
Social media offer non-profit organizations a new, convenient, cheap, and wide reach medium to spread their mes-
sages, increase awareness and connect with supporters. The main objective of this study is to examine interactions
on social media to understand how people engage with the content published by non-profit organizations. This study
is set in the context of cruelty-free ethical consumerism and data for analysis were collected from the international
non-profit organization People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) official Facebook page. Study points out
that lack of awareness and knowledge is one of the main reasons why people do not behave ethically and therefore
do not follow the studied organization’s main goal. However, once awareness and information are gained, individual
may reach epiphany and willingness to change behaviour. At that point individuals also showed support to organiza-
tion’s main goal. The research shows that content with informational component received the most engagement on
average and supporting comments were prevailing. Informational content is perceived as especially valuable when
there is a lack of knowledge about the topic and therefore such content is recommended to non-profit organizations
to raise awareness, create new and strengthen relationships with existing supporters.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Non-profit organizations (hereafter NPOs),
charities and organizations alike are important to
our society since they work on specific social or en-
vironmental issues; they advocate, provide informa-
tion, take action, and contribute to the better
society. NPOs are not homogenous; they substan-
tially vary in size, deal with different issues and per-
form distinct activities with significantly different
budgets (UK Parliament, 2017). Nevertheless, all
NPOs follow the same goals; they aim to raise
awareness about the social cause they advocate,
provide information to public, create and maintain

relationships with supporters and secure monetary
support (Persuad, Madill, & Rubaj, 2009). However,
NPOs face constant funding challenges (Bandyopad-
hyay & Dayton, 2013; Persuad et al., 2009), weak
engagement and in the past, such organizations
faced also significant communication barriers
(Bandyopadhyay & Dayton, 2013), since wide reach
traditional communication channels were too ex-
pensive for most NPOs (Persuad et al., 2009). 

Around year 2004, Web 2.0 introduced social
media, interactive websites that encourage user
participation (Berthon, Pitt, Plangger & Shapiro,
2012). The Internet and social media supplement
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traditional communication venues (Kietzmann,
Hermkens, McCarthy & Silvestre, 2011; Mano, 2014)
and enable NPOs to reach very specific audiences
around the globe (Berthon et al., 2012), quickly dis-
seminate information at minimal cost (Mano, 2014),
influence public opinion, cultivate new supporters
(Driscoll, 2009; Persuad et al., 2009), create two-
way dialogues with their supporters (Kietzmann et
al., 2011) and maintain meaningful relationships
with stakeholders, which is of crucial importance for
NPOs survival (Bandyopadhyay & Dayton, 2013).
Consequently, social media channels were quickly
adopted by NPOs, charities and organizations alike
(Campbell, Lambright & Wells, 2014; Goldkind,
2015; Mano 2014; Nah & Saxton, 2012; Waters &
Feneley, 2013). 

Although several researchers studied how
NPOs use social media to achieve specific goals such
as raising awareness, building organizational iden-
tity or engaging with stakeholders (Cho, Schwe-
ickart, & Haase, 2014; Davis, Rountree, & Davis,
2016; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Waters, Burnett,
Lamm, & Lucas, 2009; Waters & Jones, 2011), less
is known about the use of social media in the area
of ethical consumerism. Ethical consumerism is
voicing ethical concerns about products and prac-
tices through choosing to purchase only products
that meet individual’s ethical criteria (Cho & Krasser,
2011). Ethical consumerism is gaining momentum
due to social media, as they are a convenient tool
for quick dissemination of information that con-
tributes to higher awareness, exposure of malprac-
tices, exchange of opinions and concerns, and
therefore social media also facilitate ethical be-
haviour offline (Wyrwoll, 2014). Despite the signifi-
cant increase in popularity of both social media and
ethical consumerism, the literature linking the two
topics is scarce. Nevertheless, a few parallels can be
drawn from studies analysing Fair-trade consump-
tion attitudes, intentions and patterns since cruelty-
free and Fair-trade ethical consumption preferences
are largely driven by altruistic motives. The need
therefore exists to examine relationships between
consumers and NPOs in the context of ethical con-
sumerism in social media. 

The main objective of this study is to examine
interactions on social media to understand how and
why people engage with the content published by

NPOs in the context of cruelty-free consumerism.
Thereupon, the paper aims to provide insights
about what kind of content type and category per-
form best in terms of engagement in such context
and investigate characteristics of user reactions to
content in form of comments in order to understand
people’s motives for engagement with the content.
This article addresses two main research questions:
(1) which content type and which content category
receive the most engagement, in terms of likes,
shares and comments; and (2) what kind of reac-
tions, in form of comments, content generates and
how these reactions differ across different areas
within cruelty-free context?

As a result, the study aims to contribute to aca-
demic literature by providing insights into relation-
ship dynamics between NPOs and consumers in the
context of ethical consumerism and social media.
Despite the qualitative nature of this study, the dis-
cussion contributes to a better understanding of be-
havioural and communication patterns related to
ethical discourse, which does not receive much at-
tention in traditional media. Moreover, the findings
and implications can be relevant to a wide array of
NPOs in order to create meaningful content, which
sparks conversation, engagement and contributes
to cultivating and maintaining long-term relation-
ships with supporters.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Social media

Compared to traditional media, social media
can reach wider population at lower costs, which
contributes to higher awareness and increased ex-
posure of social issues. That is essential for NPOs,
which usually operate with small budgets for public
relations activities and are therefore oftentimes un-
able to reach wider population via more expensive
traditional media. In contrast to traditional media,
social media enable a two-way communication and
therefore a conversation with its supporters can be
established. Conversation is an important driver for
engagement and consequently of vital importance
for NPOs; higher engagement increases likelihood
of donations or participation in other desired ac-
tions (Bandyopadhyay & Dayton, 2013). 
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Social media have become a medium for the
fastest dissemination of information, efficient in
spreading awareness, creating buzz and building re-
lationships (Phethean Tiropanis & Harris, 2015).
Hence, social networks serve as an informational
and entertainment tool in order to maintain rela-
tionships, meet like-minded people, obtain useful
information and find social support (Huang, 2013).
Especially Facebook is perceived as very engaging
as it also features groups of people with shared
lifestyle or attitudes via which individuals track ac-
tion, beliefs and interests of the group to which they
belong (Joinson, 2008). 

