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Editor's Note:
Donald E. Sexton is professor cf marketing and decisions, risk, and operations at Columbia University. 
In this Speaker's Box, Sexton describes many companies as "tone-deaf" when it comes to responding to 
negative social media. He argues that a wake-up call is needed as brand managers continue to underesti
mate how negative customer perceptions, or occasional negative experiences, may affect their brands and 
eventually their organizations' revenue, profits, and stock prices. Collective social-media trends—such as 
number cf users, number of complaints posted, and the toxicity of those complaints—all are on the increase 
and becoming ever more significant, Sexton cautions. A four-point action plan Sexton recommends could 
effectively allow companies to monitor and respond to negative social media feedback, avoiding or mitigat
ing its potential impact.

Douglas West, Professor, King's College London 
Contributing Editor, journal cf Advertising Research

As a young boy, I remember ordering a stamp col
lection that looked wonderful in a full-page adver
tisement in what we now would call a "graphic 
novel," but back then we called it a comic book. 
With considerable anticipation, I waited for the 
package to arrive only to find that the "stamp col
lection" consisted of pieces of old envelopes with 
cancelled stamps still attached. It was a huge dis
appointment, but there seemed to be no way to 
complain and no way to get my money back. But 
it did provide a powerful lesson that stays with me 
decades later.

Conventional marketing wisdom used to be that 
one dissatisfied customer might—might—tell 10 
people about his or her experience. Currently, there 
are more than 1.6 billion people on social media, 
projected to exceed 2.3 billion by 2017. And, by and 
large, each one of them actively is looking for infor
mation. On Facebook alone, in the United States 
and Canada, there are more than 161 million daily 
active users of this social network.1

The engagement numbers change the dynam
ics of a single consumer's dissatisfaction. How

1 "By the Numbers: 200+ Amazing Facebook User Statistics 
(June 2015)"— DM R (curated content site), June 2015. Retrieved 
June 22, 2015, from http://expandedramblings.com/index.php/
by-the-numbers-17-amazing-facebook-stats/2/

many people can that one dissatisfied customer 
tell today? Ten? One hundred? One thousand? One 
hundred thousand? Millions?

Every marketer has heard of the incident that 
happened to my friend, Dave Carroll.

Disappointed with the lack of response of United 
Airlines over nine months, he recorded and posted 
a song of complaint on YouTube—which received 
5 million hits in just one month.2 Six years later, the 
count is >15 million, and continues to mount.

Every marketer should have learned from that 
iconic episode. But recent studies—and even more 
real-life examples—suggest that lack of response to 
customers continues to make many organizations 
vulnerable to social media crises. Two major points 
from the "United Breaks Guitars" experience and 
others that followed:

• Customers have more opportunities than ever 
to communicate the good, the bad, and the ugly 
about products and services to huge numbers 
of other customers. And they can do so very 
quickly. And they can count on an effective mes
sage to be repeated year after year.

2 "A man and his guitar." National Financial Post, August 2, 2009. 
Retrieved June 22, 2015, from http://www.financialpost.com/scripts/ 
Story.html?id=f9065720-c55a-4612-84eb-el68fd37edlf&k=15437
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• Such negative incidents can cost an 
organization far more damage to the 
brand and its stock price than if the 
company were to rectify the custom
er's problem in an effective and timely 
manner.

THE IMPACT OF NEGATIVE 

SOCIAL MEDIA

Sizable proportions of social-media users 
use social media to express their pleasure 
or displeasure with products of services. 
Research from American Express Global 
Customer Service found that 53 per
cent of users engage in social media to 
"praise a company for great service expe
rience," whereas 50 percent use social 
media for "venting frustration with a bad 
customer service experience" (American 
Express, 2014).

