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Understanding the impact of online firestorms on financial performance in corporate social 

responsibility campaigns

ABSTRACT

Purpose: This study examines the impact of online firestorms on the financial performance of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) campaigns by analyzing Twitter data and stock market trends.

Design: Four publicly known campaigns that received backlash were studied, involving data from 
76,242 tweets.

Findings: This investigation revealed that organizations could still achieve financial gains despite 
experiencing backlash. The duration of an online firestorm typically ranged between three to six days. 
Also, a positive correlation was found between online sentiment on social media and stock market 
prices.

Originality: The findings provide significant insights for both academia and organizations, 
demonstrating that CSR campaigns involved in online firestorms do not necessarily result in adverse 
financial outcomes. Overall, this study provides valuable perspectives on the effects of CSR campaigns 
and their potential impacts on financial performance.

Summary Statement of Contribution

This research contributes to understanding how brand hate can escalate into an online firestorm and 
how consumers behave during such incidents. Our model explains how an online firestorm starts, 
investigating the causes that fuel them and allows marketers to anticipate better and mitigate 
potential adverse outcomes. With this model, a marketer can be cautious when seeing problems that 
can escalate into an online firestorm and gain time preparing a crisis plan for the business.

KEYWORDS

Corporate Social Responsibility; Financial Markets; Cause-Related Marketing; Backlash; Online 
Firestorm
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1. INTRODUCTION

Online firestorms, characterized by rapid and intense social media backlash, present significant 
challenges for organizations, particularly in the context of corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
campaigns (Pfeffer et al., 2014). As Carroll (1979) defined, CSR encompasses the economic, legal, 
ethical, and discretionary obligations businesses have to society. Recent studies highlight the 
importance of ethical alignment between consumers and companies, emphasizing the significant 
impact of a brand's values on consumer behavior and brand positioning (Pengue, 2022).

Statistics reveal that 40% of consumers actively seek values-aligned purchases (Haller et al., 2019), 
emphasizing the pivotal role of CSR initiatives in differentiating brands and fostering consumer loyalty, 
mainly when consumers prioritize altruistic values (Rice, 2020). However, the myriad definitions and 
interpretations surrounding CSR, as presented by various researchers, sometimes obscure the core 
essence of this concept (Carroll, 1979; Carroll and Buchholtz, 2009; Friedman, 1970; Gillan et al., 2021; 
Heald, 1957; Kotler and Lee, 2011). 

Notably, review of existing literature identifies several research gaps. First, there is a lack of real-life 
case studies and limited research on CSR campaigns that were poorly received by customers, indicating 
a significant gap in understanding the backlash associated with CSR initiatives (Hui & Wenan, 2022; 
Rohit et al., 2022). Second, while recent attention has been given to online firestorms, there remains 
a substantial gap in comprehending their impact on CSR campaigns. Third, there is a need for a holistic 
perspective that examines both the brand-related and financial aspects of online firestorms. Exploring 
how online firestorms affect these campaigns can provide valuable insights for businesses aiming to 
align their marketing efforts with social responsibility goals while effectively managing potential risks 
and challenges. Although existing studies primarily focus on brand-related issues (Hui & Wenan, 2022; 
Rohit et al., 2022), it is equally crucial to consider the monetary and financial aspects to understand 
the broader impact comprehensively. 

This study aims to address these gaps in the literature by examining the interrelationship between 
online firestorms, CSR campaigns, and their financial implications. Previous research primarily focused 
on the impact of online firestorms on the brand, often neglecting their financial implications. This study 
aims to address two key areas: firstly, the identification of an online firestorm, as prior studies lacked 
consensus on the attributes that could help community managers recognize them, and secondly, the 
examination of consumer backlash, with the terms "backlash" and "online firestorm" being considered 
synonymous in this context.

While prior literature had shown the positive effects of CSR campaigns on business characteristics such 
as financial performance and brand reputation (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2009; Kotler et al., 2012), it has 
also highlighted the negative impact of online firestorms on businesses (Chan et al., 2018; Delgado-
Ballester et al., 2021). However, there is a lack of evidence regarding the combined impacts of these 
factors, leaving it unclear whether the overall impact on business leaned more toward being 
detrimental or advantageous. Specifically, the present study aims to answer the following research 
questions: 
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RQ1. What is the impact of online firestorms triggered by CSR campaigns that support causes on a 
company’s financial performance, and what is the duration of these firestorms?

