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Abstract

Rapid transmission, sharing, and discussion of hostile messages on social media may cause
a crisis for enterprises. Therefore, responding appropriately to such messages is crucial.
The message life cycle framework explains the dissemination of social media messages
across four stages: emergence, amplification, saturation, and recession. The study employs
this framework to a case study involving an accusation of plagiarism on the social media
platform Dcard. To analyze the mechanisms driving the rise and fall of message influence
throughout the message life cycle, we examine 3,907 posts related to the incident. We also
conduct a textual analysis to evaluate the patterns of interaction, emotional reactions, and
social media responses of users by applying MaxQDA, utilize Excel Power BI to visualize
data, conduct in-depth interviews to obtain qualitative data, and employ thematic analysis
to identify salient themes. Moreover, we examine the roles and behaviors of stakeholders
to identify effective crisis management and response strategies at each stage of the
message life cycle. This study also assesses how organizational culture and internal control
systems contribute to such crisis management strategies.
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Message Life Cycle and Firm Crisis: A Case Study

Shuo-Min Li, Department of Business Administration, Ming Chuan University

Jen-Shyang Chen, Department of Business Administration, Ming Chuan University

1. Background

Information on social media is powerful and difficult to control. This study examines
how messages posted on social media accumulate influence and shape perceptions that
may ultimately trigger crises for firm stakeholders. It also analyzes how such messages are
disseminated, what factors enhance or reduce their influence, and what consequences they
generate.

On social media, posting messages, expressing approval through likes, and sharing
content are common actions that can attract substantial attention. This attention may
eventually escalate into matters of public concern. If not properly managed, such messages
may evolve into full-blown crises for stakeholders.

In the past, situational crisis communication theory (Coombs, 2007), social-mediated
crisis communication (Jin, Pang, and Cameron, 2012) and the integrated crisis mapping
model (Jin et al., 2012) have emphasized crisis management on social media platforms.
However, they have not addressed the cumulative influence of online negative messages
that may eventually cause crises.

This study aims to explore how the influence of online messages evolves through

social media activities during a crisis.

2. Framework

We develop a message life cycle framework to illustrate how the influence of social
media messages varies over time. This framework assesses the following three factors.
First, affect-driven amplification identifies how users elicit emotional responses from a
message while perceiving violations of shared values, and thus rapidly disseminate the
message. Second, participative interaction mechanisms define how user engagement,

interactions, and discourse on social media affect the dissemination, evolution, and varying
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influence of messages. Third, stakeholder feedback and adjustment mechanisms refer to
stakeholder responses to crises caused by social media messages; such responses are often
guided by feedback received through social media. This message life cycle framework
supports the analysis of message influence development and has direct applications in
stakeholder crisis management.

A message may not always attract attention from social media users. Nevertheless,
when a message addresses a violation of shared values, such as plagiarism, users are likely
to respond to it. This response may result in the proliferation of messages that support or
refute the original message. Moreover, the users’ reactions may further intensify when
the subject of the original message possesses a favorable reputation. Consequently,
contradictory interpretations and competing narratives often emerge and circulate across
platforms, complicating efforts to assess the accuracy and credibility of the original
message.

In the emergence phase of the message life cycle, sharing posts, images, videos, or
comments enables the message to spread and increase its influence. These activities focus
the collective attention of users on a problem.

Increased responses on social media amplify message influence, particularly when
stakeholders react to alter public perceptions. However, responses perceived as inadequate
may provoke additional social pressure. During the amplification phase, messages
proliferate across social media platforms. The original message’s influence becomes more
pronounced as additional users engage with the problem and inappropriate stakeholder
responses intensify the discussion. As users contribute additional evidence of the problem,
the social pressure on stakeholders increases, and the message causes a crisis. Continued
message dissemination may generate intense vitriol directed toward stakeholders,
expanding the scope and influence of the crisis.

Although social media responses and interactions may intensify during the
amplification phase, the crisis may not worsen if the message’s influence reaches
saturation. During this saturation phase, problems are discussed across social and
traditional media. Although additional events may be discussed, the crisis may remain
confined to the original problem. Hence, despite sustained discussion, the crisis may not
worsen, and the discussion may gradually subside because of the absence of new topics.

When no further problems are discussed, the message life cycle eventually enters
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the recession phase. In this phase, the original message’s influence declines as it receives
minimal attention and few related posts are discussed.

The influence of a message varies depending on the topics discussed on social
media during its life cycle. A crisis resulting from a message can potentially be controlled
and managed through social media interactions and discussions. To implement a crisis
management mechanism aligned with the message life cycle, stakeholders need to monitor
online opinion and determine appropriate timing and strategies for responding, interacting,

and controlling discourse during each life cycle phase.

3. Case Analysis

We conduct a case study to clarify the four phases of the message life cycle. The case
involves a message posted on Dcard, a social media platform that enables anonymous
posts by members registered through educational institutions. Numerous forums exist
for users to discuss diverse topics. One such forum focuses on Firm A, which provides
interior decoration services and presents its work through multimedia. Many students
and professionals have been discussing the firm’s multimedia content. Specifically, the
message we aim to examine is an original post in this forum accused the firm of plagiarism
on the night of April 29, 2020. Within 48 hours, users had created 1,555 posts discussing
the claim. By July 17, 2020, the total number of posts had reached 3,907. To analyze the
original message’s influence, we employ content analysis to identify key message terms,
apply MaxQDA to examine topic relationships, and utilize Excel Power BI to analyze
topic sequences. We also conduct a field interview with Firm A’s chief executive officer
(CEO) to confirm the firm’s attitudes, decisions, and crisis management mechanisms
during the incident.

An examination of the initial 49 posts reveals two opposing perspectives. Some
users assert that Firm A had not engaged in plagiarism, whereas others submit material
supporting the plagiarism accusation. During this emergence phase of the message life
cycle, the responses, interactions, and attention directed toward the messages on social
media remained ambiguous.

The CEO of Firm A responds to the plagiarism accusation on the forum and

engages with the forum members. However, the CEO’s statements fail to convince them.
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Consequently, many messages, several images, and substantial evidence are posted
to criticize Firm A’s conduct. More than 1,500 posts condemn the firm for plagiarism.
Although Firm A issues a formal apology statement and initiates crisis management
procedures, forum members continue posting, especially with reference to new problems
connected to the original plagiarism accusation. After issuing its formal apology, Firm A
attempts to limit the discussion’s scope to prevent additional fallout. During this period,
the firm experiences a crisis and lost support from customers and social media users.
Gradually, the frequency of posts declines because of the absence of new content.
Although the original hostile posts remain online, the lack of new content leads to a
reduction in user engagement and discussion. During the saturation phase of the message
life cycle, users continue posting and discussing topics that had already been discussed.
Finally, the message enters the recession phase, receiving minimal new attention from

social media users.

4. Conclusion

To manage a crisis, firms attempt to monitor user behavior, respond with social media
interactions, and influence corporate culture. These responses are necessary to reduce
attention to messages that may cause a crisis. The message life cycle framework offers key
guidance for managing each phase of a post’s life cycle, which can help firms determine

how to respond to a crisis caused by a hostile message.
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