalization 

namely Mcdonaldization and Americanization can explain more with regards to the 

worldwide consumption of global brands. Although some people put the words 

McDonaldization and Americanization in one phrase, they do not have the same 

meaning. Whereas McDonaldization is “the process by which the principles of the fast-

food restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as 

well as of the rest of the world.”(Ritzer 1996, p 3),Americanization puts emphasis on the 

domination of Americanized culture on the world scene and Globalization is defined as 

“the compression of the world and the intensification of consciousness of the world as a 

‘whole” (Robertson,1992, p 8). 

 

When looking closer into the term of McDonaldization, it should become clear that the 

writer didn’t only refer to McDonalds, nor did he merely refer to any fast-food 

restaurant. He refers to any corporation which spreads over multiple countries globally 

and is known by features such as name and logo such as IKEA, Hennes & Mauritz, ZARA 

with a concept that is similar to the McDonald’s format.   

Globalization of which Americanization and McDonaldization are effects of, made the 

spread and recognition of brands possible where after Social Media speeded this process 

of globalization up. Ulrich et al. recognize this occurrence as they mention in their book - 

Global America? The Cultural consequences of Globalization -  as follows: “technological 

advances of media generate a heightened awareness of the world filtered through the 

international media and commodity culture.” (Ulrich et al. 2003, p 32). 

 

With the introduction of Social Media, the consumption of these products or services 

that corporations produce did become greater. As a result we see that both globalization 
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and the Internet made the possibilities for consuming more accessible. This answers the 

needs for the search for a person’s commodity-self, which the researcher has explained 

in chapter one.  

 

Whereas globalization firstly made it possible to introduce people to different kinds of 

brands by means of (local) TV-commercials; advertisements in magazines and by being 

available in national stores; the Internet speeded up these non-territorial borders and 

made it possible to let people consume their –possibly already known - products via web 

shops; Facebook pages; websites ; Tumblr’s, Twitter’s, anywhere in the world.   

What is important to point out here is that the researcher considers consuming not to be 

limited to purchasing. Consuming also means looking and-or interacting with the brand. 

Consuming in the offline world thus can mean looking at brands in shops, feeling the 

material of a jacket; looking at an advertisement at a bus stop or in a magazine and so 

forth. In ‘online’ context, it can mean scrolling through web shops and web pages of 

companies; looking at online advertisements etcetera.  

With social media technologies, the researcher sees a consuming type that is more and 

more focused on conversation between companies and consumers.  

 

Rantanen mentions that the three scholars Giddens, Thompson and Tomlison, though all 

having different views on globalization, could still come to agree that the three 

phenomena of social relations, forms of interaction and experience are interrelated and 

overlapping (Rantanen 2005). Other than that, they also agreed upon the reality that 

media and communications play an important role in all of the phenomena and most 

important, that the nature of these relationship has changed largely because of media 

and communications. Appadurai (1988) also recognizes the role of media within 

globalization as his theory of the five scapes that constitute globalization contains a 

mediascape. This mediascape refers both to the distribution of the electronic capabilities 

to produce and disseminate information and to the images created by these media. 

(Rantanen 2005). Media has hence played an important role in the development of 

globalization and has also experienced change as did political and economic fields. Both 

globalization and media have speeded up consumption patterns and allowed 

corporations to reach global recognition. These changes in globalization and the way 

media is being consumed, have also had effect on power relations.  
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The next paragraph is going to explain how the change of power structures has been 

affected by both globalization and media developments.  

3.3.2 Globalization and Power developments 

 

“Modernists in the 1970’s saw telecommunications and jet travel as creating a global 

village, and believed that the territorial state, which has dominated world politics since the 

feudal age, was being eclipsed by nonterritorial actors such as multinational corporations, 

transnational social movements and international organizations.” (Keohane et al. 1998, p 

215). 

 

A global village with non-territorial actors, this describes the Internet as it is nowadays 

in a profound way. The Internet mostly doesn’t know any divided territories ,nor does it 

know a central government that it operates from. When it comes to questions regarding 

power, it is therefore an interesting field to do research about. With regards to 

globalization, the Internet is both a cause and effect of the phenomenon. A cause since, 

when looking at Lull’s Six Stages of Media and Communication (Lull 2000), we see that 

various shapes of media caused a certain medium to be existing, which in its own turn 

caused discrepancies in the way communication was communicated in time, space, 

reach and inclusion. An effect because the Internet’s attributes such as communities, 

social media, international websites and so on, made globalization grow into becoming a 

global village with non-territorial actors as Keohane et al. (1998) mention.   

The phenomenon of globalization however needs to be closer looked upon considering 

that many scholars have had different views about it. Rantanen (2005) brings up three 

different types of scholars whom each have their own view about globalization. One type 

of scholars declines globalization and says it doesn’t exists, then there is the so-called 

hyperglobalizers who say that the end of nation-states is coming close and at last, there 

is the transformation theorists. Both Giddens (1991) and Castells (2000) support 

globalization from a transformational point of view as they argue that “globalization is a 

central driving force behind the rapid social, political and economic changes that are 

reshaping modern societies and world order.” (Held 1999, p 85). From transformations 

theorists point of view, this quote underlines another importance of discussing 

globalization when talking about power relations in the Information Age. Giddens and 

Castell’s namely say that globalization is going to change the world order as we know it. 
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Decentralization and digitalization are the key words that have caused this new found 

world order. The theory of decentralization is brought up by Hjarvard (2008). He 

explains decentralization with the theory of Bourdieu who makes a distinction between 

autonomous and heteronomous poles (Bourdieu 1986). Ibid. then argues that the media 

occupy a prominent place in a growing number of fields’ heteronomous poles, thereby 

challenging those fields autonomous poles. Hence he argues that the degree of 

mediatization depends on how much the respective field’s autonomous pole has 

weakened. Hjarvard then mentions that any empirical analysis of mediatization should 

enquire whether and to what extent other institutions stand to win or lose autonomy in 

their interaction with various forms of media.”(Hjarvard, 2008). Bourdieu argues that no 

field is totally autonomous and that all fields are to a greater or lesser degree influenced 

by other fields. (Ibid. 1986). 

Castells also brings up the terms globalization and power in a phrase in which he 

explains that nation, state and territory characterize the boundaries of society. (Castells 

2011). 

 

Yet this methodological nationalism is rightly challenged by Ulrich Beck because 

globalization has redefined the territorial boundaries of the exercise of power. Castell’s 

then mentions Beck’s quotation which goes as follows: 

 

“Globalization, when taken to its logical conclusion, means that the social sciences must be 

grounded anew as a reality-based science of the transnational-conceptually, theoretically, 

methodologically , and organizationally as well. This includes the fact that there is a need 

for the basic concepts of “modern society” – household, family,class, democracy, 

domination, state, economy, the public sphere, politics and so on –to be released from the 

fixations of methodological nationalism and redefined and reconceptualized in the context 

of methodological cosmopolitanism.” (Beck  et al. 2003, p 50). 

 

As for the digitization and the new world order, the six stages of media and 

communications also acknowledge the new dynamics of how power is exercised; the 

table namely shows that digital media have included another stakeholder within the 

control segment. When looking at the table first of all, we see that digital media made it 

possible for communication to be operated in two ways, for space to not matter, to attain 
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a global reach and to have access and affordability of the medium being less dependent 

on national infrastructure. With regards to power structures, the table shows another 

important progress of globalization and mediatization, namely that one of the control 

and how the controlling entities over time have changed from being church and 

bourgeoisie based to being controlled by largely companies and governmental 

institutions to  end up in the digital age, where one important entity was added namely: 

the individuals.  

 

Globalization therefore certainly plays an important role in the forming of different 

power relations over the ages. With the Six Stages of Media and Communications model, 

we have now seen that individuals have received a lot of power. As the Internet is indeed 

a global village with non-territorial actors, there are no specific rules that territories can 

put on there. Slowly, continental regulations start to appear, however communities 

largely still can do anything they want on the big web. This also goes for the way they 

want to use social media as the mass can interpret social media to be anything they 

want. As an example, they can use Facebook to keep up to date with people’s lives, to 

chat with their friends. They can also choose to play an inactive and only observing role. 

Or to play a critical role by posting about scandals, political issues and so on. 

Furthermore, they can choose to follow Facebook pages that they like, such as sports, 

musicians and companies. By following those pages, they can also choose what functions 

those pages have for them. The list of opportunities is thus endless. This means that 

consumers do not only have the power to say what they want, they have the power to 

say what they want, anywhere they can on the web.   
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 Oral Script 3100 

BC 

Printed 

1440s 

(Europe) 

Wired 

Electronics 

1830s 

Wireless 

Electronics  

1920s 

Digital 1990s 

 

Medium  Letters, 

manuscripts 

Calendars, 

books, 

Newspapers 

Telegraph Radio, 

Television 

Computer, 

Internet 

Communication Interactive Mainly 

interactive 

One-way Mainly one-way Mainly one-way Two-way 

Time Real time Delayed Delayed Immediate Immediate Internet time  

Space Local Extended 

Local 

Local 

extended 

national 

Local, national, 

increasingly 

international 

Local, national, 

global 

Does not 

matter 

Reach Small 

audience 

Restricted 

audience 

Mass 

audience 

Mega mass 

audience 

Mega mass 

audience 

All audiences 

Inclusion   Literate Literate Access based on 

national 

infrastructure  

and 

affordability 

Access based on 

national 

infrastructure 

and 

affordability 

Access and 

affordability 

based less on 

national 

infrastructure 

Control  Church, 

monasteries, 

courts 

Church, 

courts, 

printers, 

bourgeoise 

Governments, 

companies  

Governments , 

companies 

Companies, 

governments, 

individuals 

Six Stages of Media and Communication ,Lull (2000). 

3.4 Conclusion  

Globalization made capitalism speed up and made people consume brands globally. This 

massive consumption by the communities nevertheless could have never been possible 

without the role that the media has played. The development of the Internet and web 2.0 

technologies speeded up consumption patterns that became visible through pages such 

as Facebook, Twitter, which are dependent on self-generated content making the 

consumption process an active one. As a result, the open and two-way spaces of digital 

media gave a part of power back to the communities who in their turn could use the 

pages to their own interpretation. In terms of social media, they have come to be more 

than just a tool to maintain contact with friends; they’ve become a source of information 

where people express their own identities through empowering information but also 

through disempowering it. Companies furthermore have found a way to inform millions 

of people about their brands and practices through the possibilities of social media and 

the effects of globalization. Perhaps not realizing that digital media empowered the 

consumers to disempowering them. 
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4.1 Introduction to the chapter 

Now that the first two chapters have clarified more about the human’s needs with 

regards to why people would want to exercise counter power, the external 

developments of power by means of globalization and the development of the six stages 

of media and communication, this chapter is going to touch upon the role power has 

played relating to Social Media and web 2.0 technologies which Social Media is a result 

of. The main matters that this chapter is going to deliberate upon are the empowerment 

of the stakeholders caused by the introduction of new technology and about how 

separate web 2.0 pages don’t have an explicit user manual but all share the same user 

dynamics that can be interpreted by the users the way they wish to.  

4.2 Developments of Power and Counter Power within Media - The battle over the 
minds of people.
 

In their book ‘Contesting Media Power’, Couldry et al. explain how power belongs to the 

media as they represent culture and a reality of how one experiences the world. 

(Couldry et al. 2003) 

 

By having said that, they make it clear that power is a force that has been given to the 

people that have the access to spread a truth. The power hence lies within those 

individuals or groups that share a specific view and have the power to spread their own 

views via channels that thousands of people can watch and accept as the truth. Power 

lies within spreading a message via media, but who controls the media in the 21st 

Century?  

The theory on power and counter power has been presented by Manuel Castells in 

which he argues that media have become the social space where power is decided 

(2011). Though Castells mainly focuses on powers occurring in the institutional and 

political spheres; these existing powers and counter-powers can also be applied to 

corporations and their activity on Social Media as Castells speaks of the interactivity on 

the Internet with the introduction of web 2.0 technologies of which businesses are also a 

part of. He refers to these businesses later on as ‘purchase corporations’. 
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Additionally, Castells mentions the concept of media businesses. He explains that with 

the introduction of Social Media, businesses have become media producers themselves 

as they post information on these mediums. These interactive networks have led to a 

horizontal way of communicating which led to a so-called mass self-communication; 

meaning that individuals or communities who are active in fields such as politics and 

social movements are able to intervene power structures easily as they could build their 

own channels of mass communication by means of blogs; own YouTube channels; 

podcasts; wikis and so on (Ibid. 2011). Because of this, “a historical shift of the public 

sphere from the institutional realm to the new communication space has taken place.” 