Most importantly, social media amplify informa-
tion flow between supporters and NPOs, which leads
to increase in exposure to social issues (Mano, 2014)
and therefore social media provide NPOs the much-
needed platform for relationship development and
maintenance with its stakeholders. As a result, social
media enhance voluntary engagement, increase will-
ingness to support social issues (Molm, 2010; Molm,
Collett & Schaefer, 2007) and proved to be an impor-
tant channel for NPOs to increase monetary contri-
butions (Mano, 2014), and mobilize public to take
action (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012). Notably, social net-
working strengthens loyalty to online communities,
which facilitate knowledge transfer (Wyrwoll, 2014)
and results in individual’s pro-social behaviour online
as well as offline (Mano, 2014).

Facebook pages or communities provide rele-
vant informational, social and entertainment con-
tent and are perceived as interesting and worth
visiting, as they help individuals with better pur-
chase or other decisions (Lin & Lu, 2011). Such
pages also encourage customer-to-customer inter-
actions (Ruiz-Mafe, Martí-Parreño & Sanz-Blas,
2014). The most common factors for participation
derive from need for information and can be speci-
fied as: venting negative feelings, showing concern
for others by expressing opinion, seeking advice,
helping the organization, obtaining social benefits
or embracing self-enhancement (Brodie et al.,
2013). Consequently, it can be argued that such
pages are used for sharing, learning, socializing, ad-
vocating and co-developing where in turn partici-
pants gain personal satisfaction, empowerment,
and connection to the community and strengthen
commitment.

Many researchers have analyzed content type
on Facebook pages of many different companies, in-
cluding Fortune 500 companies and top global
brands. All reviewed studies employed quantitative
analyses and measured engagement with Like, Com-
ment and Share. Majority of the reviewed literature
came to conclusion that photo or video generated
more likes than other types of content, such as links
and text-only. Several researchers (Cvijikj & Micha-
helles, 2011, 2013; Kim, Spiller, & Hettche, 2015;
Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015; Sabate, Berbegal-Mirabent,
Cañabate, & Lebherz, 2014; Valerio, Herrera-Murillo,
Villanueva-Puente, Herrera-Murilloand, & Rodríguez,
2015) found that photos are the best performers in
generating likes. It is suggested that followers opt not
to watch videos since it takes too much time
whereas images are easier to digest (Sabate et al.,
2014; Kim et al., 2015), which directly relates to the-
ory of vividness and interactivity of content used on
Facebook. 

Comment function is more time consuming
than Like and Share, as it invites individuals to
showcase their own opinion and is therefore also
more engaging since it stimulates creation of con-
versations and debates. In previous research pho-
tos were found to generate the most comments
(Sabate et al., 2014; Phethean, Tiropanis, & Harris,
2015) and links were found to generate the least
comments as the content consumer is redirected
to an external webpage and therefore lowering the
probability that the viewer will return and com-
ment (de Vries, Gensler & Leeflang, 2012; Sabate
et al., 2014). Moreover, followers tend to generate
comments when content is perceived as very
meaningful as it stimulates them to publicly express
their feelings and opinions (de Vries et al., 2012;
Sabate et al., 2014). The studies on shareability of
the content show that videos and pictures are more
sharable than other content types although, the de-
cision to share is more dependent on content cat-
egory, rather than on post type (Cvijikj &
Michahelles, 2013).

Studies analysing social media divided the con-
tent in different categories, depending on the orga-
nization or group of organizations that were subject
of the analysis. However, majority of different clas-
sifications found in literature can be well sum-
marised with Information-Community-Action
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classification scheme developed by Lovejoy and Sax-
ton (2012) especially for studying organizations’
main purposes for the use of social media. Content
with Information function is a traditional one-way
message and its purpose is only to pass on informa-
tion to receiver. Community-building function is
used to send out messages to the public to encour-
age dialogue and interaction, with the purpose to
create an online community of supporters (Lovejoy
& Saxton, 2012). Lastly, Action is the most demand-
ing (Auger, 2013); messages in this category de-
mand action such as participation, donation,
attendance etc. from the follower. It is also recog-
nized as the most tangible since it presents the out-
come, the organization’s goal (Lovejoy & Saxton,
2012). Consequently, the Information-Community-
Action categories can be recognized to be in hierar-
chical order where Information represents a vital
activity to raise awareness and allure followers,
Community-building serves as a binding agent to re-
tain and engage the followers into meaningful con-
versations, and at the top of the hierarchy sits
Action, with the motive to convince the community
to mobilize and perform the organization’s main
goal (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012).

2.2 Online ethical communities

Online public group discussions are especially
relevant when topic does not receive much atten-
tion in other media types and therefore users use
such groups to gain more information. Ethical con-
sumerism and ethical issues can be recognized as
one of such topics, since online ethical communi-
ties are perceived as a valuable source of informa-
tion (Gummerus, Liljander, & Sihlman, 2017).
Consequently, social media present a valuable
source of information that helps consumers to
adapt their behavior in accordance with their ethi-
cal beliefs (Wyrwoll, 2014). Moreover, particularly
Facebook has been found to increase possibilities
to communicate and engage with different social
causes (Mano, 2014). 