RQ2. What is the relationship between the stock market price, the number of tweets, and the 
sentiment of those tweets during online firestorms?
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Gillan et al. (2021) referred to corporate activities with greater social responsibility and to another 
frequently used term conveying the same meaning –Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG). 
Similarly, Carroll & Buchholtz (2009) highlighted the evolution of CSR to corporate citizenship, 
indicating this field's ongoing debate and evolution. This aspect highlights the necessity of a 
comprehensive understanding of CSR to address potential confusion among researchers and 
practitioners.

The concept of CSR can be traced back to the late 1950s, when Heald (1957) emphasized a 
corporation's obligation to contribute to human and social policies, albeit with an overly expansive 
definition. Subsequently, Friedman (1970) presented a perspective where assisting others was viewed 
as positive but not necessarily obligatory, with the primary requirement being to increase profits 
without engaging in deceitful practices. Carroll (1979) further divided a business's obligation to society 
into economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary categories, laying the groundwork for a comprehensive 
theory in this area. Carroll & Buchholtz (2009) proposed a definition of CSR encompassing economic, 
legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities, emphasizing a business's broader role in society 
beyond profit-making. This comprehensive definition, known as the Four-Part Definition, provides a 
framework for companies to acknowledge and fulfill their responsibilities.

In exploring the multifaceted nature of CSR, Kotler et al. (2012) identified six types of initiatives that 
businesses can undertake to align with CSR principles and enhance their social impact. These initiatives 
are relevant to understanding how businesses can strategically engage in CSR activities, particularly 
considering the subsequent analysis of CSR campaigns involved in online firestorms. The six types of 
initiatives are as follows:

1. Cause Promotion (CP) – Using resources for a specific cause. “It can be in a form of fundraising, 
volunteer participation, or sponsorship” (Ásványi, 2020). This is the most expensive initiative 
for a business, indicating a significant commitment to the cause and potentially generating 
substantial public engagement (Thomas and Kureshi, 2017).

2. Cause-Related Marketing (CRM) – a business “contributes a specified amount to a designated 
cause when customers engage in revenue-providing exchanges” (Varadarajan & Menon, 
1988). This links consumer purchases directly to social impact, enhancing brand loyalty and 
consumer engagement.

3. Corporate Social Marketing (CSM) – Campaigns that aim to change specific behaviors (Kotler 
et al., 2012). Unlike Cause Promotion, CSM focuses on promoting or supporting behavioral 
change, aligning corporate actions with broader social goals.
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4. Corporate Philanthropy (CPH) - The act of a business making a “direct contribution to a charity 
or cause” (Kotler & Lee, 2011). This initiative highlights the role of direct financial support in 
CSR, which can influence public perception and stakeholder trust.

5. Workforce Volunteering (WV) - Also known as Employee Volunteering (EV), it happens when 
a business is “addressing social issues by involving employees” (Bhinekawati et al., 2021). 
Engaging employees in CSR activities can enhance organizational culture and employee 
satisfaction, fostering a sense of community and purpose.

6. Socially Responsible Business Practices (SRBP) - “corporation adapts and conducts 
discretionary business practices and investments that support social causes” (Kotler & Lee, 
2011). This involves integrating social responsibility into core business operations, reflecting a 
long-term commitment to ethical and sustainable practices.

Understanding these CSR initiatives provides a contextual foundation for analyzing the CSR campaigns 
studied in this research. Each type of initiative offers different pathways for businesses to engage with 
social causes, which is crucial for comprehending the dynamics of CSR campaigns that encounter online 
firestorms (Kotler et al., 2012).

2.2 FROM NEGATIVE ATTITUDES AGAINST A BRAND TO AN ONLINE FIRESTORM

In the context of online firestorms, it is important to note that the phenomenon is closely related to 
the concept of consumer backlash (CB). Fitzsimons & Lehmann (2004) defined consumer backlash as 
the intentional contradiction of campaign recommendations by the community or customers. 
Delgado-Ballester et al. (2021) suggested that customer backlash was also known by other names such 
as Collaborative Brand Attacks, Twitterstorms, Shitstorms, and Online Firestorms, indicating the lack 
of consensus on the terminology.  The emergence of the term "Online Firestorm" is attributed to 
platforms like Twitter, known for their microblogging features that can rapidly propagate negative 
messages within a short timeframe (Pfeffer et al., 2014). The number of users has increased over the 
years (Dixon, 2022), which amplifies the potential impact of online firestorms on companies.  Online 
firestorm is defined as “The sudden discharge of large quantities of messages containing negative 
WOM and complaint behavior against a person, company, or group in social media networks.” (Pfeffer 
et al., 2014). This definition highlights online criticism's rapid and expansive nature, which can 
significantly influence public perception and brand reputation.