(Castells, 2007, p 238). 

 

This is seen back in the fact that many businesses have chosen to start Social Media 

pages such as Twitter, Tumblr, Foursquare and Facebook. As Facebook is a place where 

global communities gathered; companies understood that they couldn’t leave these 

interactive pages behind as they could reach a large part of their target group on there. 

Castells enlightens that: “communication and information have, throughout history, 

always been fundamental sources of power and counter-power, of domination and 

social change. This is because the fundamental battle being fought in society is the battle 

over the minds of people.” (Ibid. p 238) 

 

Having said that, Castells adds that only “few institutional systems can last long if they 

are predominantly based on sheer repression.”(Ibid. p 238). Meaning that power 

holders such as political organizations and corporations will have more result in shaping 

the minds instead of forcing upon a way of thinking in the first place. Companies have 

the chance of shaping the minds as they can share information in this digital interactive 

spacious communication networks with a worldwide span. By having the opportunity to 

inform so many stakeholders on companies’ activities, one would think that the 

influence over the framing of the mind has grown too. Companies are the ones who post 

the information after all. However, networks became very big and so did the amount of 

stakeholders. Keeping control over such a big crowd is therefore already difficult.  

 

Castells adds to that by saying that mass self-communication has made flows of 

information in the New Information Age “unlimited in diversity; construct and 
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reconstruct every second the global and local production of meaning in the public mind.” 

Castells (2007, p 248) Foucault  also recognized a shift which he describes by using the 

term of disciplinary power which is “the particular form of power and knowledge that 

characterizes modern institutions. In pre-modern societies, like the ancient regime, it 

was the sovereign who made himself visible while the subject population, those upon 

whom power operated, remained unseen.” (Stevenson, 2002, p 142). 

Ibid (p 142) explains that there occurs a “distinctive reversal of this situation in what 

Foucault described as the modern carceral society. Here it is those subjects who are to 

be disciplined, observed and judged, whom the operation of power makes the most 

visible. Now it is power itself that seeks invisibility, while those who become its objects 

of control reappear through the reorganization of institutional space.”  

 

Taking this into the context of businesses and Social Media, we see how companies try to 

become invisible power holders as they want to maintain friendly conversation with 

their followers and maintain conversation in a non-aggressive way which depicts a 

‘consumer is king’ approach.  

Companies know that they can experience global and local counter-power any second of 

the day on the web. There is not only one sender anymore, neither does there only exist 

one thought about a certain matter. With the right tools that the web offered them, 

people started to think for themselves and started spreading their own messages of 

truth about topics such as wars; 3rd world countries, companies ethics and so on.  

What’s more is that McNair explains how any news released in any form from any 

sources has the potential of being immediately virally diffused over the Internet (McNair 

2006). 

 

In addition to that, Castells’ empirical studies on the uses of the Internet in the Catalan 

society show that “the more an individual has a project of autonomy (personal, 

professional, socio-political, communicative), the more she uses the Internet. And in 

time sequence: the more he/she uses the Internet, the more autonomous she becomes 

vis-à- vis societal rules and institutions.”(Castells 2007, p 249). 

As these online networks became so interactive with the introduction of the web 2.0, 

stakeholders nowadays have the possibility to communicate to a company directly. Both 

with possibly compliments or complaints. Having the chance to let all the other 
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stakeholders see and respond to those messages; the distribution of power seems to be 

taken its turns.   

 

Castells gives his own definition on power as follows: 

“power is a structural capacity of a social actor to impose its will over other social 

actor(s).” His definition of counter-power is:“the capacity of a social actor to resist and 

challenge power relations that are institutionalized.” (Castells 2007, p 239). 

 

Castells furthermore describes a so-called phenomenon of ‘collective identity’ which 

doesn’t mobilize in civil society but exists through community building. These 

communities gather together because they have found a meaning that they have in 

common. Castells then mentions that a characteristic of this community building is a 

certain resistance against the surrounding society and against the surrounding society 

and against other communes. This gives the name for this second identity category: a 

resistance category (Valtanen, p 5) . 

 

Another interesting thought that Castells suggests is that in order to execute power in 

the Information Society, a commune has to be able to network and expand into an own 

network. Whereas power in the past meant to struggle over hierarchy, nowadays it 

means to know your way around on the internet ; have the technological knowledge to 

spread messages such as ideas; images and so on. Power has thus known a shift not only 

in the implementation of the word itself, but also in what it means in the 21st century 

digital surroundings as collective identities have turned into resistance identities on-line 

whom as a unit are still not totally understood in terms of how much power they 

encompass and what their implementation of power means in the online world.  As the 

question remains: who exactly is fighting in the battle over the minds of people?  

The consumer sovereignty model used by different scholars argues that “aggregated 

sums of well informed autonomous consumer agents possess greater power than 

individual producers” (Denegri-Knott et al. 2006, p 955). Now that the messages 

according to Castells have become commodities and Facebook can be seen as a free 

market, the consumers as a collective identity are the ones that now also have a say in 

determining what ‘goods’ are being produced in terms of the messages that have been 
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commoditized. The battle over the minds of people does therefore now know a 

horizontally spread distribution.  

4.3 Surveillance over or Surveillance by?  

Many scholars argue that Social Media made surveillance grow, in terms of more power 

to the companies and less to its consumers. As to the research question of this thesis, 

this section contributes to the discussion on how consumers are seen to be empowered.  

Stevenson refers to this saying that “the state, in contemporary settings, relies upon a 

sophisticated dispersal of surveillance technology, in order to watch over the 

individualized bodies of the public. The public makes itself present by allowing a 

sophisticated array of surveillance technology to record its actions. These considerations 

should persuade us that communication technologies generally not only implode diverse 

spheres of social life, but also enable the scrutiny of the least powerful.” (Stevenson 2002, 

p 142). 

 

Even though there is truth in the way the internet enabled the public to be watched over 

on incessantly, the Internet’s interactive environment made it possible to throw the ball 

right back at authorities as consumers nowadays are also able to monitor what 

companies, NGO’s or other institutions are doing. Not only gave the Internet the 

possibility for everyone to share what they think is relevant to know in terms of light-

hearted topics to heavy ethical questions about companies; Social Media nowadays 

allows a conversational environment between businesses and consumers where they 

speak of matters directly in fronts of thousands of other eyes who are also following 

those companies.  

 

In terms of recognizing consumer empowerment; Argenti et. al are more encouraged 

than Stevenson is by stating that “because the Internet empowers consumers; they are 

becoming the ultimate brand evangelists (or brand destroyers) based on the power of 

communications granted by digital platforms. Beyond creating their own content, these 

stakeholders also turn to their peers for brand references.” (Argenti et al. 2009, p 16). 

A full autonomous pole is however not possible as Bourdieu (1986) explains. Thus, the 

web has known a two-sided way of surveillance in which both the mass and the 

authorities and other institutions, organizations or corporations that hold power are 

being watched upon.   
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4.4  The web 2.0 and Enterprise 2.0 

4.4.1 The Web 2.0  

Having described the underlying phenomena of consumer culture, globalization and the 

need for personal identification within the reason for existence of counter power; the 

web 2.0 can explain more regarding the acceleration that this counter power has seen.  

There has been a lot of different definitions about the web 2.0 going around, and since it 

grew out to become an overused term without people even really knowing what it 

meant, some people discarded it as a buzz word that didn’t have any specific meaning.  

Web 2.0 however, definitely has a meaning and can explain a lot about the changed 

power dynamics with regards to Facebook as it is the technology that manifests within 

all the Social Media pages.  

 

McAfee sees the web 2.0 as new technologies that enabled dynamic generation, sharing, 

and enhancement of knowledge among individuals and groups (McAfee 2006). 

O’Reilly wouldn’t totally agree with this as he says that the web 2.0 is much more than 

only a possibility for interaction and sharing by mentioning that it is an attitude and not 

necessarily a technology as companies must be open to accept peer to peer movements 

in which the users get to have more to say and be focused on at least a partly self-

generated content network by allowing participants to include own information like 

Wikipedia does for instance (O’Reilly 2013). He then explains one of the web 2.0 

principles that a technology must offer on the web in order to be a web 2.0 technology 

which he describes by the following principle: the service gets automatically gets better, 

the more people use it.(Ibid. 2013, p 2)2. He then takes the downloading program 

BitTorrent as an example in which he explains the main web 2.0 characteristic as 

follows: “BitTorrent, like other pioneers in P2P movement (peer to peer), takes a radical 

approach to internet decentralization. Every client is also a server, files are broken up 

into fragments that can be served from multiple locations, transparently harnessing the 

network of downloaders to provide both bandwith and data to other users. The more 

popular the file, in fact, the faster it can be served, as there are more users providing 

bandwith and fragments of the complete file. While most web 1.0 technologies have to 

add servers to improve service, every BitTorrent consumer brings his own resources to 

                                                 
2
 O’Reilly (2013) 
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the party. There is an implicit architecture of participation, a built-in ethnic of 

cooperation, in which the service acts primarily as an intelligent broker, connecting the 

edges to each other and harnessing the power of the users themselves.” (Ibid. 2013, p2).  

Hence, examples of these web 2.0 technologies that have been implemented in websites 

are blogs, wikis, Social Media pages such as Twitter, Tumblr, Facebook, Instagram and so 

on, as those websites’ utilities are based on user-generated content.  

Along with the sharing dynamics, the possibility for individuals to share information, 

comments, complaints and ‘likes’ rose.  

 

With the developments of the web 2.0; businesses understood that they had to 

implement Social Media in their strategies as that was the place where their potential 

and existing consumers could all be found on. Naturally, Social Media started to make an 

appearance in corporations. This grew into the academic term of the ‘Enterprise 2.0’ 

which captures the description of organizations that use Social Media or other web 2.0 

platforms to communicate with their communities (McAfee 2006).  

 

 

Web 1.0 versus Web 2.0  (Argenti  et.al  2009) 

 

4.4.2 Social Computing & Enterprise 2.0: the Results of the Web 2.0  

This paragraph will touch more upon the development of enterprises choosing to appear 

in Social Media environments.  

As may have already become clear, with the introduction of Social Media knowledge 

management systems that were once focused on internal communication are now 

starting to interconnect on external channels because of the rise of social networking 
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systems (Warren et al. 2008). A survey from McKinsey (2007)3 revealed a widespread 

interest in corporate use of social computing and related technologies. 

A definition of these knowledge systems according to Marwick is: 

“ the systematic application of actions to ensure that an organization obtains greatest 

benefit from the information that is available to it.”(Marwick 2001). 

Warren et al.  argue that “if information is the critical input to 70% of work being 

conducted in today’s economy, then the social avenues and channels that distribute 

information amongst individuals, groups and populations are possibly the supply chains 

of knowledge intensive industries. The networks of relationships that connect people 

are then perhaps the most important avenues through which information flows in the 

business world.” (Warren et al. 2008, p 814-830). 

Enterprise 2.0 is a term introduced by McAfee firstly in 2006 and classifies organizations 

that use Social Media or other web 2.0 platforms so that their practices get visible to the 

outside world. (McAfee 2006). 

The result of the Enterprise 2.0 can be dated back to the concept of modernization which 

Black defines as: 

 

“[T]he process by which historically evolved institutions are adapted to the rapidly 

changing functions that reflect the unprecedented increase in man’s knowledge, permitting 

control over his environment, that accompanied the scientific revolution. This process of 

adaptation had its origins and initial influences in the societies of Western Europe, but in 

the nineteenth and twentieth century’s these changes have been extended to all other 

societies and have resulted in a worldwide transformation affecting all human 

relationships.”(Black 1966, p 7). 

 

Enterprises had thus no option but to adapt to modernization and consequently in the 

21st century to the logics of social media. Besides the fact that the definition of 

Enterprise 2.0 stands for internal changes by implementing web 2.0 technologies to use 

as communication tools in the office with the help of for example wiki’s; we nowadays 

also see that businesses use social media to a very extensive level by communicating 

with their consumers on a daily notion. Businesses are engaged with maintaining 

Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest and Tumblr accounts to update their followers with 

                                                 
3
 McKinsey (2007) 
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anything that is happening as much as possible. As a result of that, Warren et al. have 

noticed that the dynamic of conversation became a vital one as they mention:  

“social networks are conduits for information flows, and communication flows contain 

the lifeblood of companies: information. Information and the knowledge instantiated 

within it, is a critical success factor in business.” (Warren et al. 2008, p 18). 