Facebook communities serve as a tool to so-
cialize, expand individual’s social network, meet
like-minded people, find companionship, and so-
cial support (Huang, 2013; Joinson, 2008). Hence,
Online Ethical Communities (hereafter OEC) serve

as a support to like-minded people where they can
express their consumption choices, concerns,
search for advices and exchange opinions. Such in-
teractions among participants foster knowledge
and are perceived as trustworthy and educational
source of information, thus helping consumers to
cope with cognitive dissonance (Gummerus et al.,
2017). Although, those who experience guilt and
anxiety may not enjoy in participation yet, they use
OEC to reduce negative feelings and find reassur-
ance (Gummerus et al., 2017). Primary benefit for
participants is obtaining informational benefits, as
ethical communities are cognition driven and
therefore provided information is bound to be
beneficial (Dholakia, Blazevic, Wiertz &
Algesheimer, 2009; Gummerus et al., 2017). Par-
ticipants also gain social benefits as they share
concern, look for social support and fulfill the need
for communication and recognition. Interestingly,
it has been discovered that informational benefits
reinforce ethical behavior and social benefits in-
crease loyalty and commitment to the community
(Gummerus et al., 2017). 

In terms of content, OEC provide primarily in-
formational content, as lack of information is re-
ported to be the main issue preventing consumers
to behave ethically. Accordingly, OEC provide up-to-
date information and timely answers, as their main
goal is to increase awareness (Uusitalo & Oksanen,
2004). However, such content is predominantly one-
way communication and therefore neither con-
tributes to community-building, which is according
to Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) necessary to
strengthen loyalty, nor does it contribute to per-
suading followers to take action. Nevertheless, ac-
cording to Rodan and Mummery (2016) the primary
goal of OEC is to increase awareness on ethical is-
sues and therefore the prevalence of informational
content type may be justified. 

2.3 Animal ethics – views on use of animals

The three main ethical concerns are the envi-
ronment, human rights and working conditions, and
animal welfare (Tallontire, Rentsendorj & Blowfield,
2001). Animal welfare and animal rights are advo-
cating the wellbeing of the animals yet, animal
rights is more progressive than animal welfare. The
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lifestyle that is advocated by animal rights move-
ment is often defined as veganism, yet people fre-
quently associate veganism only with food
consumption habits and not with a broader lifestyle.
Such lifestyle is defined also as cruelty-free or com-
passionate lifestyle (Herzog, 1993).

This study is set in the context of cruelty-free
ethical consumerism, where people’s views on use
of animals and similar topics are predicted to be the
center of discussion in online ethical communities
focusing on cruelty-free consumerism. To illustrate,
international NPOs advocating animal rights People
for Ethical Treatment of Animals or shortly PETA, ad-
vocates that “Animals are not ours to eat, wear, ex-
periment on, use for entertainment or abuse in any
other way” (PETA, 2016). Therefore food, clothing,
testing and entertainment are defined as the four
main areas of cruelty-free aspect of ethical con-
sumerism, since they are also considered to be the
industries where the highest number of animals suf-
fers for lengthy periods (Bowmar & Gow, 2009).

Animal rights movement, which advocates cru-
elty-free lifestyle, encourages critical thinking about
how animals are used in modern society and it has
been discovered that people hold different views to-
wards different uses of animals. People may show
more favorable views towards using animals for
food, which is perceived as a necessity, and simulta-
neously hold rather negative attitudes toward using
animals for entertainment purposes (Knight & Bar-
nett, 2008). Furthermore, people tend to hold less
positive attitudes toward practices, which are lethal
for the animals or where animals live in confinement
in contrast to non-lethal, observational practices
such as zoos and circuses (Furnham, McManus &
Scott, 2003; Knight, Vrij, Cherryman & Nunkoosing,
2004). Conversely, Atkins-Sayre (2010) identified that
practices, such as big game hunt or cockfighting,
which do not serve a higher social purpose, are less
desirable than animal testing in the name of science.
Such findings are in line with Knight and Barnett
(2008) who argued that attitudes towards animal
use are not uni-dimensional; use of animals for food
and medical research, which is perceived as benefi-
cial or necessary, received more support than prac-
tices that use animals for fashion and entertainment. 

Attitudes towards the use of animals do not
vary only among different, above-mentioned areas
but also within them. Entertainment was identified
as one of the areas that received fairly negative atti-
tudes; especially circuses, rodeos, animal racing and
bullfighting are perceived as morally unacceptable
(Furnham et al., 2003; Knight & Barnett, 2008;
Knight et al., 2004). Nevertheless, safaris, aquariums
and zoos are perceived as acceptable by majority of
the population, since they have an educational and
conservational component and do not include ac-
tivities potentially killing or injuring the animals
(Shani, 2012). 

Different attitudes within the same area were
also reported in animal testing and animals used
for fashion (Shani, 2012). For instance, people are
inclined to support animal use for medical research
regardless if the result has a lethal effect on the an-
imal, yet are opposed to animal use for cosmetic
testing purposes (Balls, 1992; Knight & Barnett,
2008; Shani, 2012). It can be argued that people
hold stronger negative views towards the use of an-
imals for decoration purposes such as cosmetics
and wearing fur, than towards using animals in the
name of scientific research (Knight & Barnett,
2008). However, animals have been used for cloth-
ing purposes, in the form of leather, wool and fur,
since prehistoric times and have always been highly
appreciated for functional and aesthetic purposes
(Stone, 2008). 

