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Abstract: UNICEF Finland has an extraordinary habit. The organization replies or 
reacts to every comment they receive on Facebook. This thesis is a case study that 
examines the impact of UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication style. 

The impact is examined through the concept of social media capital that is seen as 
the stock of social media-based faith-holders. Faith-holders refer to stakeholders 
who trust, like and support an organization. Social media capital can be acquired via 
communication actions that builds trust and increases frequency of contact. Social 
media capital can be directly expended or converted to other capitals, such as 
donations.  

Two methods were conducted: interview with UNICEF Finland’s digital producer 
Petteri Numminen and an online survey with 40 viable respondents. The interview 
aimed to distinguish how UNICEF Finland utilizes dialogic communications and for 
what reasons. The online survey was conducted to examine the commenting style’s 
impact on trust and behaviour among stakeholders. The survey included several 
multiple choice and open-ended questions and a Likert-scale with 20 items.  

The results imply that UNICEF Finland’s commenting tactic is linked to the 
acquisition of social media capital. The interview shows that UNICEF Finland utilizes 
a dialogic communication style to build social media capital among other objectives. 
Results of the online survey are remarkably positive: respondents indicate that 
UNICEF Finland’s commenting tactic builds trust, increases frequency of contact and 
encourages behaviour that is beneficial for the organization.  

The results need to be approached with some caution: the respondent group held 
highly positive approach to UNICEF Finland. Furthermore, the commenting tactic is 
only one part of UNICEF Finland’s presence on social media; it is difficult to 
understand or review its standalone role.  

This thesis adds to the literature by developing the concept of social media capital 
and investigating the impact of dialogic communication on organization’s 
stakeholders. The concept of social media capital is seen practical – it is highly 
recommended that the concept is developed and studied further. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

“I am sorry. I was drunk. Can you help me to delete the comment? I do not know how 

to do it.” – Finnish citizen to UNICEF Finland after commenting volatilely on the 

organization’s Facebook post the previous night. UNICEF Finland had replied, 

reminded of the organization’s efforts for children in need and asked for an explanation 

for the web writer’s rude language (Numminen 2019). 

Social media has made it possible for individuals and organizations to dive into a 

public discussion with each other. Before digitalization and the rise of social 

networking sites, it would have been impossible for individuals – including the 

aforementioned web-commentator – and an organization such as UNICEF Finland to 

interact with each other on a forum where thousands of other individuals can see, react 

upon and join the discussion (Castells 2009; Seppänen and Väliverronen 2012; 

Burgess et al. 2018). Truly, online media has provided an unprecedented environment 

where “negotiation between organizations and publics may occur” (Kent and Taylor 

1998, p. 322). 

This thesis is a case study focusing on how UNICEF Finland’s Facebook commenting 

impacts its stakeholders. The organization tends to respond or react to every comment 

they receive on their Facebook posts. They have been conducting the dialogic 

communication tactic for multiple years and it has been recognized publicly various 

times (Pikkarainen 2018; Honkonen 2016; Niskanen 2019). While building the unique 

style, UNICEF Finland has also been able to gather large donations via Facebook 

(UNICEF Finland 2018a; Männikkö 2018) at a time when multiple Finnish 



2 
 

 

development NGOs have faced financial pressures because of budget cuts (Laakso 

2015, 2019). 

However, UNICEF Finland is the odd one in the bunch. In Finland, only ten percent 

of NGOs see interaction and discussion as the main reasons for their social media 

presence (Avoine et al. 2017, p. 30–31). There is an extensive number of studies with 

similar results: NGOs and other organizations dominantly use social media for one-

way communication (Wang and Yang 2020, Bellucci & Manetti 2017; Shin et al. 2015; 

Guo & Saxton 2014; Lovejoy, Waters & Saxton 2012; Burnett, Lamm & Lucas 2009). 