Hegner et al. (2017) discussed the concept of Brand Hate (BH) and the underlying reasons that could 
lead to such behavior, providing valuable insights into the actions prompted by consumer complaints 
in the context of online firestorms. Hegner et al. (2017) identified several reasons for brand hate, 
including negative experiences with the brand, symbolic incongruity, and ideological incompatibility. 
These factors can lead to actions such as brand avoidance, brand retaliation, and negative word of 
mouth (WOM), critical components of online firestorms. In particular, negative electronic word of 
mouth (eWOM) has the potential to escalate into an "Online Firestorm" characterized by intense 
online criticism (Herhausen et al., 2019; Pfeffer et al., 2014). eWOM's strength lies in its ability to 
instantly enable consumers to voice their complaints, reaching a broad audience (Nadeau et al., 2020). 
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The stimulus for consumers to participate in an online firestorm can range from person to person 
(Delgado-Ballester et al., 2021). Delgado-Ballester et al. (2021)  examined personal factors that can 
drive the initiation of an online firestorm. They investigated two drivers (Civic Engagement or 
Narcissism) and sought to discover which factor weighed more. The consequences of an online 
firestorm can be severe, leading to reputation damage and monetary loss. For example, Delgado-
Ballester et al. (2021) provided a practical example of organizations like EasyJet losing £46,841 due to 
one online firestorm. This example underscores the significant financial risks associated with online 
firestorms. Businesses experiencing an online firestorm may suffer from impacts such as damaged 
brand reputation, short-term decreases in sales volume, and loyal customers switching choices to 
other brands (Chan et al., 2018). 

2.3 HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

2.3.1. The impact of an online firestorm on a company’s financial performance

Prior research indicated the advantages of CSR initiatives concerning business attributes such as 
financial performance and brand reputation (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2009; Kotler et al., 2012). It has also 
been demonstrated that online firestorms have the potential to affect businesses adversely (Chan et 
al., 2018; Delgado-Ballester et al., 2021). When involved in online firestorms, CSR campaigns attract 
significant public attention, influencing investor sentiment and stock prices. Accordingly, we propose 
the following hypothesis:

H1: Online firestorms associated with CSR campaigns will significantly impact a company’s financial 
performance.

2.3.2. The duration of online firestorms triggered by CSR campaigns 

Previous research by Delgado-Ballester et al. (2022), Hegner et al. (2017), Herhausen et al. (2019), and 
Pfeffer et al. (2014) has acknowledged the significant impact of online firestorms. These authors have 
examined the various aspects of online firestorms, such as their initiation, behavior, prevention 
strategies, and mitigation of impacts. Their studies developed a deeper understanding of online 
firestorms; however, some aspects required answers, such as the typical duration of Online Firestorms 
on CSR campaigns. Understanding the usual duration of online firestorms in CSR campaigns can inform 
strategic planning efforts. Organizations can develop proactive strategies to mitigate the effects of 
potential firestorms and minimize their impact on ongoing CSR initiatives. Accordingly, we propose the 
following hypothesis:

H2: The duration of an online firestorm associated with CSR campaigns is a critical determinant of its 
overall impact

2.3.3. Sentiments of CSR campaigns that trigger an online firestorm

Studies on brand hate and consumer backlash (Hegner et al., 2017; Herhausen et al., 2019) suggest 
that negative experiences and ideological incompatibility often drive these sentiments. However, 
empirical evidence is required to validate this assumption in the context of CSR campaigns, where 
consumer expectations and ethical considerations play a pivotal role. Understanding the specific 
sentiment drivers during these firestorms will provide deeper insights into consumer behavior and the 
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potential for mitigating negative impacts through strategic communication and engagement. 
Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: In the event of an online firestorm related to CSR campaigns, the prevailing sentiment expressed 
online will be predominantly negative.

Sacramento (2021) explored the correlation between sentiment analysis derived from Twitter and 
stock market data, suggesting a relationship between the number of tweets and stock market price. 
This relationship underscores the importance of public sentiment as a predictor of financial 
performance. However, the dynamics of this relationship in the context of CSR campaigns require 
further investigation. CSR initiatives often invoke strong emotional responses due to their ethical and 
social implications, and these responses can significantly influence investor behavior. This study aims 
to elucidate the broader financial consequences of public perception in CSR contexts by analyzing the 
correlation between online sentiments and stock market performance during online firestorms. 
Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4: There is a significant relationship between stock market price and sentiments associated with 
online firestorms triggered by CSR campaigns.
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3. METHODOLOGY

A study was conducted to empirically understand CSR campaigns caught by online firestorms. As cases 
of study, four publicly known campaigns for receiving Online Firestorm were used (Table 1).