Although, the attitudes are somehow changing
in last decades, especially regarding fur products,
since people hold strong negative attitudes towards
fur, as its purchase is perceived as bad, immoral,
foolish and disappointing. Albeit, people still hold
somehow neutral attitudes towards leather that is
a byproduct of the meat industry and predomi-
nantly positive attitudes towards wool (Lundblad &
Davies, 2015: Olson & Goodnight, 1994). The find-
ings are also to a certain extent consistent with
Johnson (1990) who argued that animal use for
food or clothing is somehow moral, but strongly op-
posed to the use of animals for luxury needs, such
as fur. Contrarily, Rodan and Mummery (2016)
stated that meat industry is one of the major
sources of animal cruelty. 
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The prime issue animal rights advocates face
in relationship to animal consumption is that peo-
ple are not familiar with meat production process,
since the products in grocery stores hardly resem-
ble actual animal flesh and are well-presented in
attractive packaging. The reason for such presenta-
tion is that people find it unpleasing to eat meat,
which closely resembles a living being (Hamilton,
2006; Plous, 1993). The main cause for lack of
awareness in the production chain is remoteness;
slaughterhouses, meat-packaging plants and farm-
ing houses are hidden away from the public eye
(Singer, 2006). To illustrate, Plous (1993) reports
that only 54% of participants in a survey, which was
made on a representative sample, were able to
make a connection between calf and veal, the flesh
of 6-7 months old calf. Such dislocation from the
process, as consumption practices are not associ-
ated with cruelty, often results in shock and cogni-
tive dissonance when a consumer is presented with
information and their awareness about the produc-
tion increases (Plous, 1993). 

Knight and Barnett (2008), Lundblad and
Davies (2015), Rodan and Mummery (2016) and
many others report that lack of awareness and
knowledge is one of the main factors influencing
why people do not behave ethically. Moreover, if
consumers obtain more information and therefore
increase awareness, their attitudes are likely to
change (Knight & Barnett, 2008). When a con-
sumer is presented with information and their
knowledge and awareness increase, the consumer
dilemma or cognitive dissonance is likely to arise,
stemming from the realization that individuals’
practices have dreadful consequences for the ani-
mal (Knight & Barnett, 2008). People are motivated
to restore balance and to decrease dissonance; in-
dividuals employ coping mechanisms such as re-
jection, objectification or searching only for
benefits to rationalize unethical behavior. Besides,
consumers might even avoid information that
causes distress, as they are aware that it will in-
evitably decrease or eliminate their enjoyment in
unethical consumption (Knight & Barnett, 2008;
Rodan & Mummery, 2016).

In order to increase awareness, stress the im-
portance of ethical issues, organizations often use

shocking component in their communications,
showcasing terror and horror of production in
meat or fur industry (Auger, 2013). Such content
tries to minimize the effect of remoteness as the
content links together human pleasure in enjoying
the product and animal suffering (Atkins-Sayre,
2010). One could argue that such communications
try to invert associations from luxury, ordinary, and
natural to vulgar, tasteless, savage, and unedu-
cated (Olson & Goodnight, 1994). Shocking and
controversial content may be seen as risky and
provocative yet, it stimulates debate. Such content
is found to be rather effective as it is reported to
lead to epiphany, and thus to conversion from
meat consumer to vegetarian or vegan (Rodan &
Mummery, 2016).

3. METHODOLOGY

Due to the novelty of the topic and exploratory
orientation of this study the authors decided to use
qualitative methodology, more specifically netnog-
raphy. Netnography is a technique developed for
studying human interactions online (Kozinets,
2002) and is often used to analyse interactions on
social media in form of text, photo, audio, video
etc. (Kozinets, 2015). Hence, the method uses in-
formation from public forums and alike “to identify
and understand the needs and decision influences
of relevant online consumer groups” (Kozinets,
2002: 3). “Netnography is a technique of small data
search and analysis” (Kozinets, 2015: 175). Thus,
this allows the researcher to analyse data in detail
and provide meaningful insights (Kozinets, 2015),
which may be useful to the broader industry
(Kozinets, 2002).

Of social media sites Facebook was selected
due to its community size and growth; the number
of Facebook users increased from 100 million to
2,129 million between 2008 and the end of 2017
(Facebook users worldwide, 2017). The literature in-
dicated that PETA is a renowned and the largest
NPO advocating cruelty-free lifestyle, so PETA’s offi-
cial Facebook page, named PETA - People for the
Ethical Treatment of Animals (Facebook.com,
2016b) (hereafter PETA’s Facebook) was chosen for
data collection for this study. 
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The page has content updated several times
per day and over four million followers. Conse-
quently, it was expected to yield large amount of in-
teractions and rich insights and therefore a
sufficient amount of data. Also, the requirement
that interactions must be relevant is fulfilled, since
the content relates to all four main uses of animals.

For this research only content published be-
tween 15/04/2016 and 15/05/2016 was selected
and collected, which includes 110 posts. Table 1
presents the Coding manual 1, which shows how
posts were coded by content category, area and
which engagement numbers were collected. Dur-
ing data sample inspection, it was noted that if the
cursor is positioned on Like without clicking it,
Facebook displays additional new forms of one-
click engagement namely, Love, Haha, Wow, Sad,
Angry. At the time of data collection it was decided
not to include details of such different one-click in-
teractions in order to make findings more compa-
rable to existing literature. All one-click
interactions were collected as a sum and pre-
sented as one-click interaction (hereafter OCI). Fur-
thermore, it was discovered that some content
possesses Information and Action category charac-
teristics simultaneously, which contradicts Lovejoy
and Saxton (2012). Consequently, a classification
“Information + Action” was included in Category
section of Coding manual 1. 