This is surprising because social media’s dialogic affordances offer NGOs – to whom 

relationships with donors and other stakeholders are of central importance as they 

operate via donations and public funding (Sargeant & Lee 2004) – possibilities to 

relationship management, argued integral for public relations (Bruning et al. 2008; 

Ledingham 2003). Moreover, two-way communication offers organizations 

extraordinary possibilities to attain extra value: foster engagement (Men et al. 2018; 

Wang & Yang 2020), reduce negative emotions in crises(Yang et al. 2010) and build 

trust (Yang, Kang & Cha 2015). Still, it seems that NGOs or other organizations have 

not utilized the full potential of these dialogic affordances.  

The extra value that NGOs can acquire via dialogic communications on social media 

is here discussed as social media capital. It is a recent term, rooting to social capital 

(Bourdieu 1989; Coleman 1988; Putnam 2000) and conceptualized by Guo & Saxton 

(2020) who define it as “the stock of social media-based resources”. On the other hand, 

Luoma-aho (2015, 2005) argues that faith-holders, those with frequent contact and 

high trust, are social capital for organizations, also in the online world. This thesis sees 
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that the two definitions overlap and are complementary. Thus, social media capital is 

here seen as the stock of social media-based faith-holders.  

According to Luoma-aho (2005, p. 304), any stakeholder can become a faith-holder if 

the requirements of frequent contact and high trust are in place. Hence, creating social 

capital is a process of increasing trust among those with frequent contact. Here, it is 

seen that also increasing the frequency of contact along with trust creates social media 

capital. Importantly, social media capital can convert into other kinds of capital (e.g. 

donations for the organization) or be directly expended by utilizing the network to 

disseminate messages (Guo & Saxton 2020, p. 11 –13).  

Trust is a crucial concept of this thesis for two reasons: it is integral for social media 

capital (Luoma-aho 2005, 2015) and it is central for NGOs that operate via donations 

and public funding (Sargeant & Lee 2004). Trust is a “gamble on the future contingent 

actions of others” and it is compulsory for all interaction between an organization and 

its stakeholders (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 183–184 following the reasoning of Sztompka 

2000, p. 25). Formation of trust occurs through repeated encounters: high trust requires 

interaction and forms via positive experiences and high reputation (Luoma-aho 2005, 

p. 155).  

It is here examined whether UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication on Facebook 

builds social media capital for the organization. In theory, dialogic communication 

leads to social media capital if the efforts increase stakeholder trust and frequency of 

contact with the organization. It is also examined if this social media capital converts 

into other kinds of capital.  
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1.2 Aims, limitations and research question  

This case study examines whether UNICEF Finland’s commenting tactic on Facebook 

builds social media capital for the organization. This setting leads to the following 

research question: Does UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on Facebook build 

convertible social media capital for the organization?  

The question has multiple parts: 1) does the dialogic communication style increase 

stakeholder trust; 2) does the communication style increase stakeholders’ frequency of 

contact; 3) does the communication style cultivate individual actions for the best 

interests of UNICEF Finland. The first two sub-questions focus on the formation and 

the third on the conversion of social media capital. 

Socially constructed intangibles such as trust and social capital are difficult to measure 

(Luoma-aho 2005, p. 199). Furthermore, it is challenging to measure the standalone 

impact of UNICEF Finland’s commenting style as it is merely one piece of their social 

media presence. Likewise, the comment section is merely one of Facebook’s many 

affordances. Thus, trying to grasp the precise impact of UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style might prove problematic. As this is a case study, the analysis will 

concern only UNICEF Finland. However, the organization has been recognized widely 

(Pikkarainen 2018; Honkonen 2016; Niskanen 2019) for responding to comments on 

Facebook and thus, it makes a fitting case for this thesis.  

This thesis fills a gap in the literature by developing the concept of social media capital 

further. This is done by associating the work of Luoma-aho (2005, 2015) and Guo & 

Saxton (2020) to establish a more comprehensive understanding of the concept.  

Moreover, this thesis examines whether dialogic communication can be used to build 

convertible social media capital. This paper adds to the public relations and 
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communications literature that focuses on social media, especially from two-way and 

dialogic communication and social media capital. 