Table 1 – CSR campaigns that lead to online firestorm

Campaign Date Description

Gillette 
“The best a man

can be”

January 13, 
2019

“Encouraging men to fight toxic masculinity” (Harris, 2019)
This campaign aimed to combat toxic masculinity and raise 
awareness of positive male role models. It sparked varied 

reactions online, some applauding the message while others 
criticized it, leading to a heated discussion over traditional 

masculine qualities.

Nike
 “Just do it” 

Featuring Colin 
Kaepernick

September 
3, 2018

Promote an NFL player that created awareness about “police 
brutality toward minorities” (Youn, 2018) 

Nike's collaboration with Colin Kaepernick, who protested 
against police brutality, drew both support and backlash. Social 
figures, including Donald Trump, opposed the ad, and instances 

of burning Nike products were shared online.
Mastercard 

2018 FIFA World 
Cup

May 31, 
2018

Supply meals to children (Lepitak, 2018)
In partnership with the World Food Program and UEFA, this 
campaign pledged to donate meals for every goal scored by 
selected football stars. However, it faced criticism on social 
media, with questions about the initiative's effectiveness.

Pepsi
 “Live For Now”

April 4, 
2017

Ad’s purpose was initially to reach millennials and “to project a 
global message of unity, peace, and understanding,” per a 

PepsiCo statement (Tillman, 2019)
Pepsi's ad featuring Kendall Jenner aimed to resonate with 

millennials and convey a message of unity. However, it stirred 
controversy by depicting Pepsi as a solution to societal issues, 

sparking a significant online backlash.

Data from Twitter (via Twitter API) and the stock market exchange (Alpha Vantage API) were collected 
to analyze the campaigns. These data sources enabled comprehensive brand perception and stock 
market performance analyses. Twitter was one of the social media that enabled the rapid exchange of 
information (Penney and Dadas, 2014). The study's architecture comprises the following modules:

1. Business Understanding – This module is responsible for gathering information about each 
campaign. The study focuses on campaigns that received backlash and were categorized as 
CSR campaigns (See Description in Table 1).

2. Data Acquisition – This module is responsible for gathering data from two sources. The raw 
data is obtained from: a. Twitter API – This source retrieves data from Tweets. b. Alpha 
Vantage – This provides information about stock prices. 

3. Data Preparation – This module transforms raw data into processed data and creates the 
analysis model.
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4. Data Modelling – This module is responsible for conducting sentiment analysis using the Vader 
algorithm and merging all data into a single dataset.

5. Visualization and Data Analysis – This module presents visual elements to evaluate data 
results. It also involves developing a heatmap to understand the correlation within the data.

3.1 DATA ACQUISITION

The data were retrieved from Twitter and the stock market through the respective APIs utilizing 
Python. Data were gathered for each of the campaigns. In order to gain insights into the company’s 
response to an Online Firestorm, it was imperative to consider the period before and after the 
campaign. Therefore, data were collected from the two periods, as shown in Table 2. For stock market 
data, two months between the start of the campaign and two months after the campaign. For Twitter 
data, just fifteen days after, because as the literature recognized, the effect in social media tends to 
be quick (Pfeffer et al., 2014). 

Table 2 – Extraction dates 

Campaign Extraction Dates - Twitter Extraction Dates - Alpha Vantage

Gillette January 13, 2019
to

January 28, 2019

November 1, 2018
to

March 1, 2019

Nike September 3, 2018
to

 September 18, 2018

July 1, 2018
to

November 1, 2018

Mastercard
 

May 31, 2018
to 

 June 14, 2018

April 1, 2018
to

August 1, 2018

Pepsi
 

April 4, 2017
To

April 19, 2017

February 1, 2018
to

June 1, 2018

The Twitter datasets were composed of the following columns: 

• ID – A variable to identify the user.
• Date - Information about the date of each tweet.
• Tweet full text – Contained phrases and sentences that the user wrote on Twitter.
• Retweet Count - Total number of retweets each tweet had.
• Like Count - Total number of likes each tweet had.

The total number of tweets extracted was 76,242. Some brands represented a bigger share of the total, 
like Nike, with 33,709 Tweets (44.21%), but Mastercard had lesser values, with 940 Tweets (1.23%).
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The list of columns of the market share data was less extensive. The daily data collected in the columns 
that were used in the analysis were:

• Date - Information about the date of each data point.
• Adjusted Close – Closing price after adjustments.
• Volume – Number of stocks traded during that date.

In total, 508 records were retrieved.

3.2 DATA PREPARATION

The first process was the selection of the data to include in the analysis. In the case of the Twitter 
dataset, several procedures were applied to select and clean the data (Figure 1).