Table 1: Coding manual 1 – Coding posts

Since the main objective of this research is to
examine the interactions in order to understand
how and why people engage with the content,
comments were analysed. Following Kozinets
(2015) guidelines to analyse small portion of high-
quality data, only first top 40 comments from the
top two posts in number of comments from each
specific area in chosen period were collected.
Therefore, 320 comments, 80 from each area,
were collected, examined and coded. Importantly,
top comments are the most relevant comments,
automatically defined by Facebook algorithm
(Facebook.com, 2016a). 

Throughout the analysis Braunsberger and
Buckler (2011) approach was adopted, grouping
comments into categories based on repeating topics
and issues in order to deliver organized and useful
findings. Attention was paid to repeating issues,
words, meanings, etc. to develop coding categories
for grouping comments and deliver structured and
synthesized findings. Table 2 presents the Coding
manual for coding comments. 

4. RESULTS

In terms of content category, Figure 1 illus-
trates that Information+Action generated the most
engagement on average in terms of OCI, Comment
and Share followed by Information, Community-
building and Action category. Information+Action
category was far superior compared to others as it
generated more engagement than Community-
building and Action category combined. Interest-
ingly, Information+Action also generated more than
twice as many Shares and Comments on average
than Information category. The reason for such re-
sult lays in the fact that majority of all Informa-
tion+Action contnet was video type (Figure 2),
which proved to outperform other types in gener-
ating Comments and Shares (Figure 1). Moreover,
one could suggest that viewers might be more stim-
ulated to engage and take action immediately after
they are educated and informed about a certain
ethical issue.

It can be concluded that Information+Action
outperforms other categories since OEC are primar-
ily utilized for search for information and therefore,

CATEGORY

Information

Community-building

Action

Information + Action

AREA

Entertainment

Food

Fashion

Testing

Other

ENGAGEMENT

Number of OCI

Number of Shares

Number of Comments
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content with informational component is bound to
be interesting and worth engaging with. Moreover,
such content seems to generate especially high
amount of engagement if presented in video type,
since video performed well in generating OCI, Com-
ments and Shares.

Figure 1 depicts that OCI is dominating across
all types, since this is the simplest type of engage-
ment (Jayasingh & Venkatesh, 2015). On average,
Photo received slightly higher OCI than Video; that
is consistent with Sabate et al. (2014) who posited
that videos are more time consuming and images

are easier to digest. Interestingly, despite the signifi-
cantly lower performance in OCI, links occupy al-
most 40% of the examined content. The rationale
may be in fact that majority of links lead to PETA’s
official webpage to access more in-depth informa-
tion, since 80.5% of all links fall into categories with
informational component (Figure 2).

Moreover, Figure 1 illustrates that on average,
all content types received significantly fewer com-
ments than other types of engagement, since Com-
ment is the most time-consuming (Sabate et al.,
2014). However, Video outperformed other content

Coding Category Explanation Example

1 Supporting the content

Venting negative feelings – Content often
showcases mistreatment of animals, passionate
statements, using exclamation marks and
showcasing strong negative emotions such as
anger, sadness, disgust, disappointment in
human race etc. are classified as supportive.

This is so inhumane and wrong!! No living
being deserves to be treated like that!!

Other - Comments expressing opinions /
concerns / examples supporting the content. 

I’m vegan since 2010. Thanks PETA for sharing
such content and raising awareness.  Maybe
one day people will understand.

2 Contradicting the content

Contributor does not agree with the content
and may not be fully aware of the production
process and therefore rejects, objectifies or
searches for benefits to rationalize unethical
behaviour. 

Animals are here for us to use. I will continue
eating chicken for dinner and buying quality
leather goods.

3 Seeking advice, asking questions Contributor is gaining awareness and
collecting information.

Are L’Oreal cosmetics tested on animals?

4 Epiphany

Comments showing that the contributor was
unfamiliar with cruelty practices. Contributor
reports feelings of guilt and wishes to make a
change in behaviour.

Oh my god this is so sick!! I will never eat pork
again and I wish I never had!!!

5 Demanding a change

The contributor showcases strong negative
attitudes towards animal cruelty and
demands a change and/or wishes to take
action personally (signing petitions, asking
government to take action…)

This must stop!! Government should ban
circuses!

6 Showcasing alternatives
Comments including various cruelty-free
alternatives suggestion.

Cirque du Soleil is a great alternative to
circuses and alike. High quality shows with
only human acrobats!

Table 2: Coding manual 2 – Coding Comments

Note: All exemplary comments are fictional, constructed based on the analysed comments and therefore not quoted.
Data were collected from publicly available website however, the real comments are not disclosed in order to preserve
complete contributor’s anonymity, which is in line with Kozinets (2015) guidelines. 
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types in generating Comments and Shares. Such
finding is to a certain extent consistent with Cvijikj
& Michahelles (2013) and Laurn et al. (2015) where
Video and Link are defined as interactive and discov-
ered to receive more engagement. Figure 2 depicts
a high percentage of content with informational

component in form of links and Figure 1 shows that
such content performs very well in generating com-
ments. Additionally, people utilize OEC to search for
information, so it can be assumed that they are
more willing to engage in discussions (Gummerus et
al., 2017).