 

As a result; the ways individuals within online communities now respond, comment, 

rate and try having  conversations with companies have changed. Next to the 

conversational aspect, what furthermore has changed for businesses adapting to the 

Enterprise 2.0 is the phenomenon of Social Computing which the following bullets are 

going to explain4  

 

 Innovation is moving from a top-down to bottom-up model 

 Value is shifting from ownership to experiences 

 Power is moving from institutions to communities.  

 

In their article, they also mention an excerpt from Forrester Research that released a 

report on social computing in 2006 which goes as follows:  

 

“A new social structure is emerging in which technology puts power in communities, not 

institutions. Forrester calls this evolution Social Computing. Sounds like Web 2.0, right? We 

think not. And here’s why: Web 2.0 is about specific technologies (blogs, podcasts, wikis, 

etc) that are relatively easy to adopt and master. Social Computing is about the new 

relationships and power structures that will result. Think of it another way: Web 2.0 is the 

building of the Interstate Highway System in the 1950s: Social Computing is everything 

that resulted next (for better or worse): suburban sprawl, energy dependency, efficient 

commerce, American’s lust for cheap and easy travel.” (ZDNet, 2013, p 1). 

 

Therefore, the technologies that the web 2.0 has offered, have resulted in both the 

existence of the definitions of the enterprise 2.0 and social computing. Where enterprise 

2.0 explains the raised awareness of the vitality of conversation between companies and 

consumers online; social computing explains that this is a result from the changed 

                                                 
4
 ZDNet (2013) 



45 

 

relationships and power structures that again have resulted from those web 2.0 

technologies in the first place.  

 

4.4.3 The rise of Customer Advocacy.  

 

“Today trust and customer power have partnered to revolutionize marketing.  

Marketers and IT managers are challenged with the task of changing the online climate 

in order to gain and retain online consumers. This has generated tremendous interest in 

learning about online trust and in developing new site designs that respond to the 

increased power of customers.”(Urban 2005, p 39).  

 

According to Venkatesh et al. (2002) the maturing of the Internet made consumers 

expect more from online businesses and made their requirements for trust also increase. 

As a result of the tremendous information sites, the Enterprise 2.0 and Social 

Computing, online consumers nowadays have the power to choose whatever 

information source they want to make use of; which products they want to buy and what 

sources they choose to believe. As Castells explains: “value is, in fact, an expression of 

power: whoever holds power decides what is valuable.”(Castells 2011, p 1502). 

 

For that reason, businesses have to put a lot of thoughts into how their information is 

going to perceived by considering their legitimacy and by considering what their 

followers think is valuable as they are the ones that have to select their information in 

the high intake of daily information that they are exposed to. For companies to be able to 

produce information that large communities are reading is the place where their power 

lies. This is however only a small quota when looking at the amounts of information 

their followers can send back to them.  

Because the community has become the holder of power, the rise of customer advocacy 

has been a direct result of that as companies want to focus on what is best for their 

consumers. Companies want to compromise with their consumers and communicate in a 

‘customer is king’ way as open platforms, besides being vulnerable, also serve as a good 

opportunity to be perceived as legitimate as thousands of followers can follow the 

interaction between consumers and companies on Facebook. Because of the fact that 

consumers nowadays can choose what to believe and what to buy in the jungle of web 
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shops and offers of numerous products; review sites are extensively used in our time as 

well.  

These review sites are one of the most clear examples of websites with web 2.0 

technologies that are serving as counter power platforms against businesses. The 

following paragraph is going to touch on this further. 

Part III Empowerment through a collective 

identity that trusts each other.  

4.5 The blending of web 2.0 technologies and the effect it has on usage behavior.  

4.5.1 Review sites 

Review sites have experienced a major growth in the online environment.  

Jøsang et al. explain that this happened due to the fact that “online service provision 

commonly takes place between parties who have never transacted with each other 

before, in an environment where the service consumer often has insufficient 

information about the service provider, and about the goods and services offered.” 

(Jøsang et al.2007, p 2). 

 

The Internet has grown to be a place where a lot of  products and services are offered 

and hundreds of web shops are introduced every day. People have to make decisions 

about their purchases considering prices of the products and services and based on the 

companies they trust. When they are not familiar with a company however, trust is 

based on other people’s purchases and how content they were with the service and 

products. This is the reason for the existence of review sites which can be seen as a form 

of word of mouth promotion but then brought to online environments. Examples of 

these reviews sites are TripAdvisor; Yelp; Angie’s List and IMDb. On these sites people 

can review restaurants; hotels; movies; destinations and more. Jøsang et al. (2007) 

explain that inefficiencies resulting from an information asymmetry – where the 

consumer doesn’t know anything about the product and/or service and the businesses 

know all – can be mitigated through the factors trust and reputation. Ibid (2007) 

furthermore clarify the difference between trust and reputation. Because whereas 

reputation is defined as “what is generally said or believed about a person’s or thing’s 

character or standing” one can still trust somebody despite their reputation (Ibid, p 5). 
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This means that trust is a very subjective factor and can carry heavier than objective or 

subjective factors of others; especially when personal experience on a service or product 

is lacking(Ibid 2007). 

Now that word of mouth has moved to the online environment, Ibid (2007) recognize 

that trust and reputation are treated differently on the web since traditional signals of 

reputation and trust depend on feeling, seeing and experiencing something face to face. 

These signals are missing in the online environment. Furthermore they explain that 

communicating and sharing information by keeping trust in mind is already difficult as it 

is in the offline world; however is still easier than the online one as the offline world 

normally deals with segmented and small communities. If a consumer received an 

expired bottle of Coke; the consumer will most likely deal with this with the 

supermarket he has bought it in or if a hotel guest didn’t like his or her room, he will 

make a comment about that at the reception desk of the chosen hotel. The online world 

however shows that especially since the introduction of the web 2.0, systems have made 

it possible to exchange and collect information on a global scale meaning that a 

complaint from a hotel guest, instead of being mentioned at the reception, can be found 

on the Internet in no time.  

4.5.2  The link between Review Sites and Facebook 

What is even more troubling for companies is that the changed ways of approaching 

trust and reputation have been validated by the 2009 Edelman trust Barometer which 

revealed that the highest percentage of respondents- 58 percent- trust  a ‘person like 

me’ as a source of information about a company.” (Argenti et. al 2009). This can be 

explained by the trust transitivity principle.  

 

Though the link between review sites and Facebook may be an unintentional one for 

businesses; there is a relationship that can be found between them.  

Despite the fact that Facebook initially was intended for people to connect with each 

other, not a long time later, Facebook established a subdivision for businesses to create 

their own Facebook. By opening a Facebook page, businesses had the opportunity to 

share information, connect with customers and potential customers, promote their 

products while simultaneously building an online community around them.  
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Next to these positive effects however, the feedback system on Facebook can be 

comparable to a review mechanism; with both elements of a trust and reputation 

system.   

 

A trust system according to Jøsang et al. reflects an individuals’ subjective view of an 

entity’s trustworthiness and takes more general measures of trust into account. (Jøsang 

et al. 2007)  

Although Ibid. (2007) refer to specific review sites and its web 2.0 mechanisms that 

were intentionally created to be reviewed, we do see similarities with the Facebook 

mechanism. Even if trust systems are difficult to define, Jøsang et al. explain that the 

trust transitivity principle can normally be found back in a trust system(2007, p 7). 

They make that clear via the figure below and explain: “When Alice trusts Bob, and Bob 

trusts Claire and Bob refers Claire to Alice, then Alice can derive a measure of trust in 

Claire based on Bob’s referral combined with her trust in Bob.”  

 

 

The trust Transitivity Principle by to Jøsang et al. (2007). 

 

Nevertheless, Facebook deals with big communities with over thousands of members, 

which means that trust in this case can be hard to define. Can people trust someone they 

don’t know? The trust transitivity principle seems logically only to be focused on people 

who are familiar with each other even though the word ‘know’ is left out in the example. 

Jøsang et al. (2007) however focus on an online environment meaning that the trust 

transitivity principle is also applicable to people who have only met in an online 

environment. In other words, trust can also be built online. A good example of a rating 

website where people do not necessarily know each other but still trust each other 

based on other people’s ratings is ‘Couch Surfing’; a website that intermediates people to 

find a ‘couch’ to sleep on, anywhere in the world. Based on profile pictures, information 
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and reviews that other people have given an individual, someone can trust the situation 

and contact the person in question to sleep over at his or her place. Even though that 

individual may not know the people who reviewed that person, the person trusts those 

people in their assessment. This is thus possible on Facebook when:  

 

a) Facebook members share positive or negative feedback about a company in their 

own Facebook community, which normally exists of a group of friends or close 

acquaintances in which trust is a more natural factor than it is with people one 

doesn’t know.  

b) Community members choose to believe other members reviews on the Facebook 

page of the business in question based on different other factors such as shared 

mutual friends; pictures or other information that individuals consider relevant.   

 

Not only does Facebook have elements from a trust system, it also features 

characteristics of a reputation system. Ibid. (2007) explain that trust systems usually 

take subjective and general measures of trust as input whereas in a reputation system 

people rate about more specific and objective events. It appears that both subjectivity 

and objectivity can be seen back in commentary below Facebook. Subjectivity doesn’t 

necessarily mention why someone likes or dislikes a company; someone can simply say 

that they do; in other examples individuals raise a specific matter to the surface, such as  

explicit product or service fails which is a characteristic of objectivity.  

When it comes to the network architecture; Facebook comes closest to being a 

distributed reputation system as it isn’t intended to be a review site yet people do place 

comments below posts regarding products and services.  

Jøsang et al. explain as follows: “In a distributed system there is no central location for 

submitting ratings or obtaining reputation scores of others. (…) a relying party who 

considers transacting with a given target party, must find the distributed stores, or try to 

obtain ratings from as many community members as possible who have direct experience 

with that target party.” (Jøsang et al. 2007, p 14). 

 

Ibid. (2007) hereby indirectly acknowledge that the Internet is a place where ratings can 

be found anywhere and not necessarily on websites who serve as rating devices.   

Coming to a conclusion, we see that Facebook has both elements of a trust and 
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reputation system even though it wasn’t  intentionally made for reviewing in the first 

place; as Facebook promoted Facebook to be a place where companies can create big 

communities of existing and potential new consumers. It is however part of the same 

web 2.0 technologies in which we see how interconnectivity and interaction share a 

common approach both on Facebook and review sites.  

With the introduction of Facebook for businesses, a new unique  and meandering 

reputation system with features of both trust and reputation models has been formed. 

Companies will have to take this into account when active or when about to join 

Facebook. 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has explained more about the way the concept of power has known new 

meanings and new ways of application.  

The introduction of web 2.0 technologies, have shaped Social Media and have influenced 

the empowerment of communities. Though some scholars argue that the media has 

given the usual holders of power such as authorities, companies and such, more power 

in terms of the way that communities can be easily examined by those authorities over 

the web, this chapter has come to the conclusion that communities nowadays can also 

have surveillance over the authorities if they know the right tools to use in their online 

environment which Castells points out. Other than that, this chapter has seen that 

technology has not only developed new devices and tools to communicate but has also 

influenced the society with new power and communication structures. As Svensson 

explains: technology and society evolves in tandem hence new media and 

communication technologies are constructed, maintained and given meaning through a 

range of complex and social processes.” (Svensson 2011, p 6). 

Web 2.0 technologies explain more about the way it is possible that communities can 

now also watch over authorities and can explain more about the significance of self-

generated content with regards to changed power structures. The enterprise 2.0 and 

Social Computing have been the direct consequences of the web 2.0. Enterprise 2.0 is the 

term that explains how companies started to use Social Media both for internal and 

external communications strategies so that practices became visible to the outside 

world and weren’t limited to the working floor only anymore. Social Computing then 

explains how  the web 2.0 and Enterprise 2.0 have resulted into building new 

relationships and power structures. This then resulted in Customer Advocacy which is 
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the phenomenon that is the result of these changed power structures which explains 

that companies have realized the empowerment of consumers and are willing to serve 

them in more persistent and variant ways. This ‘consumer is king’ mentality is seen back 

in the fact that the web 2.0 now gave consumers an opportunity for surveillance over 

companies by means of review sites. As mentioned before, web 2.0 technologies have 

allowed consumers to interpret different social media sites the way they want to; which 

as a result meant that reviews are not limited to be written below review sites but 

expand to pages such as Facebook and Twitter. This puts emphasis on the fact that 

communities can write what they want, where they want. What causes even more 

empowerment then is the fact that peer to peer trust may already result from having 

only met another stakeholder online.  

