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  Abstract 
 Owing to the increasing adopti on of social networks among consumers 
and the eff ect of their online negati ve reviews on fi rms ’  profi tability, 
this paper explains research into possible strategies for replying to 
negati ve word-of-mouth (nWOM). On the basis of a study involving 
237 fi rms, we examine how companies can react to nWOM 
communicati on and how their acti ons are infl uenced by experience 
with the social network. The results show the eight most frequent 
strategies adopted: discount coupon, post removal, request for post 
removal by consumer, sending another free product, product 
substi tuti on, acceptance of consumer ’ s request and providing excuses /
 explanati on, plus  ‘ no reacti on ’ . The results also correlate the number 
of fans and presence on Facebook to the type of reacti on, with a 
signifi cant diff erence among highly experienced fi rms and a 
signifi cantly higher level of  ‘ no reacti on ’  among less experienced 
companies.  
   Journal of Direct, Data and Digital Marketing Practice  (2013)  14,  214 – 223. 
 doi: 10.1057/dddmp.2013.3    

       

 Introducti on 
   Due to the increasing adoption of social networks like Facebook, 
interacting with large communities of consumers has become easier 
for fi rms. This channel represents a valuable opportunity for 
organizations to gain knowledge of consumers ’  past experiences with 
their products, as well as their needs and preferences.  1   In fact, there 
is wide availability of consumers ’  comments online, both negative 
and positive. The role of these comments has been largely studied 
with reference to their ability to infl uence other consumers.  2   Their role 
as a source of knowledge for fi rms has been considered less often. In 
particular, there is a dearth of studies on the role of negative comments 
on social networks from the organizations ’  point of view. In this paper, 
we specifi cally focus on the role of negative reviews on a company ’ s 
subsequent actions, by investigating to what extent the fi rm ’ s 
experience with the social network affects this reaction. 

 The management of interactions with users on social networks is 
becoming more and more important for fi rms. The high number of 
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users, comments, discussions and reviews on a brands ’  Facebook 
page is an indicator of popularity of the brand, the product or the fi rm 
itself.  3,4   Moreover, many organizations use online interaction to target 
potential customers, identify market trends and propose customized 
marketing strategies.  5   In fact, other studies have highlighted the 
opportunities offered by Facebook for implementing loyalty 
programmes  6   and for infl uencing their purchasing decisions.  4,7,8   

 Due to their infl uence on consumer behaviour, positive comments 
are more desirable for spreading a positive image among clients. 
As a consequence, fi rms try to involve consumers in online discussions 
and to infl uence their interactions and comments by adopting different 
viral marketing strategies.  9,10   For this reason, some recent studies have 
focused on best practices for infl uencing online reviews in order to 
increase product sales.  11   As a consequence, according to the surveyed 
literature, use of social networks is able to infl uence the fi rm ’ s market 
orientation.  12   

   Users ’  comments online are part of electronic word-of-mouth 
(eWOM), an informal way of communicating among individuals 
through digital channels. Comments on social networks can be 
used by organizations to improve their products and services and 
as a valuable source of information. More specifi cally, negative 
comments provide information on limits and opportunities for 
improvement of products or services. In this paper, we refer to 
negative comments on social network as negative word-of-mouth 
(nWOM). While eWOM has been extensively studied in previous 
literature,  1,13 – 16   nWOM is still an under-researched fi eld. 

 As with positive comments, fi rms can chose among various 
possible reactions to nWOM. Some of these are oriented at reducing 
the negative impact by making such comments less visible (ie, hiding 
the comment or asking the customer to delete the post). Others are 
aimed at demonstrating that the fi rm is willing and able to correct 
possible errors (ie, replying with apologies, giving an explanation 
or a reimbursement). Several factors can infl uence a fi rm ’ s choice 
in reacting to nWOM: for example, organizational culture, the 
characteristics of the customer and the marketing strategy of the fi rm. 