Figure 1: Average numbers of engagement per content category and type

Figure 2: Percentages of content category per content type
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Review of the posts by area shows that in the ex-
amined period, the highest percentage of posts
(34.5%), were from Entertainment area. Such finding
was unexpected, since the literature points out that
Entertainment is not among the most important areas
to animal rights advocates (Shani, 2012). However, at
that time one of the ongoing PETA’s campaigns was
against Seaworld, an amusement park with orcas
(PETA, 2016). Consequently, almost one third of the
Entertainment content was related to Seaworld,
which offers an explanation for the prevalence of En-
tertainment area posts. Furthermore, 29.1% of the
content was related to Food area, only 10.0% to Fash-
ion, and 11.8% to Testing area. A small percentage of
content in Fashion area may be explained with sea-
sonality, since data was collected in spring yet, wool
and fur are trending in autumn and winter. Infre-
quency of Testing area content may be due to re-
stricted access to laboratories, so visual materials and
other information are hard to obtain. Lastly, 14.5% of
the content did not fall into any of the specified four
areas and was therefore assigned to category Other.
Such posts, which were dominated by content related
to dogs and cats for example, showcased a story of
lost cat reunited with the owner, deadly conse-
quences of eating litter for whales etc. 

Each area received more OCI than shares or
comments (Figure 3). Entertainment area received
the highest number of OCI on average, potentially
due to a number of positively orientated posts such
as reporting how orca living in captivity was re-
turned back to its natural environment. It can be
argued that people find such content more pleasing
and are therefore more inclined to click Like or sim-
ilar. Figure 3 also illustrates that Food area received
second highest number of OCI on average, followed
by Testing, Fashion and Other area. In generating
comments and shares, Food area also outper-
formed other areas. Such outstanding performance
of Food area can be attributed to people’s disloca-
tion from the meat production process since con-
sumption habits are not associated with cruelty
(Plous, 1993). Consequently, people may find con-
tent, which vividly showcases production of steaks
and products alike interesting, educational and
shocking, and thus worth engaging with and shar-
ing it with their network of friends. Area Other re-
ceived far less engagement on average compared
to the four areas. Accordingly, the finding of this
study supports Bowmar and Gow (2009) that the
four areas are the four most important areas in
studied context.

Figure 3: Average numbers of engagement per area
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To analyse in-depth how people engage with
the content, it is essential to examine comments
since comments are reported to be the most capti-
vating form of engagement. Table 3 presents the
characteristics of the eight posts, which comments
were analysed. All top performing posts in number
of comments fall into categories with informational
component.

The content on the chosen page is often shock-
ing and unpleasant to watch. It showcases how an-
imals are mistreated for entertainment, food,
fashion or science purposes, since its main goal is to
raise awareness on how animals are used and per-
suade viewers to abandon use of animals and opt
for cruelty-free lifestyle. However, the first post in
Entertainment area (Table 3) presents a very posi-
tive story about orca from Blackfish movie, which
was transported to Iceland and released back to its
natural environment. Consequently, such post was
expected to generate more positive comments. 

In the analysis of comments, category Support-
ing the content is prevailing at 54.7%, followed by

category Demanding a change (15.0%), Contradict-
ing the content (11.6%), Epiphany (9.7%), Suggest-
ing alternatives (5.0%) and Asking questions (4.1%).
The prevailing category is also reflected in Figure 4
(generated with Wordle), since words that are fre-
quently used in supportive comments appear in
larger font. The prevalence of Supporting category
was expected, since the most common factors why
people contribute on Facebook are venting negative
feelings, showing concern and obtaining social ben-
efits (Brodie et al., 2013).

Supporting category also dominated across all
four areas, with the lowest amount of comments in
Food area (Figure 5). According to Knight and Bar-
nett (2008), people hold more favorable views to-
wards using animals for food, which is perceived as
a necessity, and simultaneously hold rather nega-
tive attitudes toward using animals for entertain-
ment and fashion purposes. This study shows
consistent findings, since the two areas showcase
a higher percentage of Supporting comments com-
pared to Food area. 

Table 3: Eight posts for analysis of Comments

Area Number of comments Type Category Post’s story

1 Entertainment 6,956 Video Informational Orca from Blackfish movie was introduced back
to its natural environment.

2 Entertainment 3,400 Video Informational + Action Showcasing abuse of animals in circuses and
urge to boycott circuses

3 Food 27,350 Video Informational + Action
Chicken in reverse – presenting the Chicken
wings production process in reverse - back to
the living chicken.

4 Food 5,329 Video Informational Graphically presenting the process that pigs
undergo in slaughterhouse.

5 Fashion 2,141 Video Informational
Leather goods containing intestines, flesh and
other organs were positioned in a shop to shock
customers and raise awareness.

6 Fashion 1,077 Link Informational Rabbits slaughtered for real-fur pillows sold by
retailer Simson. 

7 Testing 3,695 Video Informational + Action Showcasing cruel test on monkeys in Tobacco
industry.

8 Testing 2,899 Link Informational
Presenting mistreatment of Lab monkeys and
cruel physical and psychological consequences
that these monkeys endured.
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One could suggest that such page only gener-
ates engagement from social media users who sup-
port the organisation’s objectives. This may hold to
a certain extent; however, what sort of content Face-
book users see in their News Feed depends on a
complex Facebook algorithm, which is highly classi-
fied information. Nevertheless, Facebook tends to
include into one’s News Feed content that is shared
multiple times, was produced by a friend that the
user interacts with frequently, content that has a
high statistical probability that a particular individual
will like, content that was published recently and
most importantly content that one’s friends inter-
acted with (Constine, 2016). Hence, content from
PETA Facebook page is displayed also to follower’s
friends who may not follow PETA or agree with their
views. Consequently, it is expected that content pub-
lished on PETA Facebook page is expected to gener-
ate supportive as well as fairly negative comments. 

Figure 5 displays that Supporting the content is
lower and Contradicting the content is higher in Food
and Fashion than in Entertainment and Testing area.