Part IV The Research 

5.1 Choice of Research Method

This thesis will use a quantitative approach in terms of a content analysis as research 

method by means of an interpretive analysis. A content analysis with an interpretive 

approach focuses on supporting an objective view while forming theory from the 

observation of messages and the coding of those messages.  Neuendorf defines a content 

analysis as follows:  

 

“Content analysis is the systematic, objective, quantitative analysis of message 

characteristics. It includes the careful examination of human interactions; the analysis of 

character portrayals in TV-commercials, films, novels; the computer-driven investigation of 

word usage in news releases and political speeches ; and so much more.” (Neuendorf 2002, 

p 1). 

 

The theoretical analysis has been evidence for that it is not the question whether there 

are power relations between businesses and consumers. Power relations are present as 

the horizontal networks gave consumers more influence to all matters that they want to 

have an opinion on. The research question that was therefore stated was a ‘How’ 
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question. How – do people use the space to exercise consumer power in the open structure 

of Facebook?” 

Given that this thesis wants to study messages within a framework of businesses and 

Social Media, an interpretive content analysis has been chosen as approach. Interpretive 

content analyses focus on objectivity by observing messages and coding them.  

5.2 The Content Analysis Flowchart 

As the research method will follow a content analysis, this paragraph will present a 

flowchart that follows a typical process when conducting a content analysis research 

(Neuendorf 2002, p 49). Neuendorf presents the following nine steps:  

 

1. Theory and Rationale 

2. Conceptualizations 

3. Operationalizations 

4. a) Human coding: Coding Schemes, codebook and coding form. 

b) Computer coding: Codebook and explanation of dictionaries. 

5. Sampling 

6. Training and Pilot Reliability 

7. Apply coding (a) human or b) computer) 

8. Human coding: final reliability 

9. Computer coding: Tabulation and Reporting.  

 

The theory and rationale explain more about what content will be analyzed and why it is 

analyzed in the first place. The conceptualizations will then define the variables that are 

going to be used in the study. The operationalizations part will look closer into the 

internal validity and check whether the conceptualizations match the measures; content 

validity will be discussed here too. I will apply human coding which is going to include a 

coding scheme with full explanation of the coding system and a coding form. The part of 

sampling has to clarify whether a census of content is possible; after that the human 

coding will be applied. During the final reliability stage, the researcher makes sure that 

the research was objective and credible; and during the last phase the results are going 

to be presented.  
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5.3 Introduction to the theory and rationale  
 
The theoretical part has explained about the powers and counter powers that are 

occurring on the Internet and explained how web 2.0 technologies enabled people to 

produce own content wherever they want and why they want to produce that content in 

the first place. Given the fact that vertical networks turned horizontal, businesses have 

by now subjected themselves to the fact that the consumer is king as they are the ones 

who have power over spreading a message as well, showing a rise in customer advocacy.   

As there are many definitions of power used by scholars, this research design will follow 

the definition from Castells which goes as follows:“power is the relational capacity that 

enables a social actor to influence asymmetrically the decisions of other social actor(s) 

in ways that favor the empowered actor’s will, interest and values.” (Castells 2007, p 

239). 

 

Having said that, stakeholders on Facebook are thus considered empowered when 

stakeholders share a view on Facebook which other stakeholders support and take in 

and come to agree with. The question that remains is, if stakeholders write about 

matters on Facebook which don’t belong to the topic that a business has posted about, 

hence use the open space of Facebook to their own rules, is that also considered 

empowerment? As explained in the theory, the definitions of power and what it means 

both in word and context have changed.  

 

Logically, a business’ ideal way of communicating with their communities would be 

them posting a new post on Facebook, and communities responding to that specific post. 

The point however is that, though there is an ideal that businesses have in mind on how 

they wished for their community to use social media in a certain way, there is no rules –

except for the obvious rules that are based on racism; swearing and so on. That does 

give consumers an empowerment to turn them into stakeholders who can influence or 

be influenced by a company.   

In this thesis however, it is not about the actual level of accurate influence, but about 

how consumers use the open space to their own rules. With the research of the 

comments of community members below business’s posts, this study wants to clarify 

how much the community members use Facebook in a way that the company itself 

wouldn’t have wished for. Examples are for instance negative messages or messages 
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that don’t fit with companies’ values and such and which in that way could possibly 

harm a companies’ image. Now that it is clear that the new open architectures of 

Facebook have empowered consumers, it is interesting and crucial to see how this 

empowerment is visible in the way consumers interpret their open spaces.  

This research will therefore put emphasis on the coding of comments below posts and 

see whether they fit within the ideal way Facebook would be used – even though 

obviously there are no guidelines but one can imagine that companies use Facebook as a 

brand lifting tool- and notice if there are discrepancies and if so, whether those 

discrepancies could possibly cause a threat with messages that have a negative vibe and 

come to conclusions such as whether businesses do well on being on Facebook 

considering their legitimacy and such.   

 

Data Collection  

5.3.1 Research field/Target Group 

The target group of this study exists of people who follow the chosen businesses for this 

research on Facebook.   

5.3.2 The Case Studies 

The research is going to be carried out with the help of four case studies that each will 

represent a company. Each company is going to be studied upon on a time frame of six 

months starting in January 2013 up until May 2013. Each month, a message is randomly 

picked to be analyzed on its comments.   

The companies that are going to be analyzed are the airline company British Airways; 

the fast food chain McDonald’s; the clothing company H&M and the telecom service 

Vodafone UK. To prevent bias however; each of those companies operate in other fields 

in the business. Besides the data collection, each company will also have a case study in 

which remarkable happenings are being described and analyzed with regards to the 

data.  

5.3.3 Conceptualizations 

The qualitative variable that is going to be used in the study are messages of 

communities below posts of businesses on Facebook. The communities exist of all 

people who are following a business and who have posted something on the selected 
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post in the research. These posts can show variations by means of negative and positive 

posts and will show more sub-variables within those posts.  

The variables and sub-variables of posts are exhaustive, meaning that all possible 

answers of individuals are going to be categorized, including the category ‘Other’ so that 

a complete picture will be presented in the results.  

5.4 Hypotheses 
The hypotheses are derived from the theoretical analysis and the research question.  

which I will repeat here as follows:  “How do people use the space to exercise 

consumer power in the open structure of Facebook?” 

 

H1: People rather use businesses Facebook pages to their own rules, than to businesses 

rules. By responding to posts with regards to topics according to their own agenda. 

 

H2 The reactions that are written below a companies’ Facebook post are rather negative 

than positive.   

 

5.5 Operationalizations 

The operationalizations part is the process of developing measures for the research with 

the help of coding. (Neuendorf 2002). Ibid (2002) explains that with the 

operationalizations part, categories should be exhaustive, meaning that all possible 

options are put into categories, which sometimes means that the category ‘other’ can 

also apply. Furthermore, the variables should be mutually exclusive which means that  

there should only be one appropriate code for every unit that is being coded. And at last, 

the variables should be at an appropriate level of measurement; meaning that each 

variable should be measured with categories that are at the highest level of 

measurement possible (Ibid, 2002). 

This coding scheme will follow a nominal/categorical variable as the variable ‘messages’ 

knows mutually exclusive sub-categories, however, those sub-categories don’t need to 

be put in a specific order, nor is a difference between two sub-values meaningful. The 

variables that are going to be used are not supposed to be compared in a scale where 

one is bigger than the other, hence a nominal variable is applicable.  



56 

 

5.5.1 Coding Schedule and Coding Manual 

 

Coding Schedules 

Company Responds 

Positively 

Responds 

Negatively 

Respond does 

not match  

Respond is 

unclear 

Date –Likes - 

Shares 

    

     

     

     

Schedule 1. In which messages are going to be categorized between ‘Responds Positively; Responds Negatively; 

Respond does not match or Respond is unclear.  

 

Responds to post  Negatively Respond does not match  

1. Posts about a company's product or service 1. Posts about another company 

2. Posts about a company's ethical matters 2. Posts about personal matters - nothing to do with company 

3. Poses a question/request  with negative signal 3. has conversations with other stakeholders - not company related 

4. Re-posts another one's negative post about product/service 4. poses company a random question 

5. Responds negatively to another one's post about product/service 5. posts about own business  

6. Re-posts another one's negative post about ethical matters 6. Other 

7. Responds negatively to another one's post about ethical matters 

 8.  Posts something negative about the specific post 

 9  responds negatively to someone saying something about specific post 

 10. Other 

  

Schedule 2. The categories ‘Responds to post negatively and Respond does not match are then further divided with 

the following sub-categories.  

 

Coding Manual 

With the help of schedule 1, messages below Facebook posts of companies will be 

analyzed according to the following categories:1.Responds Positively 2. Responds 

Negatively 3. Respond does not match  4. Respond is unclear. The groups ‘Responds 

Negatively’ and ‘Respond does not match’ are then further sub-categorized and give 

more information about what exactly made the post a negative one and why a post did 

not match.  
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Message conforms with post that the company has posted, abbreviated as ‘Responds 

Positively’.   

This means that an individual has posted a message below a company’s post that in one 

way or another shows a positive reference to the company. This doesn’t necessarily mean 

that the post has to fit with the post that the company has posted by means of a direct 

response. The post however has to put the related company in a good spotlight. Messages 

such as ‘I love ‘companies name’ or ‘I ate your new dish, it was delicious’; ‘great service 

yesterday!’ etcetera are included within this category.  

 

Message doesn’t conform with post that the company has posted, abbreviated as 

‘Responds Negatively’ 

This means that an individual has posted a message below a company’s post that 

in one way or another doesn’t show a positive reference to the company. Any complaint 

either ethical or about the companies’ products or services; personal experiences; random 

shout-outs and so on, are included within this category. As an example: ‘I hate this 

company!’ ‘Tell me about the child labor that you support in Bangladesh’ ‘Horrible service’ 

and so on.  

 

Message doesn’t show any relationship to the company or companies’ post, abbreviated 

as ‘Respond does not match.  

This means that an individual has posted a message that has no connection with the 

company at all. Messages can include questions from people with personal matters; spam-

like messages with a lot of emoticons, conversations with other Facebook members about 

random topics; promotion of own or other companies, and so on.  

 

When it is not sure whether the message has anything to do with a response to the 

company or not,  the post is categorized in the category of ‘Respond is Unclear’.  

This means that the individual has posted a message that doesn’t fit with the other 

categories as it is not clear what the individual’s intentions were. Posts in this category can 

include the excessive use of different signs: *&@* ???; the post of foreign languages that, 

even when translated, are still not understandable; not fully understood sarcasm and so on.  
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Two of the categories above namely ‘Responds Negatively’ and ‘Respond does not 

match’ are then further sub-categorized. The sub-categories of those categories are 

listed below:  

Responds to post negatively 

 

1. Individual posts about a companies’ product or service 

This indicates whether the individual has posted any complaints regarding the 

companies’ products or services. These posts can either be personal experiences or 

posts about other people’s experience with the company.  

 

2.   Individual posts about  a companies’ ethical matters. 

This indicates whether the individual posted a negative message with regards to  

the  business’ ethical matters by referring to things such as a bad recycling strategy; 

the exploitation of employee; child labor; bad health effects on products and so on.  

 

3. Individual poses a question/request with negative signal.  

This indicates whether the individual has posted a question either rhetorical or 

addressed to the company that has some negativity around it. Things such as ‘why 

did you put that product out of your offer? It was the best you had’ or ‘Is it true that 

your food has poison in it?’ etcetera.  

 

4. Individual re-posts another one’s negative post about a product/service.  

This indicates that the individual reposted a post from another individual that 

included a negative experience with the companies’ product or service.  

 

5. Individual responds negatively to another one’s post about a product/service.  

This indicates that the individual replied to another individual’s either positive or 

negative post, with a negative answer, regarding the companies’ products or 

services.  
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6. Individual re-posts another one’s negative post about ethical matters.  

This indicates that the individual reposted a post from another individual that 

included negative information regarding the companies’ ethical image.  

 

7. Individual responds negatively to another one’s post about ethical matters.  

This indicates that the individual replied to another individual’s either positive or 

negative post, with a negative post regarding the companies’ ethical image.  

 

8. Individual posts something negative with regards to the post the company has 

posted.  

This sub-category indicates that the individual had something negative to post 

about the specific post that the company has put on Facebook. Facebook users in 

that case can complain that they don’t like the message, use sarcastic comments or 

jokes; and so on; all that include putting the companies’ post in a bad spotlight.  