Moreover, a 2014 study from the tech
nology news site, VentureBeat, found 
that 10 percent of social-media users 
find something to complain about pub
licly every day—amounting to more than 
879 million negative posts on social media 
per year.3

Recent headlines further illustrate social 
media's potential adverse influence. In 
late 2014, various media outlets reported 
that 250 Walt Disney Co. employees were 
informed they would be laid off and their 
jobs filled by immigrants on H-1B visas 
recruited by an outsourcing firm. Many 
of the dismissed Disney employees were 
asked to train their replacements before 
they left the company.4

Whatever the merits of the business 
decision, the damage to the Disney brand

3 "Social media: We complain 879 million times/year (and 
Facebook is our top target)." VentureBeat, December 12, 
2014. Retrieved June 22, 2015, from http://venturebeat. 
com/2014/12/12/social-media-we-complain-879-million- 
timesyear-and-facebook-is-our-top-target/
4 "Pink Slips at Disney. But First, Training Foreign Replace
ments. " The New York Times, June 3,2015. Retrieved June 
2, 2105, from http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/04/us/last- 
task-after-layoff-at-disney-train-foreign-replacem ents. 
html?_r-0

Complainers on social media have particularly  

high expectations regarding responsiveness.

could be much higher than any money that 
might have been saved by the reduction of 
employee compensation (Sexton, 2009). 
Disney's actions also have earned the 
attention of a possible United States Sen
ate inquiry into the use of H-1B visas, and 
that inquiry may ensure continued media 
coverage.5

It's unfortunate that Disney hadn't 
learned from Hyatt's experience. Hyatt 
Hotels Corp. in 2009 had a huge public 
relations mess on its hands when that hotel 
operator replaced housekeepers at its Bos
ton properties with much cheaper workers 
found by an Atlanta sourcing firm. The fir
ing triggered a backlash that drew national 
attention; five years later, the company 
paid $1 million to the fired workers.6

The Incidence of Non-Response

Apparently, experiences such as Disney's 
and Hyatt's haven't yet sunk in: High 
non-response rates to negative stories by 
companies are surprisingly prevalent. One 
oft-cited U.S.-based survey found that 
70 percent of companies ignored customer 
complaints on Twitter (Evolve24, 2011), 
and panelists at a 2014 Wharton conference 
said they believed the percentage had not 
changed.7 Another survey of social-media

5 "Senator Seeks Inquiry Into Visa Program Used at Dis
ney." The New York Times, June 4,2015. Retrieved June 
22,2015,from http://www.nytimes.eom/2015/06/05/us/pol- 
itics/senator-bill-nelson-seeks-inquiry-into-disney-world- 
immigrant-hiring.html
6 “Hyatt to pay ousted workers $ lm  in boycott-ending 
deal.” The Boston Globe, September 26, 2014. Retrieved 
on June 17, 2015, from https://www.bostonglobe.com/busi- 
ness/2014/09/25/hyatt-give-fired-housekeepers-million/ 
AfRd71FRh VVfRjlKAM xM zK/s tory.html
7 “The Ignored Side of Social Media: Customer Service," 
January 9, 2014, Forbes. Retrieved June 22, 2015, from
http://www.forbes.com/sites/knowledgewharton/2014/01/ 
09/22014/

users in one province in Canada found that 
more than a third of the respondents had 
posted online complaints, but 70 percent 
claimed no action was taken.8

Still another study in the Netherlands 
reported more than 60 percent of social- 
media complaints fell on deaf ears.’ And 
just over a fifth of the respondents in a 
survey of approximately 2,000 British and 
French consumers said they used social 
media to complain; just over 80 percent 
stated that they were unhappy with the 
response they received (Epicta, 2012).

Complainers on social media have par
ticularly high expectations regarding 
responsiveness. A 2013 survey found that 
53 percent of customers who asked a brand 
a question on Twitter expected a response 
within one hour—regardless of when they 
Tweeted—with that percentage rising to 
72 percent if it was a complaint (Lithium 
Technologies, 2013).

These customer expectations are a con
cern since slow (or no) response can esca
late customer dissatisfaction. A 2007 study 
demonstrated that the longer customers 
waited for a response to their complaint, 
the less happy they became (TARP World
wide, 2007).