Such finding points to cognitive dissonance, since
consumers may find it difficult to absorb new infor-
mation and adapt their habits accordingly. The ratio-
nale may lay in the fact that habits in Fashion and
Food area may be more deeply enrooted in con-
sumers’ traditions, culture and upbringing. To illus-
trate, people appreciate wool, leather and fur for
aesthetic purposes and these materials have been
used since prehistoric times and therefore are
deeply rooted in culture and tradition (Stone, 2008).
Consequently, many participants showcase rejec-
tion, objectification and search for benefits, in form
of Contradicting comments, in order to justify their
unethical behavior. Furthermore, Food area gener-
ated the highest amount of Contradicting comments
(26.3%) and the smallest difference in number of
Supporting and Contradicting comments, at 12.5
percentage points (Figure 5). According to de Vries
et al., (2012) a high percentage of positive or nega-
tive comments compared to neutral comments
tends to contribute to more comments. Their finding
is supported; the post, which generated the most

Figure 4: Most common words in collected 320 comments



Dynamic Relationships Management Journal, Vol. 7, No. 1, May 2018 41

comments in Food area, generated almost four times
as many comments as the post with the second high-
est number of comments (Table 3). Such finding is
not reflected in only one post but also in general,
since Figure 3 presents that Food area received by
far the highest amount of comments on average. 

Figure 5 illustrates that comments showcasing
Epiphany and Asking questions were more common
in Food and Fashion area compared to other areas,
which points to dislocation from the process. Such
findings are in line with Plous (1993), who argues
that people are not familiar with meat production
process since the end product hardly resembles a
living being. However, when information is pre-
sented to an individual that often results in shock
and cognitive dissonance. Moreover, it appears that
people do not suffer from dislocation process only
in Food area, as Plous (1993) argues, but also to a
certain extent in Fashion area.

Furthermore, the findings demonstrate that En-
tertainment area has the second highest percentage
of comments Demanding a change and by far the
highest percentage of comments Supporting con-
tent, which presents that participants almost unan-
imously agree that using animals for entertainment
purposes is unethical, cruel, and should be aban-

doned. The finding therefore contradicts Furnham
et al. (2003) who argue that people tend to hold less
positive attitudes toward practices, which are lethal
for the animal in contrast to non-lethal, observa-
tional practices such as zoos and circuses.

When analyzing comments, which fall into Test-
ing area, it is apparent that participants strongly op-
pose animal testing, even for scientific purposes,
since Venting negative feelings and Demanding a
change are the most present in Testing area. Besides,
not even one comment out of 80 in Testing area
showed favorable attitudes towards animal testing.
Consequently, this contradicts Atkins-Sayre (2010)
who identified that people tend to support more the
use of animals, which has a higher purpose such as
animal testing in order to discover a new cure.

The prevailing category Supporting the content,
can be divided further into Venting negative feelings
and Other, which includes Individual’s examples,
opinions, concerns etc. In all four main areas subcat-
egory Venting negative feelings is dominating over
subcategory Other.  Interestingly, in Testing and Food
area comments coded as Venting negative feelings
are prevailing at 92.0% and 90.3%, respectively. In
contrast, the dominance of subcategory Venting neg-
ative feelings is much smaller in Fashion area, at 26.3

Figure 5: Types of interactions and four main areas
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percentage points and the lowest in Entertainment
area at only 14.3 percentage point difference.  Com-
ments, which are venting negative feelings, are en-
hanced by content that is shocking and vividly
presents cruel processes. Such conclusion derives
from the fact that one of the analyzed Entertainment
posts was significantly positive, whereas analyzed
posts from Food and Testing area vividly showcased
meat production and animal testing processes.

It can be summarized that comments Support-
ing the content are the most frequent in all four
areas. However, a higher percentage of such com-
ments is noted in Entertainment and Testing area,
which also showcased a high percentage of De-
manding a change comments. Conversely, Food and
Fashion area received less Supporting comments
and more comments coded as Contradicting,
Epiphany and Asking question, compared to Enter-
tainment and Testing. Consequently, these results
show that people are less inclined towards using an-
imals for entertainment and testing purposes and
less informed and knowledgeable about use of ani-
mals for food and fashion purposes. Additionally,
Food and Fashion area generated more diverse com-
ments, since the differences between coding cate-
gories are smaller, which appears to stimulate more
comments, since Food area generated far more
comments compared to others.

5. DISCUSSION

Even though these research findings derive
from a qualitative research technique, they may also
be very insightful to NPOs working on a variety of
different social causes. This study points out that
lack of awareness and knowledge is one of the main
factors influencing why people do not behave ethi-
cally and therefore do not follow the studied orga-
nization’s main goal. However, once awareness and
information are gained, individual may reach
epiphany and in such cases a willingness to change
behaviour was observed. When epiphany, cognitive
dissonance or a willingness to change behaviour
were observed, the individual showed support to
organization’s main goal. Consequently, the re-
search shows that providing valuable information is
of crucial importance to spark engagement and cre-
ate new supporters. Based on the insights of this

study some important theoretical as well as practi-
cal implications arise that are discussed next.

Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) developed an Infor-
mation – Community Building – Action scheme
where Information content provides traditional one-
way messages, Community building content sparks
debate and content categorized as Action invites the
follower to take action. However, in our study we
have observed that when informational content
contains action features as well, such content
proved to be the best in generating engagement.
Moreover, such content seems to generate espe-
cially high amount of engagement if presented in
video type that was discovered to be the type,
which received the most engagement. Majority of
videos in our sample were graphically presenting
mistreatment of animals. Such content is often
shocking as its purpose is primarily to inform, edu-
cate, shock and persuade the viewer to change
deeply enrooted habits, such as eating meat or
wearing fur (Olson & Goodnight, 1994). Hence, it
can be concluded that viewers find such content in-
teresting and therefore worth sharing it with their
network of friends and acquaintances. Conse-
quently, we propose that NPOs and organizations
alike should primarily focus on video content, which
educates followers on critical issues in order to re-
ceive their attention. After a viewer is educated on
the issue, the content should also present a way to
take action in order to convert the viewer into an
active supporter of the advocated cause.