 

9. Individual responds negatively to someone saying something  with regards to the 

post the company has posted.  

This indicates that another individual responds negatively to another individual’s 

post with regards to the post the company has put on Facebook.  

 
10.  Other 

This includes all messages that don’t fit within the nine categories above but still 

contain a negative message.   

 
 

Respond does not match with post.  

 

1. Individual posts about another company. 

This indicates whether the individual posted a message that includes another 

companies’ name, either from a positive or negative perspective and in which the 

company that runs the Facebook page doesn’t have anything to do with.  
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2. Individual posts about personal matters- nothing to do with company.  

      This indicates whether the individual posted a message with regards to him or herself  

      which has nothing to do with the company that runs the Facebook page whatsoever.  

      Posts can include, dating requests, asking other members to like or follow the  

     individual, personal interests and so on.  

 

3. Individual has conversations with other members – not company related.  

This indicates whether the individual talks about anything but the company that 

runs the Facebook page with other stakeholders. As an example, things such as: ‘how are 

you?’ I’m good, how are you?’ Where do you live? -’ And so on.  

 

4. Individual poses the company a random question that the company can’t answer 

logically.  

    This indicates that the individual asks a question to the company that runs the Facebook  

    that the company can’t really answer in a serious way. Things such as ‘Where is my big    

    mac’, ‘Can I have this product for free?’ And so on, are included in this category 

 

5. Individual posts about own business.  

This indicates that the individual uses the companies’ Facebook page to promote an  

own business. Things such as ‘Come and follow my ‘business’ page’ Or ‘Are you looking 

for a job? I have a great opportunity for you’, can be included in this category. 

 

6. Other 

      This includes all messages that don’t fit within the five categories above but still    

     contain a message that doesn’t have a relationship with the company at all. Things  

     as political messages; messages about a specific belief; posts that, if you don’t repost  

     them, something will happen tomorrow and so on.  

 

5.6 Sampling  

The sample size of this research exists of 4 different companies (McDonald’s; Vodafone 

UK ; H&M and British Airways) that each own a Facebook page. Hence, the content 

analysis will exist of 4 companies, 4 Facebook pages, a time track of 6 post that have 
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been posted each in another month in the year 2013; and tracking those 4 Facebook 

pages on messages of the crowd. All in all, around 4700 posts have been analyzed.  

 

5.7 Reliability 

5.7.1 Ensuring Objectivity  

The researcher chose to be an observer as that will help ensuring objectivity which is 

desirable within a content analysis. Even though objectivity is desirable; in science it has 

raised questions from the beginning on what we can refer to as objectivity or the more 

commonly used term: truth. Popper says that there can never be an absolute truth since 

truths are only temporary and are going to be replaced by new truths (Popper 2002). 

Kuhn however says that a result of research can be defined as the truth as long as it is 

accepted as that and as long as it is not replaced by a new truth(Kuhn 1996). Berger et 

al. explain that there is no such thing as objectivity as knowledge and facts are what is 

socially agreed on (Berger et al. 1967). So how far can objectivity reach? Neuendorf 

explains that “during a content analysis; all human inquiry is inherently subjective but 

we must still strive for consistency among inquiries. We do not ask “is it true?” But 

rather, “do we agree it is true?” (Neuendorf 2002, p 11). This is referred to by scholars as 

intersubjectivity (Babbie 1986).  Thompson et al. say the following about 

intersubjectivity: “interpretive methods of research start from the position that our 

knowledge of reality, including the domain of human action, is a social construction by 

human actors. Our theories concerning reality are ways of making sense of the world, 

and shared meanings are a form of intersubjectivity rather than objectivity.” (Thompson 

et al. 2004, p 725-747). 

 

Nevertheless, in scientific context, universal truth is a definition we should keep on 

striving for. However for the researcher it is relative when it comes to scientific 

universal truths. Even though defining an absolute or universal truth in science is tricky 

and moreover wouldn’t stimulate scientists to keep continuing finding improved truths. 

This means that objectivity can, as far as possible, be reassured when using scientifically 

accepted methods and theories for research.   

 

With regards to this research it means that the content analysis will be consisting of a 

neutral observation of conversations held between businesses and the community on 
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Facebook. Furthermore, to avoid subjectivity on the definition of power and what it all 

can mean, the concept of powers and counter powers will only be limited to the power 

that consumers have with regards to interpreting their online environment.  The author 

understands that being an observer can furthermore cause some bias during the 

research. The researcher will stumble upon messages that she may interpret differently, 

for instance if the researcher doesn’t understand the users’ sarcasm or the user’s 

language. In case of doubt,  the researcher will categorize the message as ‘respond is 

unclear’. In other words,  this thesis will only include posts in the languages that the 

researcher completely understands, either via translating systems or via her own 

knowledge of languages. If the message is not fully understandable, it is categorized as 

‘respond is unclear.’ 

 

Nevertheless,  the researcher acknowledges that this research will to some degree still 

be subjective as the researcher chose to not ask questions to the communities that she is 

doing research about. The argument about that though is that observations that user’s 

make on Facebook are possibly subjective too. Hence, the observation by keeping the 

theory in mind will strive for objectivity as much as possible in which the categorization 

will give all possible answers, meaning that in case of insecurity of interpreting the 

message right, the category ‘unclear’ is going to be available and that the results are only 

going to be interpreted after the research is conducted (see furthermore below).  

5.7.2  Idiographic or nomotethic approach. 

Neuendorf (2002, p 11) mentions the distinction between idiographic and nomonenthic 

as follows: “whereas an idiographic study seeks to fully describe a single artifact or case 

from a phenomenological perspective and to connect the unique aspects of the case with 

more general truths or principles; a nomotethic study hopes to identify generalizable 

findings, usually from multiple cases, and demands “specific and well-defined questions 

that in order to answer them it is desirable to adopt standardized criteria having 

known…characteristics.” (Te’Eni 1998).  

 

This study will focus on a nomotethic approach as it will compare interactions between 

consumers and businesses on different Facebook pages. Facebook sites of several 

businesses will be analyzed on content. This will then lead to more generalized 
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conclusions on the question of how consumers interpret their spaces on Facebook by 

taking power structures into account.  

 

5.7.3  a priori design  

The study will work with an a priori design meaning that the variables are going to be 

chosen before conducting the content analysis to prevent bias in the research results. 

Measurements of the variables are thus going to be analyzed after the research has been 

carried out.  

Kuhn points out that deduction based on past research, theories and bodies of evidence 

within the popular present paradigm does not foster innovation, meaning that the 

amount creativity within the research can lack (Kuhn 1996). The analysis after the 

research in this case will give enough room to interpret the theory and the empirical 

research to find new conclusions while still being as objective as possible during 

conducting the study itself. Nevertheless, although the quantitative variable has been 

chosen before the research, variables that are going to depend upon the quantitative 

variable had to be analyzed while the research was taking place as categorization could 

only happen when knowing what kinds of comments could be found online in the first 

place.  

 

Another option to prevent bias is to consider the existence of random error and non 

random error. Neuendorf (2002) explains that random errors are errors that are 

unsystematic; meaning that the measurements can be either too high or too low.  A non 

random error is synonymous with the word bias and a threat to accuracy. Meaning that, 

if coding hasn’t been done the right way for example, the coder might put a phenomenon 

that he thinks is coded beneath a specific category and put it in the wrong category. 

Thus, elaborate a priori research by means of elaborate coding schemes is significant for 

a content analysis. This has been taken into consideration by means of conducting the 

research and categorizing every category that the researcher encountered. After doing 

so, the researcher elaborately wrote what that category was supposed to encompass so 

that no mistakes would be made with further messages that the researcher would 

encounter.  
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5.8 Measuring the concept of power  

Denegri-Knott et. explain that “power has many faces, depending on the school of thought, 

it measures kinetic energy and physical strength, defines a malignant and oppressive force 

or constitutes truth. In addition, to disciplinary in the definition of power, everyday 

language adds to its conceptual elusiveness and makes power difficult to delimit.” 

(Denegri-Knott et. al 2006, p 951). 

 

As already discussed in the outline of the research method, power can mean different 

things to different people. When taking the research question of this thesis into account, 

this thesis wants to explore how much power really belongs to the stakeholders on 

Facebook and see what level of threat they can possibly bring to a company that runs a 

Facebook page. By doing so, the definition of power that this thesis follows has been 

affirmed by using the definition of Castells. The interpretation of this power however, 

reaches to a next level of understanding the concept.  

Denegri-Knott et. al (2006) introduce three models which power can be measured by 

namely: the consumer sovereignty model; the cultural power model and the discursive 

power model. They mention that they did not include all possible theories out there that 

touch upon topics with regards to consumers and power. Nevertheless, they agree upon 

that these presented theories are useful for an examination of consumer power.  

The consumer sovereignty model “advocates assume that aggregated sums of well 

informed autonomous consumer agents possess greater power than individual 

producers. The sovereign model is the dominant paradigm that is used for research. 

Since power has many multifaceted meanings, it is important to mark a domain. A 

domain means a “delimitation of consumer power in a specific consumption context.” 

(Ibid. 2006 p 955). 

 

Denegri-Knott et al. give an example of this: as a consumer having received a not well 

cooked dish, you have the power to perhaps get a refund in that restaurant , however 

the consumer cannot go into the kitchen and finish cooking the dish himself; “hence the 

domain can be defined as the number of individuals and the range of actions that a 

consumer is able to control” (Ibid.). Levels of consumer empowerment can be quantified 

via an examination of skills (persuasive, technical, organizational and social). When it 
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comes to Facebook one of the questions that should be posed then is: do stakeholders 

have what it takes to persevere when they have a complaint?  

Denegri-Knott et al. explain that when carrying out a research according to the 

sovereignty model, “researchers must ask whether there is congruence between the 

original motivations driving the initial confrontation and the final outcome of their 

actions.” (Ibid. 2006, p 958). 

 

In the cultural power model that finds roots in De Certeau’s theory, De Certeau describes 

“an individual that introduces play into everyday life so that s/he may “survive” the 

strategies enacted by power.” (Ibid, p 959). In other words, from the perspective of this 

model, the consumer does not reject power but uses the power that is being used 

against him in the way he wants. This means that consumers have the power to create 

their own spaces and goods instead of adapting to them. At last, the discursive power 

model enlightens on power from a perspective which rejects the notion of a sovereign 

consumer and also rejects the as it doesn’t support the view of powerful marketers and 

resisting consumers. According to this model, consumers and companies co-create 

power and have more overlapping and mutual wills than commonly recognized 

(Kozinets et al. 2004). 

 

This research will focus on analyzing the cases from the perspective of both the 

consumer sovereignty model and cultural power model. The consumer sovereignty 

model is namely one of the main theories that are applied when it comes to consumer 

power and businesses and second because companies on Facebook have access to such 

large communities that the chance of independent informed consumers do have a larger 

influence than an individual producer.  

 

The cultural model says that consumers have the power to create their own places 

instead of adapting to them which finds truth in social media as well. The discursive 

model is furthermore too much focused on a co-creative way of dealing with power 

though co-creating means that consumers are proposing new ideas that companies will 

then actively deal with. Though perhaps this model can be visible here and there on 

Facebook, this is not the logic that Facebook operates with. If companies want to co-

create, they nowadays mostly do that by creating independent websites on which they 
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present different kinds of competitions where they initially ask consumers to come up 

with a new idea for a certain product or service. The majority of business’ walls on 

Facebook contain companies posts and people’s responds to that or individual posts 

with questions, complaints or praises.   

 

Moreover, according to the sovereignty model “the consumer is empowered when he or 

she is free to act as a rational and self-interested agent.” (Denegri-Knott et. al, 2006, p 

963 ). The theoretical part showed that this is the case with Facebook as individuals 

within communities have the power to post whatever they want. Obviously companies 

behold  the right to delete posts that are not seen as accepted but Facebook communities 

have grown so big, that companies don’t always have the full control over the thousands 

of messages that they have to read through.  

 

Other than that, this perspective also keeps a more realistic approach as it explains that 

individuals still can’t perform power on absolutely all fields. The only limitation this 

method knows according to the authors is the fact that it is limited by the dependence 

on a rather abstract idea of sovereignty; however, the 9 influence tactics and the conflict 

intensity continuum model will help in interpreting the results of the research from   

more perspectives in which consumers are using their spaces and power. Whereas the 9 

influence tactics will give more information about the way consumers seek influence, the 

conflict intensity continuum will analyze on what level the consumers are having a 

conflict with the company that they are following in the case of a negative post.  