Figure 1 – Procedure to transform raw data to processed data

A cleaning process is needed when working with models that are focused on sentiment analysis. This 
article followed the same procedures as Sacramento (2021), which shows that values can be biased 
when this process is not done. The data cleaning process created specific challenges as tweets often 
contain mentions, URLs, pictures, stop words, and numbers. Cleaning the data involved replacing those 
instances that pose such constraints for spaces. However, the procedure did not eliminate the lines in 
that situation; instead, it removed them from the “Tweet Full text” variable. The stock market dataset 
did not need to be cleaned; only the unneeded variables, such as open, close, low, high, dividend 
amount, and split coefficient, did need to be removed.
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3.3 DATA MODELLING

The sentiment of each tweet was evaluated using the VADER tool (Valence Aware Dictionary and 
Sentiment Reasoner). VADER is a library for Python that classifies text with polarity and subjectivity 
(Hutto and Gilbert, 2014). A new variable named Compound was added to each Twitter dataset. 
Compound classified tweets between -1, negative, and 1, positive. Subsequently, data from the two 
datasets were grouped by date using average daily polarity. The datasets were merged into a 
consolidated dataset in the following format: 

• Date – Numerical

• Brand – String

• Number of Tweets – Numerical

• Compound – Numerical

• Volume – Numerical

• Adjusted Close – Numerical

In the process of merging the datasets, missing values emerged, primarily due to the presence of 
tweets on weekends or holidays, days when stock markets were closed. The approach to solving these 
missing values was to attribute the value from the following day. The rationale behind selecting the 
subsequent value instead of the preceding one was based on the consideration that choosing the 
following value can be interpreted as an outcome derived from the tweet data.

The Kruskal-Wallis Test was used for the first research question. It is a non-parametric test to compare 
two or more populations, determining whether a difference exists (Keller, 2014). It was measured to 
see if there was a significant statistical difference between the Adjusted Close values in the two 
periods. For this, the data was filtered by brand, creating two series for each brand. One series 
represents the data before the campaign, while the other represents the data during and after. The 
dates used were:

Table 3 – Formatting values for each brand 

Brand Before During/After

Nike Dates < 03-04-
2018

Dates > 03-
04-2018

Gilette Dates < 13-01-
2019

Dates > 13-
01-2019

Pepsi Dates < 04-04-
2017

Dates > 04-
04-2017
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Mastercard Dates < 31-05-
2019

Dates > 31-
05-2019

Regarding the duration of an online firestorm in CSR campaigns, an 80% threshold was defined to 
capture most firestorm activity. The advantage of establishing this threshold instead of employing 
other models is that even if the compound values do not align with expectations, the number of tweets 
provides valuable insights. In other words, the threshold is a reliable indicator, enabling analysis and 
evaluation based on tweet volume, irrespective of the compound sentiment values. For each brand, 
80% of the values were:

• Nike – 26,968 Tweets
• Gilette – 26,183 Tweets
• Pepsi – 7,092 Tweets
• Mastercard – 608 Tweets

The tweet volumes across the four CSR campaigns vary, with Mastercard generating fewer tweets, 
which may be attributed to the degree of controversy and emotional resonance the campaign elicited 
(Tong & Chan, 2023). While well-intentioned, Mastercard's World Cup meal donation initiative likely 
sparked less polarization and debate compared to the more contentious themes addressed by Nike 
and Gillette. However, this variation does not undermine the validity of our findings; rather, it enriches 
our understanding of how different CSR approaches impact public discourse. 

To address the research question regarding the sentiments around each campaign, Exploratory Data 
Analysis was used to describe and gather insight into the campaigns, and the Pearson coefficient of 
correlation was applied to study if there is any relationship between the stock market price and the 
sentiment of those tweets. The correlation coefficient is used to measure the strength of the 
association between two variables (Keller, 2014).
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4. RESULTS 

4.1 THE IMPACT OF ONLINE FIRESTORM ON A COMPANY’S FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

This analysis provided differences between before and during/after Online Firestorms. The study 
revealed significant differences in prices for Gilette, Pepsi, and Mastercard stock, while no statistically 
significant differences were found for Nike shares, see Table 4.