   As a company grows more experienced with the use of social media, 
it is likely that its approach to managing nWOM will change. In fact, 
experience infl uences different activities such as problem solving, 
information processing and forming opinion at the individual level.  17   
From a consumers ’  point of view, experienced social media users 
(in terms of people who make extensive use of the social medium) 
are more willing to be infl uenced in their purchasing decision.  1   Hence, 
it is possible to argue that experience with the social network also 
infl uences organizational behaviour. 

 The aim of this paper is to understand what are the possible 
reactions to negative online posts and how experience with the 
social network infl uences this reaction. To achieve this goal, we 
conducted a content analysis that involved 237 subjects from Italian 
fi rms. 
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 The fi rst part of the paper is devoted to an analysis of the literature 
on user-generated content (UGC) and eWOM supported by social 
networks; the second part focuses on a qualitative analysis involving 
237 fi rms to gain an understanding of the practices adopted by fi rms 
in reaction to nWOM and the impact of their experience with social 
networks. Future directions for satisfying (online) consumers ’  
expectations follow.   

 Theoreti cal background 
   Social networks are a popular way for sharing and diffusing 
knowledge at huge scale.  18   With the increasing adoption of social 
networks, the role of consumers is not to seek information passively, 
but to actively share information with other users through online 
platforms in the form of rich textual comments (reviews, discussion, 
etc).  19,20   These opinions form the so-called UGC. Previous studies 
on information propagation found that these types of content are able 
to increase their popularity over many years.  18   Since these comments 
contain data on users ’  interests, opinions and behaviours, they can be 
exploited as powerful sources of data on market trends and also to set 
more effi cient recommender systems.  20,21   On the other hand, they are 
a data source for consumers who can obtain more information on products 
and fi rms as part of their purchasing decision process.  22   Furthermore, 
consumers ’  interest and trust in online consumer-generated product 
information is greater compared to content posted by vendors.  8,14   

   This knowledge-sharing among users is a form of eWOM. Given the 
rapid growth of this phenomenon, an increasing number of third-party 
infomediaries has begun to invite consumers to rate the products or 
services they have consumed and then offer an aggregated rating of 
the item.  23   This process is quicker and more effi cient than traditional 
word-of-mouth based on face-to-face messages, which is not able to 
collect all consumers ’  impressions and provide a fi nal product evaluation. 

 Since each user is able to post a review, there is a great amount of 
information, albeit with negative consequences relating to  ‘ information 
overload ’   10   as well as to the quality of available comments, which 
varies from high to low quality and might also include spams and 
insults, etc.  24   

   Although the number of positive reviews is greater than negative 
ones  25   and consumers tend to post positive comments  —  mainly due 
to the sense of belonging to the community and enjoyment of helping 
others  13    —  people who are dissatisfi ed with a service or product are 
more willing to share their negative experience with other potential 
consumers.  1,26   This situation is not dissimilar to offl ine word-of-mouth 
communication.  27   Negative reviews tend to relate disappointing 
experiences with a certain product or a service, usually referring to 
some expectations not being met, which could damage the fi rm ’ s 
reputation.  26,28   

   Past research has furthermore showed the greater infl uence 
of nWOM compared to positive comments.  16   In fact, consumers 
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usually pay more attention to negative reviews than to positive 
ones and consider negative ones more informative.  26,29   On the one 
hand, a negative review has negative consequences for sales, on the 
other it can hinder other (positive) posts or solicit other negative 
comments.  30   

 Despite the negative effects of this kind of comment, their absence 
might indicate a lack of discussion among users and result in an 
environment not capable of attracting users  30   and induce managers 
to underestimate the impact of nWOM.  31   Since the nWOM provides 
valuable information for fi rms to improve their relationship with 
consumers,  32   organizations need to exploit the knowledge made 
available by negative comments on social networks and to reduce 
the negative impact of these on their reputation. 