Non-response is not a sound busi
ness decision. The global management 
consulting firm, Bain & Co. (2011), 
found that timely response to customer- 
service requests can lead to increases of

8 "Consumers Are Complaining on Social Media, Are Busi
nesses Listening?" Vancouver Sun, November 20, 2013. 
Retrieved, June 22, 2015, from http:/'/blogs.vancouversun. 
com,/2013/11,/20/'consumer s-are-complaining-on-social- 
med ia-are-businesses-lis ten ing/
9 "23 Percent o f People Complain Online Out o f Venge
ance." (TNS NIPO 2013 study — http://wwiu.tns-nipo. 
com/) Retrieved June 22, 2015, from http://oursocialtimes. 
com/23-of-people-complain-online-out-of-vengence/
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The g lo b a l m a n a g e m e n t co n s u ltin g  firm , B ain  &  Co. 

(2 0 1 1 ), fo u n d  th a t  t im e ly  re sp o n s e  to  cu s to m e r- 

s e rv ic e  re q u e s ts  can  le a d  to  in c re a s e s  o f  2 0  p e rc e n t  

to  4 0  p e rc e n t in p u rch as es  by th o s e  cu s to m e rs .

20 percent to 40 percent in purchases by 
those customers.

In contrast, according to the technology 
research firm, Gartner, Inc. (2012), a lack of 
response through social media can increase 
the churn (attrition) rate of current custom
ers by 15 percent.

P erce ived  V a lu e  and  

P re d ic tin g  F in a n c ia l O u tcom es

Brands that don 't respond to negative 
social media ought to consider the poten
tial impact on their "perceived value" (See 
the Bud Light example under "The Speed 
of Escalation," right). Perceived value is the 
maximum a customer will pay for a product 
or service and also is called "willingness to 
pay." Many researchers working with dif
ferent data sets have found that perceived 
value has high associations with financial 
outcomes (e . g Aaker and Jacobson, 2001; 
Buzzell and Gale, 1987; Gregory, 2003,2005; 
Gregory and Wiechmann, 1997; Keller, 2002; 
Mizik, 2008; Sexton, 2009, 2010a, 2010b).

Negative posts not handled effectively in 
a timely fashion can lead to large decreases 
in perceived value, which in turn can lead 
to decreases in both price and quantity 
sold and eventually decreases in brand 
value and its stock price (Sexton, 2009). 
Such revenue changes are directly propor
tional to the square of changes in monetary 
perceived value (Sexton, 2009). If social- 
media negative comments are handled 
improperly, the effect on revenue is both 
negative and exponential.

The S peed  o f E sca la tio n

The impact of negative postings may be 
sudden.

On April 27, 2015, the YouGov Brandln- 
dex, a tracking service for brand reputa
tion, had found that its score for Bud Light 
was 6. By April 30, Bud Light's brand repu
tation score slumped to 0 (4 is the average 
score of domestic beers). Among women, 
the score cratered from 5 to minus 3.

The sudden drop coincided with a recent 
change of language on the beer can; Bud 
Light had added the slogan, "The Perfect 
Beer for Removing 'No' from Your Vocab
ulary for the Night." During this period, 
there were 45,600 Tweets about Bud Light, 
compared with 3,900 Tweets about the 
brand during the same period during 
the prior week. According to ListenFirst, 
a collector of information in the digital 
space, the most popular Tweet regarding 
Bud Light was "the official beer of rape 
culture."10

All it took was four days for the reputa
tion of one of the world's best-selling beer 
brands to be damaged by a major market
ing error that rapidly changed the per
ceived value of the product.10

The speed at which a negative post esca
lates can be reflected in the simplicity of 
the act. New devices and new versions 
of devices continue to spread the use of

io “ w i l l  Bud Light's Label Gaffe Cause Last
ing Damage?" (2015, M ay 1). Retrieved M ay 20, 
2015, from http://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/ 
bud-light-s-label-gafe-lasting-damage/298378

social media. A full 90 percent of mobile 
users reported that they keep their device 
within arm's reach 100 percent of the time. 
(Brethenoux, 2014). And Pew Research 
Center has found that "twenty-four per
cent of teens go online 'almost constantly/ 
facilitated by the widespread availability 
of smartphones."