Table 4 – Kruskal-Wallis for each brand 

Brand H-Statistic P-Value

Gilette 27.84 1.32E-07

Pepsi 57.62 3.17E-14

Mastercard 68.19 1.49E-16

Nike 2.18 0.14

Gilette, Pepsi, and Mastercard have relatively high H-statistic values and small p-values.  These values 
indicated significant differences among the groups for these brands. By employing the Kruskal-Wallis 
test, this study successfully captured and analyzed the variations in brand share prices, providing a 
more comprehensive understanding of the stock market dynamics. However, utilizing the Kruskal 
Wallis test alone offered information about the price differences but did not indicate whether the 
prices were higher or lower. Data visualization techniques can be beneficial in addressing these issues, 
see Figure 2. 
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(a) Gilette 

(b) Pepsi
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(c) Mastercard

(d) Nike

Figure 2 - Adjusted close prices for four brands over their respective time periods
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Contrary to expectations that online firestorms following CSR campaigns could harm stock prices, 
several brands have seen their market values rise instead. Gillette, Pepsi, and Mastercard are prime 
examples, each experiencing a notable increase in stock prices post-campaign. Mastercard, in 
particular, saw a significant surge, with its stock price escalating from an average of $177.64 to 
$196.24, a substantial 10.5% rise. Similarly, Gillette's stock price grew by 4.82%, rising from $82.31 to 
$86.28, while Pepsi experienced a 4.4% uptick, moving from $91.57 to $95.60. 

4.2 DURATION OF AN ONLINE FIRESTORM

The findings suggested that the impact and discussion surrounding similar campaigns can have a mixed 
duration between a specific time, as seen in Figure 3.

(a) Gilette
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(b) Pepsi

(c) Mastercard
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(d) Nike

Figure 3 - Number of tweets for four brands over their respective time periods

We observed differences among the brands in analyzing the time it took for online activity to reach a 
predefined threshold. Specifically, Nike encountered an Online Firestorm that lasted six days, while 
Gillette's lasted four days, and both Mastercard and Pepsi experienced a shorter duration of three 
days. Each brand saw a marked increase in Twitter activity following the campaign's launch, with a 
subsequent decline indicating a possible trend shift. 

4.3 SENTIMENT ANALYSIS

The initial phase of our analysis involved a detailed review of the data on an individual brand basis. 
This systematic approach uncovered some compelling findings about each brand's Twitter 
engagement levels. To visually convey these findings, Figure 4 presents the distribution of the tweets, 
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showcasing the collective volume of tweets from all brands, totaling 76,242.

Figure 4 – Number of tweets for each brand

When examining the frequency of campaign-related discussions on Twitter, it is apparent that Nike 
(44.21%) and Gillette (42.93%) led the way in generating conversations. These two brands stood out 
with significantly higher Twitter engagement than their peers. On the other hand, Pepsi (11.63%) and 
Mastercard (1.23%) attracted fewer tweets. 

The sentiment analysis for these campaigns utilized the VADER tool. This powerful sentiment analysis 
tool detailed the emotional tone behind the tweets related to each brand's campaign. The summarized 
outcomes of this analysis are visually represented in Figure 5, displaying the average Compound Value 
(CV) sentiment scores. These scores range from -1 to 1, where -1 indicates a strongly negative 
sentiment, and 1 indicates a strongly positive sentiment within the tweet content.

Figure 5 – Average compound values for each brand 

The VADER tool categorizes tweets into three distinct sentiment classes based on the CV:
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• Negative Sentiment: CV ≤ -0.5
• Neutral Sentiment: -0.5 < CV < 0.5
• Positive Sentiment: CV ≥ 0.5

The analysis revealed that the overall sentiment of the tweets did not skew distinctly toward negative 
or positive. Mastercard, for instance, exhibited a relatively higher CV score of 0.26. However, this result 
was deemed potentially biased due to the smaller volume of tweets concerning the brand. Pepsi's 
campaign was among those with a predominantly neutral sentiment, as illustrated in Figure 6. This 
figure also details each brand's minimum and maximum compound sentiment scores, highlighting the 
variability in public perception across different campaigns. The data clearly demonstrates that 
sentiment outcomes can vary substantially from brand to brand.

Upon reviewing the sentiment analysis conducted with the VADER Model, we observe interesting 
findings when comparing the average compound values with the range of sentiment expressed 
through the minimum and maximum compound values. Figure 6 illustrates these comparisons, 
providing insights into the variability of public perception across different brands and campaigns.

Figure 6 – Minimum and maximum compound values for each brand 
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The sentiment analysis conducted through the VADER Model offers a nuanced perspective, divergent 
from the predominant narrative, as it reveals that positive compound values signify a subset of 
campaigns that managed to garner positive reactions from Twitter users. This insight contrasts the 
anticipated negative sentiment typically associated with events characterized as online firestorms. 
Despite such expectations, the statistical evidence does not support the pervasive presence of 
negative compound values. Nonetheless, it is imperative to acknowledge the relative scarcity of 
these positive sentiments, a fact that is underscored by Figure 7, which delineates the low frequency 
of positive compound values within the dataset. Hence, the empirical findings suggest a complex 
sentiment landscape where, despite substantial criticism, the interactions concerning these 
campaigns were not uniformly negative, and a segment of the responses was indeed positive, albeit 
not predominantly. 