   Hence, understanding the practices that fi rms use for mitigating 
the negative consequences of nWOM and to exploiting the knowledge 
emerging from nWOM becomes an important factor for the business 
success. For instance, some authors suggest that creating strong ties 
with customers might reduce their intention to spread nWOM.  33   

 To date, studies have largely focused on the analysis of the 
consumer perspective towards eWOM and UGC, in terms of 
motivation to post online, information searching and sharing process, 
and their decision-making process, without taking into account the 
organizational perspective. Indeed, there is still a gap in the literature 
concerning fi rms ’  behaviours, perceptions and reaction to customer 
reviews, especially in the context of nWOM.  34   

   Not all organizations will react to nWOM with the same type of 
action. Some organizations react with explanations, others with 
apologies or excuses. For instance, Munzel and colleagues  34   have 
found that apologies following a negative comment on a social 
network improve customers ’  opinions of the fi rm. Other possible 
reactions can be removing the post, ignoring or even manipulating 
it, even though research suggests that ignoring, removing or 
manipulating the comment can have a negative effect on the fi rms ’  
reputation.  35   

   Other research on social media suggests that, just as with 
individuals,  36   organizational experience with using social media 
also infl uences behaviour. For this reason it is expected that, as the 
experience of a company with Facebook increases, the way it reacts 
to negative reviews changes. In particular, previous studies highlighted 
how experience with technology infl uences adoption and usage 
behaviour.  17   For instance, Jones and colleagues observe that as 
experience with Customer Relationship Management increases, the 
procedures and routines adopted by salespersons in fi rms change.  37   
Dellarocas  35   observes that some fi rms manipulate online comments 
and that their manipulation practices evolve in time. Wolk and Skiera  38   
found that sales practices of fi rms using e-commerce channels 
change with their experience with the technology. This infl uence 
of organizational experience with social networks on their reaction 
to nWOM has not been addressed in previous studies.   
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 Research 
   This research aims at investigating how fi rms ’  reactions to negative 
consumer reviews and comments change when the experience of the 
organization with Facebook increases. We consider experience as a 
factor that affects an individual ’ s or an organization ’ s approach to 
performing a certain task and / or using a particular system.  17   In this 
study, experience has been measured through two variables: (i) in 
terms of months of presence on the social network (the longer a fi rm ’ s 
page has been on Facebook, the higher the experience of the fi rm with 
managing customers ’  comments); (ii) in terms of number of fans (the 
larger the community of fans, the higher the opportunity for interaction 
and, as a consequence, the potential experience in interacting with the 
customers). 

 The research involved 237 subjects in different fi rms, recruited in 
Italy between July and September 2012. Respondents were employees 
responsible for the management of the company fan page on Facebook. 
 Table 1  summarizes these fi rms ’  characteristics. 

 Each interview has been coded and loaded through the MaxQda 
software for the content analysis. This investigation is fi rst based on 
frequency analysis, in order to understand the value, the importance 
and the intensity of the possible variables.  39   As scale of counting, we 
consider single words for describing the most frequent fi rms ’  reaction. 
 Table 2  describes the main strategies undertaken by fi rms for replying 
to negative comments, with related frequency and percentage. 

 This analysis is not suffi cient on its own,  39   so we also conducted 
a contingent analysis based on the evaluation of association structures 
between the various codes that occurred in each interview, inferred 
by means of the codes that occur together. 

   Analysis was carried out on the codes referring to behaviours, 
length of presence on the social network ( Table 3 ) and number of 
fans ( Table 4 ). (As more than one behaviour could be named by 
respondents, totals sum to more than 100 per cent in each case.)   
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  Table 1 :      Profi le of fi rms researched 

      
    Presence on web 2.0 (Facebook, Twitt er, etc)    
      Less than 1 month  4 %  
      Between 1 month and 1 year  32 %  
      More than 1 year  64 %  
      
    Number of fans    
      Less than 1,000  39 %  
      Between 1,001 and 9,999  43 %  
      More than 10,000  18 %  
      
    Frequency of nWOM    
      Never  28 %  
      Rarely  46 %  
      Very oft en  26 %  
      
    Frequency of reacti on to nWOM    
      Never  13 %  
      Rarely  26 %  
      Very oft en  41 %  
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 Discussions 
   The aim of this study is to understand if fi rms ’  experience 
with social networks and with negative consumer comments 
infl uences their reactions when they receive a negative comment 
from a fan. 