The finding that content with informational
component performed well in generating all types
of engagement is consistent with Cvijikj and Micha-
helles (2011, 2013) as they report Information cat-
egory to outperform others in Like, Comment and
Share engagement, and Saxton and Waters (2014)
who report such content to perform well in gener-
ating Comments and Shares. Moreover, Cvijikj and
Michahelles (2013) and Laurn et al. (2015) also re-
port video type to perform exceptionally well in gen-
erating engagement. Such findings are aligned with
OECs’ main goal, which is to share information and
raise awareness on critical ethical issues (Uusitalo &
Oksanen, 2004; Rodan & Mummery, 2016). Conse-
quently, also in the area of ethical consumerism
content with informational component is perceived
as meaningful and worth engaging with.
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Conversely, Action category performed the
worst in all three types of engagement. This finding
is inconsistent with findings of Cvijikj and Micha-
helles (2013), Saxton and Waters (2014) and Luarn
et al. (2015), since they report good performance of
the category in generating likes. However, Action
content is mainly inviting followers to attend boy-
cotts and sign petitions. Hence, it can be assumed
that such posts are perceived as relevant only to the
most loyal followers, which in turn explains the poor
performance in terms of engagement in contrast to
other categories.

Different social issues are led by different mo-
tives and therefore ways in which information is pre-
sented should differ significantly. This study points
out that cruelty-free ethical consumerism is, similarly
to Fair-trade topic, predominantly led by altruistic
motives, since content primarily appeals to empathy
and emotions, which, according to Murphy and Jen-
ner-Leuthart (2011), increases awareness and tend
to convince followers to develop stronger attitudes
toward the issue. Consequently, NPOs and organiza-
tions alike focusing on altruistic motives should pro-
vide “true-story” informational content, which
educates and appeals to emotions. Contrarily, ac-
cording to Michaelidou and Hassan (2008) NPOs tar-
geting primarily individual’s egoistic motives should
provide factual informational content focusing on
egoistic motives such as health benefits, for instance.

Additionally, the study also reveals that people
do not hold unidimensional views towards the use of
animals; they hold different views toward different
studied areas. Such differences can be explained with
lack of knowledge about certain topic. Our study
points out that Fashion and Food area showcased a
high amount of comments showing epiphany and dis-
agreement with the content, which implies that con-
tributors are not familiar with the processes how
animals are used or faces cognitive dissonance - a
misalignment of beliefs and behaviour. Consequently,
the research shows that social media provide a valu-
able source of information regarding the topic that
does not receive much attention in other media types
and that such communities serve as a platform to dis-
cuss social issues and are contributing to raising
awareness. Moreover, if sufficient information is pro-
vided, consumers tend to become less price-sensi-
tive, more ethically conscious and more willing to

translate their attitudes and intentions into behavior
(Murphy & Jenner-Leuthart, 2011).

Every study, every research design has its ad-
vantages and limitations. Next we present the most
important limitations of this study and suggestions
for future research, which could contribute to a
more detailed and multi-aspect understanding of
the main research question. The first set of limita-
tions pertains to sample size. This study collected
only one month of content and it was observed that
there were very few posts related to the use of an-
imals in Fashion area, which is potentially due to
seasonality since the chosen time frame was in
spring and content related to fur and wool might be
more trending during the winter. Accordingly, future
research should choose a wider time frame to avoid
the seasonality effect. Another limitation of this
study is, besides examining only one social media
channel, the focus on only one organization in a cer-
tain context. Consequently, to get results more ap-
plicable to a variety of different NPOs, charities and
organizations alike, future studies should examine
social media channels of more NPOs working on dif-
ferent social issues. 

De Vries et al. (2012) report that a higher per-
centage of positive and negative comments com-
pared to neutral comments tend to stimulate more
comments, which is supported in this study. How-
ever, this study analysed only first-stage comments,
which are directly related to the content and did not
take into account the comments, which are made
on comments, the second-stage comments. There-
fore, future studies could look also at second stage
comments to study what kinds of comments evoke
debate between followers. Such studies would re-
veal how important is the social aspect of such com-
munities compared to only receiving the
information published by the page’s admin.

Lastly, this study is based on the qualitative
method netnography and therefore the findings are
not generalizable. According to Kozinets (2002), the
findings can become generalizable, if the method is
triangulated with other methods such as surveys,
interviews etc. Thus, future studies should use
netnography together with other methods to make
findings generalizable. Such research would be able
to study the development of online relationships
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EXTENDED SUMMARY / IZVLEČEK

Družbena omrežja so za neprofitne organizacije nov, priročen in cenovno ugoden medij, preko
katerega lahko širijo svoja sporočila, povečajo zavedanje posameznikov, se povežejo s podporniki in
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tudi večja podpora glavnemu cilju organizacije. Izsledki študije so pokazali, da so največ interakcij pre-
jele prav objave z vsebino informacijske narave in prav pri njih so bili prevladujoči komentarji z izrazi
podpore objavljenim vsebinam. Vsebine informativne narave veljajo za zelo pomembne in koristne,
posebno kadar posameznik nima veliko znanja o konkretni temi. Glede na ugotovitve so informativne
vsebine še posebno priporočene neprofitnim organizacijam za učinkovito povečanje zavedanja
javnosti, pridobivanje novih podpornikov in ohranjanje dolgoročnih odnosov z obstoječimi podporniki.
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