 

 

5.8.1  the 9 influence tactics  

Robbins et al. ask themselves the question what power tactics do people use to translate 

power bases into specific action? (Robbins et al. 2010).Which is also the question that 

this research design needs to answer as the phenomenon of power or counter power 

will most of the times not be visible on Facebook by people using the word directly; 

rather they will use other words or actions which need to be coded into power.  

Research has indicated nine individual influence tactics as follows (Robbins et al. 2010): 
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o Legitimacy. Relying on one’s authority position or stressing that a request is in 

accordance with organizational policies or rules.  

o Rational persuasion. Presenting logical arguments and factual evidence to 

demonstrate that a request is reasonable. 

o Inspirational appeals.  Developing emotional commitment by appealing to a 

target’s values, needs, hopes and aspirations. 

o Consultation. Increasing the target’s motivation and support by involving him or 

her in deciding how the plan or change will be accomplished.  

o Exchange.  Rewarding the target with benefits or favors in exchange for 

following a request.  

o Personal appeals. Asking for compliance based on friendship or loyalty.  

o Ingratiation. Using flattery, praise, or friendly behavior prior to making a 

request.  

o Pressure. Using warnings, repeated demands and threats.  

o Coalitions. Enlisting the aid of other people to persuade the target or using the 

support of others as a reason for the target to agree.  

 

Rational persuasion, inspirational appeals and consultation prove to be the most 

effective, whereas pressure tends to be the least effective of nine.  

 

 

 

5.8.2 Conflicts and the conflict-intensity continuum model 

In a place where power dynamics are present, a conflict may appear.  

The definition of a conflict goes as follows: 

“The process of conflict begins when one party perceives that another party had 

negatively affected, or is about to negatively affect, something that the first party cares 

about.” (Robbins et al. 2010, p 422). The conflict-intensity continuum measures the level 

of conflict and is presented in the image below: 
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 The Conflict-Intensity Continuum by Robbins et. al (2010) 

 

 

 

6.1 The Cases 
5 different companies have been chosen to conduct the content analysis. Features that 

have been taken into account are as follows: 

o The companies’ business model is a business to consumer one, (not business to 

business). As this content analysis is focused on analyzing the consumer’s 

interpretation of the companies’ Facebook pages.   

o The companies have to be global as the span of consumers is wider which will 

give this research more information in terms of the amount of comments. This 

amount is namely most likely higher in big communities.  

o The companies’ Facebook page is run in the English language.  

The companies in this research are: McDonald’s, H&M, British Airways and Vodafone 

UK. 
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6.2 The Results 
 
The statistical results of all cases can be found in the Appendices section 
 

6.2.1 Case: McDonald’s 

Community size: 28 million 

Interactive with clients: No 

Customers can place posts on the wall : No, only comments are possible 

Extra’s: Has a ‘Reach-Out’ option where members of the community are linked to 

McDonald’s inquiry page.  

 

General Findings 

5 posts of McDonald’s have been randomly picked in every month in the year of 2013    

(hence, January, February, March, April and May). All the responses of those posts have 

then been categorized according to the coding scheme that was created during the 

research. Even though every of the 5 posts analyzed had a lot of likes and shares; the 

amount of comments that were negative were nevertheless in majority with 3 out of 5 

posts being negative; reaching a higher percentage of negative comments than positive 

ones.  

Negative posts have namely taken 35,3% of the space. Thereafter followed the positive 

comments with 26,6%. 19,8% of responses did not have anything to do with the 

company and 18.1% of responses are not understandable. It is important to mention 

here though that the negative answers have all been longer and more detailed than the 

positive ones which only contained a ‘I like’ or I love Mc Donald’s. A lot of negative posts 

had extremely elaborate descriptions of how an individual was treated during his or her 

service, or about what exactly was bad about their hamburger and fries.  

At last it is remarkable that; although McDonald’s says that it has an open dialogue with 

its community, it doesn’t as it doesn’t engage with consumers in the comment section 

below its posts.   

 

The Use of Spaces 

As McDonald’s doesn’t offer its community a space to post messages themselves, it 

makes people direct their questions, requests, complaints and so on in the commentary 

section below posts. As mentioned in the general findings, most space on McDonald’s 
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Facebook page is aimed at complaining about products/services; ethical matters or 

negative messages about a specific post that McDonald’s published.  With regards to the 

use of open spaces; a more elaborate description of the observations on both posts with 

negative comments or posts that did not have any match will follow below:  

 

The Negative Posts  

The posts that McDonald’s publishes evoke a lot of people to respond to it in a negative 

way. Sub-category 8 (negative comments about specific post) was the most found 

category in the research.  After that followed complaints about McDonald’s products and 

services. The third position is taken by posts about companies’ ethical matters and the 

4rd position was taken by consumers who had a question or request with a negative 

overtone. The 5th place was taken by people who commented negatively about someone 

else’s post about McDonald’s products and or services and the 6th place was taken by 

people who re-posted an ethical matter.  

 

Here follow examples what community members have posted within the topic of 

negative posts on the McDonald’s wall with regards to the following post:  

 

Whether exploring the ocean for Alaskan Pollock or hand-picking apples for our 

Happy Meals, our suppliers define hard work and passion. Care to meet them?       

(January 25th, 2013) 

 

Negative Comments  about specific post 

-these apples are sprayed with pesticides, making the healthy option: DON'T EAT THEM 

 

- This ad is, in my opinion, an outright fraud. You don't pick fruit like that; the owner hires cheap labor and underpays 

them in a manner similar to the way you compensate those that make you unGodly wealthy. Rarely eat at McDonald's 

... an occasional drink perhaps. 

 

-now show us the unfairly treated laborers who actually pick the fruit. show us the pesticides you use. show us the 

animals you abuse to produce your patties. 

Negative Comments about McDonald’s products and services 

- Store #23260 poor service shorted my Mother $5.00 asked for store # from Assistant Manager Alejandra and was 

threatened in your store by 2 gang members for asking for that information...your Assistant manager Alejandra did 

nothing as my 60 year old mother and i were being harassed...I had to call 911 to get them to stop and I left without 

purchasing what I had wanted to purchase...I think this store may have some shortages in inventory and $$$ especially 
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if gang members frequent the place and Management allows things to happen there...not eating at McDonald's ever 

again and posted to my Facebook wall also!!! 

 

-As long as were on the subject of quality. I must say your cups and lids are total garbage . you may want to change 

vendors. 

 

- So I just left McDonalds in Trussville AL and really need to email the franchise owner before I post the 6min video of 

the rude manager that lied about being a manager so someone please help me finding an email I dont want to 

embarrass anyone thank you 

 

Comments about ethics 

-Why are the female employees at the McDonalds in Milton, Washington required to wear skirts as their uniform? Don't 

you think that's archaic? 

 

 -That's all very well but how can I be sure that my (UK) burger is 100% beef and 0% horse? What DNA checks do you 

carry out, on your processors products. Do you use 'Silver Crest' processed beef? Why have you been so quiet during 

these shocking revelations? Have you got something to hide? It would be nice (and surprising) to get a reply 

 

-It really seems like McDonald’s is attempting to utilize a long list of banned ingredients in order to create its world 

famous fast food cancer bombs. McDonald’s Chicken McNuggets have a reputation as one of the worst food items on 

the planet for a reason. The so-called ‘meat’ of the nugget is actually made up of 7 different ingredients — not chicken. 

These include sodium phosphate, safflower oil, wheat starch, dextrose, and a particularly dangerous substance known 

as autolyzed yeast extract. While not the silicone breast implant chemical, but it is very similar in nature to MSG. 

 

Responds that didn’t match 

With regards to the responses that didn’t match, most posts that were analyzed in the 

McDonald’s case were about personal matters. Second came conversations with other 

stakeholders on Facebook. The third spot went out to all other topics that didn’t have 

anything to do with the company and the category  ‘posing the company a random 

question’ came on the 4th place. The messages that were least posted were messages 

that promoted an own company and messages about another company though 

altogether still reached 52 messages out of a total of 367 posts that did not match which 

comes to roughly 14% of all posts analyzed.  

 

McDonald’s ethical discussions: 

Remarkable in this research was a recurring post on McDonald’s Facebook page that 

could be found back over those 5 months frequently and addressed a McDonald’s 

franchise, that, according to those messages, was abusing student guest workers and 
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threatening them with retaliation if they would complain. That post has received 

multiple re-posts by other stakeholders who clearly wanted to bring this matter to the 

attention. It is also remarkable that people who bring out matters both about the quality 

of the food or the ethics of the company encourage more stakeholders on Facebook to 

spread the message.   

 

Conflict Intensity Continuum & the Influence Tactics  

When looking at the conflict intensity continuum, comments have reached till the degree 

of threats and ultimatums. Verbal attacks; overt questioning or challenging of others and 

minor disagreements or misunderstandings have furthermore all been part of the 

comments as well. From the 9 influence tactics, followers have used legitimacy ; rational 

persuasion, ingratiation, pressure and coalitions as a way to influence McDonald’s. The 

influence tactic of ingratiation appeared scarcely. Comments below posts were hence 

rather aggressive. 

 

Summary of McDonald’s analysis 

To come to a conclusion, more than 73% of the posts in the McDonald’s commentary 

section, either contained negative commentary; unexplainable language; or posts that 

did not have to do anything with the company at all.  

Needless to say, McDonald’s has had some troubles with its legitimacy, concerning 

ethical matters such as obesity and other diseases its food can cause. Furthermore, bad 

service or bad quality of food is also a popular complaint. It seems that the Facebook 

page of McDonald’s offers a space for people to elaborately talk about their bad 

experiences; about the views they have on McDonald’s and so on. A question worth 

asking oneself is whether this could be influenced by the fact that McDonald’s doesn’t 

offer its consumers the right place for posting complaints and other matters. A 

conversation with McDonald’s and their consumers is also lacking even though 

Facebook is designed for offering companies and consumers a space where conversation 

is encouraged. However, it is understandable that, considering the high amount of 

comments, keeping up with ‘cleaning’ the Facebook page is an unfinished job in terms of 

the fact that millions of followers are hardly controllable and the fact that erasing a 

message doesn’t erase the problem.  
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6.2.2 Case: H&M 

Community size: 14 million  

Interactive with clients: No 

Customers can place posts on the wall: Yes, next to the usual opportunity for consumers 

to comment below posts; there is a possibility for consumers to post on the wall.  

Extra’s: Offers a recommendation section on its page where people can post their view 

on what they like about H&M. 

 

General Findings 

Most posts on H&M’s wall are positive (49,9%). After that follow the negative posts with 

25,15%. 12.9% of the responses were unclear and responds that don’t match are visible 

on H&M’s wall in only 12% of the cases. From the 4 companies that are analyzed; H&M 

offers its community the most space for messages on the wall by having included both a 

recommendation’s section and a post-section . A conversation is however not chosen as 

strategy by H&M.  

 

The Use of Spaces 

Unlike McDonald’s, H&M does give its Facebook community an opportunity to write 

messages on its wall. Even though it is important to point out that almost half of the 

commentaries below H&M’s post were positive, this is compensated by the amount of 

negative posts that are posted by the community themselves instead of in the 

commentary sections that can be found below posts. Even the ‘recommendation’ section 

that H&M implemented on their page, that poses the community the question ‘ What do 

you like about this place?’ is overtaken by messages that have to do with an ethical  

incident about a collapsed clothing factory in Bangladesh. As an example, 2 messages 

follow below: 

 

Karl-Johan Persson, it's time to be a fashion leader and sign the strong, enforceable agreement that can make 

Bangladesh factories safe. Sign the Bangladesh Fire & Building safety agreement now!  

 

CEO Karl-Johan Persson -- Sign the Bangladesh Fire & Building safety agreement immediately. Only a strong agreement 

like this can stop more Bangladesh factory disasters. I have shopped frequently at H&M in the past, but will not go onto 
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your store again until I know you have signed the agreement. But bluntly, my "fashion statement" is not worth ANY 

lives that are lost! Please take responsibility for your workers, be human! 5  

 

Hence, any space that H&M is offering its community is being used by the community 

but not necessarily to what the space is supposed to be used for. The fact that H&M gives 

its community a space to vent about ethical or product complaints and so on, as 

individuals have the freedom to post on the wall, seems to make the amount of negative 

commentaries below posts less. Other than that, the post section where members of the 

community can post on, is quite hidden in a small box on the right hand of the page; 

where one has to scroll down for long way, and not even come further than posts that 

have been written 4 hours ago. Not all posts of a day can thus become easily visible, 

which may be a way for H&M for dealing with stakeholders who seemingly will always 

use one way or another to express their opinion on Facebook in any way.  