What's more, the Pew Research Center 
study found 92 percent of teens are online 
daily, and 71 percent use more than one 
social-network site (Lenhart, 2015). A 
recent survey of 1,635 social-media users 
found that three-quarters claimed that they 
posted content on a social-media site and 
just over a fifth said they posted content at 
least once per day (Mintel, 2014).

And the very, very young crowd 
already are online. A study based on a sur
vey of 370 parents, presented at the Pedi
atric Academic Societies annual meeting 
in San Diego, on April 25, 2015, reported 
that "More than one-third of babies are 
tapping on smartphones and tablets even 
before they learn to walk or talk, and by 
1 year of age, one in seven toddlers is 
using devices for at least an hour a day" 
(U.S. National Library of Medicine, 2015). 
The toddlers of course are not Tweeting 
complaints right now, but in not so long 
a time they will be well positioned to do 
so. Indeed, they will be very comfortable 
with digital media as they grow up and 
can be expected to participate even more 
in social media as compared to current 
customers.

A Toxic E nviro n m en t

It is not just the growth of complaint post
ing on social media that should concern 
brand managers; it is trends in the content 
of those posts. The findings of one social- 
media study were summarized, "If you 
want to be cited: Sweet-talk your friends or 
serve bad news to the public" [italics added] 
(Hansen, Arvidsson, Nielsen, Colleoni, 
and Etter, 2011).
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The im p a c t o f  n e g a tiv e  

p o s tin g s  m ay  b e  su d d en .

There is anecdotal evidence that nega
tive postings are becoming not just more 
common but more corrosive—what one 
target described as a "climate of judgment 
that seems to have permeated the national 
consciousness" in all spheres of life.11

In daily life, such m ean-spiritedness 
has cost people their jobs. Mothers have 
been arrested due to bystanders' casual 
judgments,11 and celebrities are constantly 
hassled by so-called Twitter trolls.12 In 
addition, such toxic behavior already 
is spilling into the business world. In 
2012, M cDonald's tried to launch an 
upbeat Twitter campaign inviting cus
tomers to describe positive experiences 
with the brand, using the hashtag #Meet- 
TheFarmers, to draw attention to McDon
ald 's use of natural produce. But the 
cam paign backfired as m any people, 
instead, posted negative comments about 
McDonald's food.13

The Internet, of course, is an open forum, 
and customers can post what they want. 
However, this can lead to cyberbullying 
in the business world by customers—or 
by competitors masquerading as custom
ers—and the results can be damaging. In 
2012-2013, an online rumor about a Chi
nese noodle brand, Master Kong, resulted

77 " What a horrible mother: how a call from a 'good Samari
tan' derailed these mothers' lives." salon.com, April 19, 
2015. Retrieved June 22, 2015, from http://www.sabn. 
com/2015/04/19/what_a_horrible_mother_moms_arrested_ 
for_leaving_their_kids_in_the_car/
12 "The trials o f Russell Crowe: Pranked by Jacko, Goaded 
by Paparazzi, Threatened by al-Qaida." theguardian.com, 
March 29,2015. Retrieved June 22,2015, from http://www. 
theguardian.com/film/2015/mar/29/the-trials-of-russell- 
crowe-pranked-by-jacko-goaded-by-paparazzi-threatened- 
by-al-qaida
13 "McDonald's Twitter Campaign Goes Horribly Wrong." 
businessinsider.com, January 24, 2012. Retrieved June 22, 
2015, from http://www.businessinsider.com/mcdonalds- 
twitter-campaign-goes-horribly-wrong-mcdstories-2012-1

in a boycott by Chinese consumers esti
mated to have caused a loss of $2.4 billion 
in Master Kong's market capitalization.14 
This year, in China again, postings on 
WeChat suggested, without any basis, that 
KFC served mutated chickens—a charge 
KFC effectively refuted.14