Figure 7 – Compound values classified as negative, neutral, or positive 

4.4 CORRELATION BETWEEN VARIABLES

Figure 8 presents a heatmap with a Pearson correlation that indicates several values between the 
numeric variables.
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Figure 8 – Heatmap – Pearson correlation between numeric variables

The current study and Sacramento's (2021) research reveal a moderately positive correlation between 
Twitter sentiments and stock market prices, with correlation coefficients of 0.58 and 0.62, respectively. 
This indicates that public sentiment on Twitter has a significant, albeit not strong, association with 
stock market trends. This suggests that stock prices tend to rise as positive sentiment on the platform 
increases and vice versa. 
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5. DISCUSSION

5.1 IMPACT OF ONLINE FIRESTORMS ON FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE 

The analysis revealed significant differences in stock prices for Gillette, Pepsi, and Mastercard, 
indicating that online firestorms can substantially affect a company's financial performance. At the 
same time, Nike did not show significant changes. These findings align with existing literature that 
suggests CSR initiatives and the ensuing public backlash can influence financial outcomes (Carroll & 
Buchholtz, 2009; Kotler et al., 2012; Chan et al., 2018; Delgado-Ballester et al., 2021). The absence of 
significant financial impact for Nike suggests that the company's market robustness may buffer it 
against the effects of online firestorms or that its specific CSR campaign must resonate more strongly 
with investors to cause noticeable market fluctuations. This aspect underscores the need for a nuanced 
understanding of how different brands may experience varied financial impacts from online firestorms 
depending on their market position and the nature of their CSR initiatives.

5.2 DURATION OF ONLINE FIRESTORMS 

The study found that the duration of online firestorms varied significantly among brands, with Nike 
encountering the longest firestorm lasting six days, Gillette's lasting four days, and both Mastercard 
and Pepsi experiencing shorter durations of three days. Understanding the typical duration helps 
organizations develop proactive strategies to manage and mitigate these impacts effectively. These 
findings are critical for understanding the temporal dynamics of online backlash and planning 
appropriate response strategies. Previous research has highlighted the importance of timely responses 
to mitigate the adverse effects of online firestorms (Pfeffer et al., 2014; Herhausen et al., 2019). By 
knowing how long such backlash events typically last, companies can better allocate resources and 
efforts to manage the crisis.

5.3 SENTIMENT ANALYSIS OF ONLINE FIRESTORMS 

Sentiment analysis revealed varied engagement levels, with Nike and Gillette generating the most 
discussion. The overall sentiment was predominantly negative, consistent with the definition of online 
firestorms as significant backlash events (Hegner et al., 2017; Herhausen et al., 2019). However, some 
positive sentiments indicate a more nuanced public perception, suggesting that certain aspects of CSR 
campaigns may resonate positively with some audience segments even during backlash. This 
complexity underscores the need for organizations to carefully craft their communication strategies 
during such events to manage negative and positive feedback effectively. It also highlights that while 
negative sentiments dominate, there are opportunities to reinforce positive messages that can help 
mitigate the overall impact of the backlash.

5.4 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STOCK MARKET PRICES AND SENTIMENTS 

The study confirmed a moderately positive correlation between Twitter sentiments and stock market 
prices, indicating that public sentiment on Twitter is associated with stock market trends. This finding 
supports previous research by Sacramento (2021) and highlights the importance of social media 
sentiment as a predictor of financial performance. The correlation suggests positive sentiment can 
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enhance investor confidence, leading to favorable stock market outcomes, while negative sentiment 
can have the opposite effect. This relationship emphasizes the critical role of monitoring and managing 
online sentiment as part of a comprehensive strategy to protect and enhance financial performance 
during CSR campaigns. Companies need to be vigilant about the online discourse surrounding their 
campaigns to anticipate market reactions and take corrective measures promptly.

5.5 SUMMARY

These findings collectively contribute to the broader discourse on CSR and digital communication by 
providing a nuanced understanding of how online firestorms impact financial performance, the 
duration of these firestorms, and the relationship between sentiment and stock market trends. The 
insights gained from this study emphasize the importance of strategic communication and proactive 
management in mitigating the adverse effects of online backlash and leveraging the potential positive 
outcomes of CSR initiatives. By aligning these findings with existing literature, this study offers valuable 
implications for both academia and practitioners in navigating the complex landscape of CSR in the 
digital age. The integrated approach to examining financial impacts, duration, sentiment, and market 
correlations offers a comprehensive view that can guide future CSR campaign strategies and crisis 
management practices.
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6. CONCLUSION

This study analyzed the influence of online firestorms triggered by CSR campaigns, specifically focusing 
on those embroiled in social media controversies on Twitter and assessing their impact on businesses’ 
financial performance using stock market data. The analysis confirmed that, perhaps surprisingly, 
certain campaigns can positively influence financial outcomes. The study showed that stock prices 
increased significantly for three out of four campaigns examined. This factor supports the idea that 
online firestorms benefit the financial performance of brands launching CSR campaigns, even amid 
backlashes.