 The content analysis we conducted produced a list of possible 
reactions to negative comments adopted in the past, including also 
the lack of reaction. The absolute and relative frequencies of these 
reactions were considered. A noteworthy fi nding is that  ‘ Excuse /
 explanation ’  is the most frequent reaction, whereas the second is 
 ‘ Accepting consumer ’ s request ’ . When adopting these reactions, 
a fi rm recognizes that an error has been made and tries to correct its 
behaviour. We call these  ‘ positive reactions ’ . The likely goal of the 
fi rm is to improve the opinion of customers by proving that their 
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  Table 2 :      Main strategies for replying to nWOM 

   Reacti on   Frequency    Percentage  

   Excuses / Explanati on  141  59 
   Accepti ng consumer’s request  40  17 
   No reacti on  30  13 
   Product substi tuti on  15  6 
   Free product  10  4 
   Post removal  4  2 
   Discount coupon  2  1 
   Request to revise post  1  0 

  Table 3 :      Behaviour by length of presence on social network 

      Less than 1 year (76 fi rms)    More than 1 year (152 fi rms)  

   Excuses / Explanati on ( % )  60  61 
   No reacti on ( % )  21  8 
   Accepti ng consumer’s request ( % )  14  16 
   Product substi tuti on ( % )  6  6 
   Post removal ( % )  3  0.1 
   Free product ( % )  3  6 
   Request to revise post ( % )  0.1  0 
   Discount coupon ( % )  0  0.1 

  Table 4 :      Behaviour by number of fans 

    
 Less than 1,000 
fans (91 fi rms) 

 Between 1,000 and 
10,000 (100 fi rms) 

 More than 10,000 
(44 fi rms) 

   Excuses / Explanati on ( % )  51  59  82 
   Accepti ng consumer’s 

request ( % ) 
 21  16  18 

   No reacti on ( % )  14  12  7 
   Post removal ( % )  3  0  2 
   Free product ( % )  2  4  7 
   Request to revise post ( % )  1  0  0 
   Discount coupon ( % )  0  2  0 
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comments are taken into consideration and the organization is willing 
to satisfy their needs. 

  ‘ No reaction ’  ranks only third and, while  ‘ negative reactions ’  like 
 ‘ Post remoal ’  or  ‘ Request to revise post ’  were found, these are less 
frequent than reactions aimed at mitigating the complaints. When 
choosing this kind of reaction, a fi rm is aiming to reduce the visibility 
of the negative comment, thus avoiding its impact on the fi rm 
reputation. 

 Although frequency attributed to positive reactions could be 
amplifi ed by response bias (ie respondents answer questions in 
the way they think the questioner wants them to answer), the analysis 
of the data shows clearly that the respondents consider it important 
to take into account their customers ’  negative comments. These results 
are consistent with previous literature that underlines how several 
different reactions to nWOM are possible and that reactions aimed 
at reducing customer dissatisfaction are a proper way to manage 
eWOM.  34   

   We analysed how the frequency of various types of reactions 
changed with experience.  35,37,38   As explained in the  ‘ Research ’  section, 
experience was measured through two distinct factors: (1) the time 
elapsed since the fi rm started its presence on Facebook (by creating 
a profi le or page); (2) the number of fans. 