Meanwhile, more apps that allow and 
encourage anonymity are being intro
duced, such as Whisper and YikYak.15 Ano
nymity, in turn, may encourage negative 
postings of all kinds.16

L e s s o n s  f o r  B r a n d  M a n a g e m e n t

With the powerful impact of social-media 
complainers possibly a part of their mar
keting mix, brand managers should focus 
on four goals:

• Monitor the quantity and content of 
comments on social media regarding 
products and services in real time. Ignor
ing 70 percent of negative posts simply 
is not acceptable.

• Ensure that complaints on social media 
are dealt with quickly and effectively. 
Some who are knowledgeable about 
social-media management say that the 
most im portant action is to address 
complaints on social-media platforms as 
quickly as possible and move them out 
of the spotlight.17

• Understand the drivers of the monetary 
perceived value of your products and

14 "How KFC Is Fighting Rumors of Scary Chick
ens in China." Advertising Age, June 2, 2015. 
Retrieved from http://adage.com/article/global-news/ 
kfc-fighting-rumors-scary-chickens-china/298846/
15 "28 Social Media Marketing Predictions for 2015 
From the Pros," Social Media Examiner, January 1, 2015. 
Retrieved M ay 18, 2015, from http://wurw.socialmediaex- 
aminer.com/social-media-marketing-predictions-for-2015/
76 "Few Winners in Anonymous Social Networking." Tech- 
crunch.com, December 18, 2014. Retrieved June 7, 2015, 
from http://techcrunch.com/2014/12/18/few-winners-in- 
anonymous-social-networking-and-secrets-not-one-of-them
77 "The Right (and Wrong) Way to Handle a Company Cri
sis." Help Scout blog, November 18,2013.

services. Perceived value expressed in 
monetary terms is a leading indicator 
of revenue and contribution (Sexton, 
2010b).

• Obtain steering control of your market
ing and branding actions—know the 
financial outcomes of actions before tak
ing them. You obtain steering control by 
forecasting the impact of any marketing 
and branding actions under considera
tion on perceived value. In turn, the pre
dicted perceived values can be used to 
forecast the financial returns from each 
option, leading to a more thoughtful 
and more accurate analysis of the deci
sion (Jain, Gorti, Sen, and Sexton, 2015; 
Sexton, 2010a). Bud Light managers, for 
example, might have tested the impact of 
their unfortunate phrasing on perceived 
value and realized the likely negative 
consequences before they encountered a 
Twitter storm.

Customers m ust be considered part of 
the marketing team. Even if their com
m unication postings are very negative 
(or, alternatively, especially if they are 
negative), customers m ust play a role if 
managers are to make effective decisions. 
The key strategic ideas of marketing and 
branding—targeting markets and posi
tioning—still hold. What no longer holds 
is the way relationships w ith customers 
are managed by organizations. Compa
nies cannot afford to be "tone-deaf" with 
respect to the possible impact of custom
ers' actions on their brands.

D onald E. S exton is professor of marketing at Columbia 

Business School specializing in the development of 

marketing and brand strategies. He has served on the 

faculty of Columbia University for 50 years, during which 

time he also founded The Arrow Group, consulting for 

such companies as Unilever, IBM, Citigroup, Pfizer, 

MetLife, DuPont, PepsiCo, General Electric, and Verizon. 

Sexton’s numerous articles have appeared in journals
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such as the Harvard Business Review, Journal of 

Marketing Research, and Management Science. Sexton 

is the author of Value Above Cost (Pearson Education, 

2009), which explains how marketing drives the financial 

performance of companies. Sexton is a recipient of 

the 2011 Marketing Trends Award for his work on 

branding and is past-president of the New York American 

Marketing Association.
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