 

The Negative Posts 

Even though direct critics towards the posts that H&M posted are most common, posts 

about the companies’ ethical practices also took in a lot of the space on Facebook as they 

came second with a percentage of 21.5%. The third place goes out to asking questions or 

asking a company to do something and 6.4% of the community re-posts ethical matters.  

 

Here follows an example on what community members have posted on the H&M wall 

with regards to the following post: 

 

 Vanessa Paradis is wearing selected pieces from the H&M Conscious Collection. A 

collection filled with natural greens, flower prints and delicate materials, perfect 

for spring!  (March 18th 2013) 

Comments on specific post 

- ugh she is looking dreadful on these pics..i love H&M but I think they got it all wrong this time with this combination. 

 

-The dress looks nice, but why do you have to use a model that looks like she is anorexic? 

 

 -Are these materials actually environmentally friendly or this is clever marketing? 

 

 

                                                 
5
 H&M’s Facebook page (2013) 

https://www.facebook.com/vanessaparadisofficiel?directed_target_id=0
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Comments about ethics/ Requests 

Hi H&M just wanted to remind about how wool is not sustainable. Please consider being considerate towards the whole 

biological variety that is a part from our environment, to not mislead your costumers to believe your company is All-the-

way green while it's still causing some damage. Ditch leather, silk and wool. These are not sustainable materials. 

 

UNCONSCIOUSNESS inspires you H&M... turn a blind eye to Cambodian workers living and working conditions. For the 

UNbelievable $19.95 price tag. 

 

Stop greenwashing your brand and start paying fair prices to all the workers and manifacturers who make your clothes 

 

Responds that didn’t match 

The most posts that didn’t match involved people posting something personal about 

themselves below a post. The second place was taken by the community having 

conversations with each other below the post and the third place was taken by the 

category ‘other’. Talking about an own business also scored high with a percentage of 

12.3%. 

 

Conflict Intensity Continuum & the Influence Tactics  

In terms of the 9 influence tactics, community members used legitimacy, rational 

persuasion, inspirational appeals, exchange, ingratiation and pressure. Requests 

considering the ethical matters from H&M were most aggressive. On the conflict 

intensity continuum scale, comments have reached till the degree of threats and 

ultimatums. Verbal attacks; overt questioning or challenging of others and minor 

disagreements or misunderstandings have furthermore all been part of the comments as 

well. 

 

H&M’s ethical discussions: 

The collapsed Bangladesh clothing factory was an important and returning post on 

H&M’s Facebook wall.  As an example of how often these messages were recurring: only 

within 2 hours on the 9th of May, did people post close to 70 messages regarding the 

recent happenings about the collapsed clothing factory. Next to individual posts; these 

messages regarding the companies’ ethics were also found back below posts in the 

comment section.  

Next to the ethical matter of the recent happenings in the Bangladesh factory, a lot of 

people addressed H&M’s skinny or anorexic models in their commentary.  
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With regards to the collapsed clothing factory in Bangladesh; H&M eventually posted the 

following message which is a respond to all the messages that have been posted 

regarding the collapse of a factory in Bangladesh: 

 

Today we commit to support the Fire and Building Safety agreement in Bangladesh, which is an 

addition to our continuous work for a sustainable textile industry. This agreement will help improve 

the safety of the workers in the garment industry, please read more at http://bit.ly/17Xbszs. We hope 

for a broad coalition of signatures for a greater impact.6 

 

By now, over 900 members of the community have liked H&M’s announcement. This 

case has showed how the H&M community has exercised power successfully as a 

collective identity which have gathered together because they have found a meaning and 

a mutual cause that have bound them. This case also shows how much social computing 

and customer advocacy are accurate in the Social Media space and as the consumers 

sovereignty model explains; in this case it seems that aggregated sums of well informed 

autonomous consumer agents did possess greater power than individual producers. 

H&M has listened to the numerous of requests from its community that have been 

appearing on its page for the past weeks now.  

 

Summary of H&M’s analysis 

To come to a conclusion, about 50% of the posts in the H&M’s commentary section 

either contained negative commentary; unexplainable language; or posts that did not 

have to do anything with the company at all. Even though the other 50% of the 

comments were positive, H&M’s Facebook wall was overtaken by the Bangladesh 

Factory incident. Even though H&M does not pursue a conversational strategy with its 

community; H&M did post an individual post as a response to the complaints and 

requests considering the Bangladesh Factory incident. Re-posting this ethical matter 

was also a highly popular thing to do.  

All the spaces that H&M furthermore offered its community are taken over by the 

followers which use those spaces to own interpretation which shows the accuracy of the 

                                                 
6
 H&M’s Facebook page (2013) 

http://bit.ly/17Xbszs
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customer sovereignty model and the cultural model. Furthermore this case has 

explained how social computing and customer advocacy are topical on Social Media.  

6.2.3 Case: British Airways 

Community size: 800.000 

Interactive with clients: British Airways does communicate with its community below 

Facebook posts but doesn’t answer absolutely all posts.  

Customers can place posts on the wall : No 

Extra’s: No 

 

General Findings 

British Airways has an open communication strategy on Facebook in which it has active 

conversation with its followers. The amount of positive posts, namely 44.2% come 

second after H&M. Responds that don’t match follow with 27.5% of which conversation 

with stakeholders was the most popular. Thereafter follow negative posts with 21.7% 

and unclear responses with 6.6%.  

Furthermore, British Airways does choose to maintain a conversation with its 

community however doesn’t offer its community the freedom to post separate posts on 

their wall. Members of the community are only able to comment below a post that 

British Airways has posted.  

 

The Use of Spaces 

As the amount of responses below the posts of British Airways are rather small, the 

Facebook page of British Airways seems to be easier to manage than those of 

McDonald’s and H&M. As users of their Facebook page cannot post their own messages 

on the wall, they also seem to have better control over the content. Nevertheless, 

keeping up a conversation with its consumers in the comment section is a challenge. 

British Airways attempts to personalize every message as much as it can by mentioning 

the users’ names and trying to solve a problem by not instantly directing them to the 

customer services. What happens a lot then is that consumers know that British Airways 

are having an active conversation with them, so they know that customer advocacy is in 

operation.  
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As soon as they recognize that they are treated well, they will want to be treated well 

even more. As an example, someone for instance posted:  

 
Ok so this is an interactive feed..do BA have any plans to resume a service to Manila anytime soon?? 7 
 
 
 

What then happens is that consumers expect British Airways to have a conversation 

with them over Facebook, even though British Airways does have more obvious 

communication channels such as their customer service where clients can ask questions. 

British Airways however decided to maintain this conversation and by doing so, turned 

Facebook into another channel for consumer service, besides posting new happenings 

around the company. Nonetheless, the conversational strategy seems to work out well 

for them. 

 

The Negative Posts 

Within the category of negative posts, the researcher sees that the post itself evokes the 

most negative responses with over 50% of the responses saying something negative 

about the specific post. Second come complaints about the service that British Airways 

offers and the third place goes to people asking questions or request with a negative 

overtone. The 4th place goes out to negative posts about the companies’ ethical matters.  

 

Here follow some examples on what community members have posted on the British 

Airways wall with regards to the following post: 

 

Now departing Docking Bay 94, Flight 52577. #MayThe4thBeWithYou (May 3rd 

2013) 

 

Messages about product/ service 

-Most rubbish airline I have ever flown with! 

 

-As the mother of Matt, the quartet's leader, I should like to second the previous post. The life of a touring musician is 

hard and stressful enough without the gross inefficiency and rudeness of the BA staff. I too shall ensure that I never fly 

BA. 

 

 

                                                 
7
 British Airways Facebook page (2013) 
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Questions and Requests 

-BA seriously needs a new fleat of planes for the Cape Town domestic Routes... Still flying the old 737-300  

 

- Respond to the first post: (Name)...not just in Cape Town...most of the flights from Gatwick operated by very old 737-

400....just like the cabin crew working on them!! 

 

Responds that didn’t match 

The most posts that didn’t match had a conversational character. Community members 

liked to talk about trips they were going to make and asked other members when they 

were planning on going somewhere or even visiting them. Personal messages took in the 

2nd place. The 3rd place was taken by people who asked a random question to British 

Airways.   

 

Conflict Intensity Continuum & the Influence Tactics 

The Facebook page of British Airways does not show a lot of conflict as the highest 

degree of conflict that was analyzed were assertive verbal attacks. When looking at the 9 

influence tactics, legitimacy; rational persuasion; inspirational appeals, personal appeals 

and ingratiation are found back in the messages. Since overly aggressive messages are 

not found, it is not clear whether British Airways deletes them from their wall.  

 

British Airways ethical discussions: 

Besides some comments about air pollution in the comment section below posts, people 

did not address any big ethical matters towards the company. Yet again, it is not clear 

whether British Airways decides to delete any aggressive requests or comments on their 

wall. The reason for the lack of ethical discussion can also simply have occurred because 

British Airways didn’t have any ethical matters that they had to deal with lately.  

 

Summary of British Airways analysis 

To come to a conclusion, about 55,8% of the posts in the British Airways commentary 

section either contained negative commentary; unexplainable language; or posts that 

did not have to do anything with the company at all. British Airways has an open 

conversation with its community and tries to address matters as personal as possible by 

using the names of people asking questions in their commentaries. The Facebook page 

of British Airways further seems peaceful as the conflict intensity continuum showed a 



80 

 

lower degree of conflict than the other companies did. Over the time that this research 

has been conducted, the company seemed also the be free from any ethical matters 

whereas the other cases all had to do with ethical matters that could possibly harm a 

companies’ legitimacy. It is however not clear whether British Airways deletes any 

aggressive posts from their wall. Nevertheless, even in the British Airways case do we 

see that power flows appear. As followers see that British Airways tries to address 

problems in a very client-friendly manner, consumers in turn are tempted to ask the 

company even more below the comment section. Even though British Airways surely 

has a customer service operating outside of Facebook, it had to subject to what the 

consumers wanted the Facebook to be, and that happened to be a customer service 

center.  

 

6.2.4 Case: Vodafone UK 

Community size: 650.000 

Interactive with clients: Vodafone UK does communicate with its community below 

Facebook posts a lot but doesn’t answer absolutely all posts.  

Customers can place posts on the wall : No 

Extra’s: Has a ‘Got a Question’ segment on the Facebook page.   

 

General Findings 

Vodafone has a semi- open communication strategy on Facebook in which it maintains a 

conversation with its followers, yet this conversation stays limited to referring to the 

‘Got A Question’ app:   

  Hi (name) If you follow the "Got a question" link, we'll be happy to look into this for you. Thanks Sukhi 

  Hi (name), 

We can't look into network issues here, but if you follow the "Got a question" app we're able to get more 

details so we can ensure that any network issues are being addressed. 

 

This strategy shows not to be successful as 71.8% of the posts are negative ones. After 

that follow responds that don’t match with 17.7% and  positive posts with only 8.7%. 

Only 1.7% of the posts were unclear.  

Members of the Vodafone community are furthermore not enabled to post on the wall 

and can only comment below posts that Vodafone publishes.  
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The Use of Spaces 

Vodafone UK has an active conversation with its community on Facebook.  

The downside of that conversation is nevertheless immediately visible on their page. 

Vodafone namely decided to create a venting space by means of the ‘Got a Question’ app, 

which people have to click on. Even though this app might be used by some, the amount 

of people who do not use it is still really high as 69.1% of the negative commentaries are 

complaints about Vodafone’s products and services. The problem with the chat is that 

there is a robot-like conversation taking place that is limited to Vodafone directing 

consumers in the commentary section to this ‘Got a Question’ App repeatedly. 

Consumers however, seem to ignore those requests and some of them even say that no 

one is responding to them there so they want to bring the matter to the attention 

elsewhere.  

A remarkable comment made by a follower furthermore goes as follows: 

 

 It is funny that this page seems to be a forum for continual customer complaints because most of the 
other communication channels don’t work – it’s funny that a communications company can’t 

communicate !8 
 

Vodafone hence gave their consumers the opportunity to start a conversation on 

Facebook but lack of real conversation taking place, leaves its consumers largely 

unsatisfied, which the paragraph below is going to discuss.  