 A clear trend is visible when analysing data according to the 
dimensions  ‘ time on Facebook ’  and  ‘ number of fans ’   —  in both cases, 
the frequency of  ‘ positive reactions ’  like excuses, acceptance of 
customers ’  request or product substitution tends to increase in the 
groups associated with greater experience (more time on Facebook 
and more fans). On the contrary, negative reactions (including  ‘ no 
reaction ’ ) tend to become less frequent in the groups associated with 
a greater experience. For instance, while the 21 per cent of the fi rms 
with less than 1 year on Facebook stated that they received negative 
comments in the past but did not react, only 8 per cent of fi rms with 
more than 1 year of experience said the same. The frequency of cases 
in which customers ’  requests were accepted increases from 14 per cent 
in the fi rst group (less than 1 year on Facebook) to 16 per cent (more 
than 1 year). 

   Similarly the frequency of the  ‘ excuses / explanation code ’  increases 
from 51 per cent in the group of fi rms with less than 1,000 fans to 
82 per cent in the group with more than 10,000 fans, while the  ‘ no 
reaction ’  code decreases from 14 per cent in the group of fi rms with 
less than 1,000 fans to 7 per cent in the group with more than 10,000 
fans. These results suggest that as experience with Facebook increases, 
they tend to react more positively to the negative comments of 
customers. 

 Firms learn by experience how to interact with customers on the 
social network. Previous literature suggests that negative comments 
can damage a fi rm ’ s reputation.  26,28   Our fi ndings suggest that positive 
reactions to these are more likely to be chosen by experienced fi rms. 
It is likely, then, that in time positive reactions have been found more 
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capable of reducing the damaging effects of nWOM than negative 
ones.  34,35   

 Our fi ndings suggest that fi rms with less experience on Facebook tend 
to underestimate the opportunity offered by consumers ’  comments, in 
particular negative ones. Facebook is not only a channel for advertising 
and diffusing the brand image, but also a channel for communicating 
with customers and evaluating their experience with the fi rm.   

 Conclusions and future works 
   The importance of negative reviews as a powerful resource for 
organizations to evaluate and improve their current strategies has been 
recognized in past studies.  32   Furthermore, from a consumers ’  point 
of view, the absence of nWOM reduces the attractiveness of the 
channel.  30   Hence, fi rms are forced to take into account the presence of 
nWOM. Moreover, they can exploit it to improve business profi tability. 

 The main contribution of this study lies in researching the effects 
of nWOM from an organizational point of view. Secondly, our fi ndings 
show to what extent fi rm ’ s reactions to negative reviews change 
with experience with the social network, as anticipated by Yoon  17   
concerning experience with technology. We found that as experience 
with Facebook grows, fi rms modify their behaviour, paying more 
attention to consumers ’  complaints. Thus the actions undertaken by 
fi rms with no or limited experience with the social network differ from 
the ones of experienced fi rms. 

   Behaviours based on the acceptance of customers ’  critiques (ie 
excuses) are more common among experienced organizations, 
compared to the large number of less-experienced fi rms that ignore 
consumers ’  complaints. Firms learn from experience the importance 
of paying attention to complaints, especially for avoiding the contagion 
effect of eWOM. For this reason, instead of removing negative reviews 
or requesting consumers to delete them, fi rms could invite their 
customers to add comments. Managers should continually invest 
in activities that strengthen relationships with customers online and 
exploit the benefi ts of eWOM to enhance their image.  33   To achieve 
this goal, new web-based customer relationship management strategies 
should be developed to reply to the continuing evolution of 
technology.  40   

   Although this study provides interesting results, it presents some 
limitations. First, the study does not question the truthfulness of the 
respondents ’  answers, considering that they could have a different 
perception of consumers ’  nWOM or have manipulated answers to 
preserve their reputation. For instance, they could have declared 
a lower number of online complaints than was actually experienced. 
Secondly, this study considers the experience of fi rms with the social 
network, but it does not take into account other factors that could 
infl uence the capability of the fi rm to reply effectively to consumers ’  
requests. Therefore, further researches should test the effects of 
parameters like turnover and size.                                               
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