Furthermore, the analysis indicated that the online firestorms typically lasted between three to six 
days, with Nike experiencing six days, Gillette for four days, and Mastercard and Pepsi for three days. 
Sentiment analysis suggested that, despite encountering backlash, these campaigns did not convey 
negative sentiments. The second aspect of the study, examining the relationship between sentiments 
and adjusted close prices, found a moderate positive correlation of 0.5855. This points to a certain 
degree of association between these two variables, albeit not particularly strong.

6.1 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This study makes several significant theoretical contributions to understanding CSR campaigns and 
online firestorms. First, it confirms that online firestorms can substantially impact a company's 
financial performance, particularly for brands like Gillette, Pepsi, and Mastercard, while others like 
Nike may remain unaffected. This finding adds depth to the existing literature by highlighting the 
differential financial impacts of CSR-related online firestorms based on brand characteristics and 
market position. Second, the study shows the varying durations of online firestorms, providing a more 
precise temporal framework for these events. This temporal understanding enriches the theoretical 
discourse on online firestorms, emphasizing the need for timely and strategic responses to mitigate 
negative impacts. Third, the sentiment analysis reveals that while negative sentiments dominate online 
firestorms, there are instances of positive engagement, offering a more nuanced view of public 
reactions. This complexity underscores the importance of managing both positive and negative 
feedback during online firestorms, which contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of 
consumer behavior in the digital age. Lastly, the confirmed correlation between social media 
sentiment and stock market performance underscores the significant role of online public opinion in 
financial outcomes, aligning with and expanding upon previous research. This highlights the need for 
ongoing theoretical exploration of the interplay between digital communication and financial markets.

6.2 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this study offer several practical insights for managers. Managers should be aware that 
online firestorms can significantly impact their company's financial performance, as evidenced by 
changes in stock prices for brands like Gillette, Pepsi, and Mastercard. Understanding this impact 
enables managers to better prepare for and respond to potential financial fluctuations resulting from 
online backlash. For instance, developing robust crisis management plans and maintaining open lines 
of communication with investors can help mitigate adverse financial effects. Knowing that the duration 
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of online firestorms can vary, lasting up to six days for Nike and shorter periods for others, managers 
can develop more effective time-bound strategies to address these events. This may include allocating 
appropriate resources and maintaining heightened monitoring and response efforts during the critical 
initial days of a firestorm to minimize long-term damage. The predominantly negative sentiment 
during online firestorms and occasional positive feedback suggest that managers adopt a balanced 
communication strategy. While addressing negative feedback promptly and transparently, they should 
also amplify positive messages to help counteract the overall negative tone. Engaging positively with 
supportive customers can also help to reinforce brand loyalty even amidst a firestorm. The correlation 
between social media sentiment and stock market performance indicates that managers should closely 
monitor online discussions about their CSR campaigns. By using sentiment analysis tools, managers 
can gauge public opinion and anticipate market reactions, allowing them to make informed decisions 
that can positively influence investor confidence and stock performance. Proactively engaging with 
stakeholders through transparent and ethical communication can help build resilience against the 
potential negative impacts of online firestorms. Managers should create authentic CSR initiatives that 
resonate well with their audience and maintain consistency in their messaging to build trust and 
credibility. That way, managers can better navigate the complexities of CSR in the digital age, 
enhancing their ability to protect and improve their company's financial and reputational standing 
during online firestorms.

6.3 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

This research has several limitations that warrant consideration. Notably, the lack of extensive prior 
studies on CSR initiatives and online firestorms limited the depth of our analysis. A deeper exploration 
into the distinctions between consumer behavior and CSR and a review of methodological literature 
in this field would have provided a more robust framework for our findings. Another significant 
limitation was the absence of access to brands' internal data, which would have allowed us to assess 
the direct impact of CSR campaigns on employees. Furthermore, the focus on English-language data 
might miss nuances in global consumer responses, suggesting a need for research in other languages. 
Moreover, a follow-up study should investigate how external factors, consumer preferences, and 
economic conditions affect CSR. While providing foundational insights, future research must also 
consider worker productivity and cultural differences, compare sentiment analysis across studies, and 
expand into non-English markets to fully understand CSR effectiveness in the digital realm. 
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