 

The Negative Posts 

In the case of Vodafone, consumers seem to, besides posting complaints about products 

or services which score the highest percentage, keep up a conversation talking about 

their complaints with other stakeholders which scored the 3rd highest percentage. The 

2nd position was taken by community members who comment something negative about 

a specific post that Vodafone has posted and the fourth highest percentage in the 

category of negative posts goes out to questions and requests with a negative overtone.  

 

Here follow some examples on what community members have posted on the Vodafones 

wall with regards to the following post: 

BBQ10 Coming very very soon to Vodafone. Pre-order now ( April 16th 2013) 

                                                 
8
 Vodafone’s Facebook page (2013) 
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Comments about products and services 

-Don't bother using Vodafone, I'd had so much trouble with them that I called to cancel my contract on the 25/1/13. 

They told me I didn't need to so anything else, my contract would be over on the 28/2/13 and my final payment would 

be around 2 weeks after that date. I called up a few weeks later to make sure everything was cancelled and they told 

me yes, and that I wouldn't receive any more payments. Guess what, they are still charging me! The sim hasn't been 

used, it was cut up and thrown away on the 28/2/13. I want my money back and they refuse to help! 

 

- Andy, I've got someone else top help me .... i did use your chat line once but it is very difficult to find on your site. as 

a result i'm stuck with this system ... hardly the best way to communicate bearing in mind your whole business is based 

on communication . Can you confirm that my billing will now end, now that i have executed the pac pak puk or 

whatever it's called. Or do i now have to undergo the tortuous procedure of finding another part of your organisation to 

cancel my present 33p a day cost. By the way, your chat line person told me it would cost .33P a day ... the real cost is 

33P a day ... an error, deliberate i suspect on your part., that suggests 1/100 of the actual charge. that's an inability to 

recognise that you attempted to charge me 100 times more than i was expecting. I might be tempted to stay with you if 

you paid the right amount of tax. please confirm my billing will stop. 

 

Comments about specific post 

-BBQ10 = barbecue ten. The Marketing people didn't really think that one through. 

 

- I did assume this was a new summer outdoor cooking product. I am sadly disappointed now. 

 

Conversation with other stakeholders 

-Hear hear (name) I have had no signal now for over 10 days with repeated requests to 'soft reset' and go to 2g only, i 

have now given up and will be going to the ombudsman to reclaim my O2 pay as you go calls, get line rental rebate, 

compensation for loss ob business , and terminate my contract with no penalty. 

 

Questions/ Requests 

- What's going on?! My village has no signal, do you know when it will be back up? My 10 yr old is out and i need to get 

hold of him!!!! 

 

-Want to know whats happening with my Signal? My battery is running down real quick coz phone is constantly 

searching for network. And when you ring customer service your kept on the phone for over half an hour at 0870 prices 

just so they can "raise a issue" This is the second time in 5 months we've gone over a day with no signal...fed up with 

it!!!! 

 

Responds that didn’t match 

Most posts that didn’t match contained random questions to Vodafone with no less than 

41.2%. After that followed personal matters with 29.4%; conversations with other 

stakeholders with 15.7% and talking about other companies 7.8%. The category ‘other’ 

was visible in 5.9% of the cases.  
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Conflict Intensity Continuum & the Influence Tactics 

Members of the Vodafone community have used legitimacy; rational persuasion; 

pressure and coalitions as influence tactics, making the way of trying to influence 

Vodafone’s practices a rather aggressive one. The conflict intensity continuum model 

shows us that comments at the Vodafone Facebook page have reached the degree of 

threats and ultimatums. Verbal attacks; overt questioning or challenging of others and 

minor disagreements or misunderstandings have furthermore all been part of the 

comments as well.  

 

Vodafone’s ethical discussions: 

Though ethical posts did appear on Vodafone’s wall in the comment section, they didn’t 

overtook the whole wall as was the case with H&M and McDonald’s.  

 

Summary of Vodafone analysis 

The case of Vodafone shows us that, even having a ‘Got A Question’ tool that should keep 

consumers’ comments off from the comment section, does not impress members of the 

community much. A lot of them ignore the Got A Question app and posts below Vodafone 

posts on Facebook in any way. Requests from Vodafone to go to the Got A Question app 

are also not perceived positively. This is a good example of how communities will use 

the open spaces to their interpretation when they are available to them; even though the 

main party owning the page requests to carry out other procedures. Vodafone’s 

Facebook turned out following a customer service model yet not a positive one as British 

Airways maintained to pursue. As other communication didn’t seem to work either; the 

large part of the Facebook wall is being used as a venting space for consumers to mostly 

complain about the bad service.  
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6.3 Summary of all Cases  

 
The following hypotheses were stated before the research:  

 

H1: People rather use businesses Facebook pages to their own rules, than to businesses 

rules. By responding to posts with regards to topics according to their own agenda. 

 

H2 The reactions that are written below a companies’ Facebook post are rather negative 

than positive. 

 

After conducting this research it can be said that hypothesis one can be affirmed as all 

cases showed various types of posts that didn’t show matches and moreover could 

possibly harm a companies’ legitimacy. This hypothesis can also be affirmed by the fact 

that requests from companies to let their community members write their content 

somewhere else, at for instance a discussion forum; customer service or other kinds of 

Apps, were ignored by the community.  

 

Hypothesis two turned out to be partially true as 2 out of 4 companies still had more 

positive than negative comments (namely H&M and British Airways). McDonald’s and 

Vodafone UK had more negative than positive comments. Almost all companies however 

cumulatively had more posts that didn’t match; were not understandable or negative 

than the amount of positive comments. Only H&M turned out having 50% positive posts 

and 50% of either negative; not matching or unclear posts; which tells a lot about the 

way spaces are being used on Facebook.  

 

It has furthermore become clear that whether a company maintains a conversational 

strategy or not; all of the cases analyzed in the research have experienced counter 

power in one way or another on their Facebook pages. Some more in terms of ethical 

discussions or complaints about products and services- making users empowered into 

spreading more ideas about a certain company- others through the fact that companies 

have surrendered into letting Facebook run as a second customer service platform.  

The conflict intensity continuum model showed that all companies -except for British 

Airways who reached the level of assertive verbal attacks- have reached the degree of 

threats and ultimatums on their wall. Verbal attacks; overt questioning or challenging of 
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others and minor disagreements or misunderstandings have furthermore all been part 

of the comments as well.  

As for the way consumers tried to influence; their messages were rather aggressive, 

again British Airways was exceptional in this case.  

 

The top three sub-categories that were included in negative comments were comments 

regarding a companies’ product/service; comments regarding companies’ ethics and 

questions and/or requests with a negative overtone. Re-posting comments with 

reference to the company on ethical issues was also popular to do. This makes Facebook 

mostly be interpreted as either a platform to use for consumer service; for reviewing or 

for spreading idealistic motives by means of activism.   

 

Within the category of no match, personal stories and conversations with other 

stakeholders took in a lot of space in the comment section. This then makes Facebook 

mostly be interpreted as a platform for chatting and for sharing other stories; both 

personal or not. Occasionally people also used Facebook spaces for promoting own or 

other companies.  

 

To come to a conclusion, this research made it clear that communities in fact took over 

Facebook pages to, besides commenting on companies positively, also express their 

negative experiences and opinions. It doesn’t matter whether companies refer to other 

channels or if they maintain a customer-friendly service online, there will always be 

people who want to use Facebook as a place to communicate their issues with the 

company; to spread personal stories; to have conversations with others, and the list of 

interpretations continues.  

Even though it is true that Social Media can only be successful when users generate 

content; it should be recognized that negative content is also produced in the online 

environment; in some cases even more than positive content. This means that Social 

Media do not necessarily guarantee a brand lift, which not all companies have 

recognized yet.  

The H&M Bangladesh Factory case furthermore showed how much the customer 

sovereignty model; the cultural model; social computing and customer advocacy are 

topical on Social Media.   



86 

 

Remarkable furthermore is the fact that the Facebook pages of McDonald’s and 

Vodafone, who decided to not respond to its consumers the way they would wish to, had 

the highest percentage of negative comments on their pages.  

This research has thus shown that the holder of the power of the messages on Facebook 

are not the companies who run the Facebook sites, but the communities that follow 

them. The companies that have recognized this on Social Media (H&M and British 

Airways) in these case studies seemed to be better off than the ones who didn’t.  

 

In the beginning of this research I asked myself the question: How do people use the 

space to exercise consumer power in the open structure of Facebook?´   

Being an active follower of several businesses on Facebook myself; I started to recognize 

that Facebook wasn’t always being used to simply like or respond on a companies’ posts. 

The messages that could be found in the comment section were furthermore of high 

quantity and variety. It was then that I recognized that consumers were using those 

companies’ Facebook sites to own interpretation. What’s more is that, as different 

analyses have already claimed: companies in the future will have to subject to Social 

Media and have started doing so by a couple of years now. However, what does this 

mean for a companies’ future when taking into account matters such as legitimacy; 

transparency and power? 

 

This research has portrayed the empowerment of people through people’s needs; 

through the changed understanding of the definition of power & blending structures 

because of Globalization; New Media and Web 2.0 technologies and empowerment 

through a collective identity that trusts each other. Both globalization and the Internet 

introduced the concept of decentralization as national borders started becoming vaguer. 

The web 2.0 technologies and hence Social Media then offered people spaces to consume 

information that could be helpful in forming the commodity-self, as people can identify 

themselves through what they consume; meaning that they can either accept or reject 

information.  
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These changed and liberate structures have now also started blending into company’s 

structures as they are experiencing a shift from vertical to horizontal hierarchies.  

As businesses structures went from vertical to horizontal, one of the questions that I 

then immediately asked myself was how power can be defined in the Social Media Age. 

What does power even mean in the New Information Age?  

 

This research has measured power with the 9 influence tactics and the conflict intensity 

continuum which both have showed to be occurring on all Facebook pages. Power then 

is interpreted by the fact that people have the freedom to interpret the spaces on Social 

Media as they wish as the cultural model has supported in this thesis -people can either 

interpret Facebook as a space to use for consumer services; to promote own or other 

companies, to gather as a collective identity that addresses ethical issues and so on.  

 

Moreover, as a consequence of the changed structures through the effects of 

globalization and Social Media; it is not only the media conglomerates that have the 

‘power over the minds’ anymore as anybody can spread a message nowadays.  

People have therefore also become empowered because they can spread messages 

which can inspire other stakeholders to think about a matter and see whether they 

choose to accept or reject it. The trust transitivity model supports this by explaining that 

it is possible for people to trust one another, even if they haven’t met offline. The 

consumer sovereignty model also justifies this as it says that communities together can 

operate as a bigger force than the authorities.  

 

To come to a conclusion, in this age there are millions of companies that can be found on 

Facebook, hoping to see their brand relive or get an extra boost via Social Media. 

However, the power that people in fact have in the web 2.0 space has been 

underestimated until now. It is true that Social Media has known a lot of undeniable 

success stories, yet as Argenti et. al (2009, p 28) say:“It starts with a recognition that we 

are no longer in control of our company’s messages and channels –which we don’t have 

any way. Once we liberate ourselves from that illusion, we can begin to adopt and 

embrace new ways, tools and approaches.” 
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This research has given more answers in terms of how people use Facebook to their own 

interpretation and how Social Media has empowered them to do so. 

Further research could look more into the trust-transitivity principle and see how much 

of the that principle can be proven true in terms of followers below Facebook. 

Conducting a survey amongst followers from chosen companies asking them how much 

they take other counter-power messages against the company for credible could then 

prove more in terms of whether Facebook is actually an effective medium for companies 

to use. Further research could also point out whether consumers on different social 

media are actually waiting for updates from companies every day as is the actuality in 

this New Information Age where large amounts of information are taken in daily. Even 

though Neuman says that “the average audience member pays relatively little attention, 

retains only a small fraction, and is not the slightest bit overloaded by the flow of 

information or the choices available among the media and messages” (Neuman 2002, p 

90); the analyzed comments in this research did indicate that many messages that were 

posted by companies were responded upon negatively by their community. Hence, 

conducting a research on the why’s of community members feeling annoyed, angry or 

sad could also be looked upon closer as to see the motivations behind their negativity 

besides it being a way of expressing their commodity-self.   
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Case: British Airways 

The Categories 
 

 

 

Negative posts 21,70% 

Positive posts 44,20% 

Respond does not match 27,50% 

Unclear responses 6,60% 
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Respond does not Match 

 

Case: H&M 
 

The Categories 
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Case: Vodafone 
 

The Categories 
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Respond does not Match 

 

Case: McDonald’s 
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