1.3 Methods and data  

The data consists of an interview with UNICEF Finland’s digital media producer 

Petteri Numminen (2019) and an online survey shared on Facebook during March 

2021.  

The interview aims to examine how UNICEF Finland characterizes its commenting 

approach, how they interact with web-writers, what their objectives are and if they 

have perceived evidence of social media capital or its conversion as a result of the 

dialogical communication technique. The interview is transcribed and analyzed with 

content analysis. UNICEF Finland’s comments and discussion with its stakeholders 

will not be observed as it is seen that the interview together with relevant documents 

will provide an adequate understanding of their commenting approach. 

Second, an online survey is applied to gather data from the organization’s stakeholders 

on Facebook. The survey consists of several multiple-choice questions, Likert scale 

questions and open-ended questions. The main objectives are to examine if UNICEF 

Finland’s commenting style builds trust towards the organization, increases frequency 

of contact and impacts stakeholder behavior. The survey is disseminated via UNICEF 

Finland’s Facebook page and a Facebook group designated for the organization’s 

volunteers. Therefore, it is a self-selected online survey (Couper 2000, p. 477; 

Miettinen and Vehkalahti 2013). With an adequate response rate, the online survey 

will support answering the research question.  
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2 Theoretical framework 

2.1 Social media 

Communication practices have seen the “biggest change since the invention of 

Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press” (Vehkoo 2011, p. 12) during the past few 

decades. Through social media and other online platforms, NGOs and other 

organizations can practice mass communication with the potential of reaching a global 

audience. Even more importantly, social media is social: it offers organizations the 

opportunities to engage, interact and build relationships with audiences more 

efficiently than ever before (Väliverronen & Seppänen 2012, Castells 2009; Taylor & 

Kent 1998). The world has been said to be in the midst of social media paradigm: “a 

distinctive moment in the history of media and communications shaped by the 

dominance of social media technologies” (Burgess, Marwick & Poell 2018, p. 1). 

Different social networking sites, such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter are 

essential in people’s everyday lives. Approximately 70 percent of Finns follow a social 

networking service on daily basis (Official Statistics of Finland 2020).  

Social media can be roughly defined as “digital internet technologies that facilitate 

communication and collaboration by users” (Burgess, Marwick & Poell 2018, p. 3) or 

“highly interactive platforms via which individuals and communities share, co-create 

and modify user-generated content” (Kietzmann et al. 2011, p. 241). The term social 

media has been criticized for its broadness as it refers to a wide variety of platforms. 

Social networking sites (SNS) is another term that has been utilized to describe online 

platforms such as Facebook (Laaksonen et al. 2013, p. 15). 

Discussions on social media can be understood as platformed interaction meaning that 

social media platforms guide towards certain forms of interaction and hinder others 
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(Nelimarkka et. al 2017, p. 3). The concept is related to affordances –seen as activities 

the platform or wider environment affords the user to conduct. Bucher and Helmond 

(2018, p. 239–240) perceive affordances as high-level (the dynamics and conditions 

the platform enable) and low-level (technical features of the platform). In other words, 

high-level affordances can be understood to contain Facebook’s machine learning 

system, whereas the low-level affordances hold its more simple technical features or 

the “furniture of the digital landscape” (2018, p. 240), such as the opportunity to 

comment on posts.  

Social media platforms contain machine learning systems or “algorithms” that are 

often understood as mechanisms that decide what the user sees or does not see based 

on their previous behavior (Sundman 2019; Kantele 2016). For instance, Facebook’s 

machine learning system considers the content the user has previously engaged with, 

the level of engagement, the type of content and the level of connection to the content’s 

publisher. Based on this data, it decides what appears on an individual user’s feed. 

(Lada et al. 2021.) Machine learning systems may also create so-called “social media 

bubbles” (Vehkoo 2016), where individuals end up perceiving only similar content to 

what they have engaged with previously. Concretely put, a social media platform’s 

feed will never be unique to two different users because their preferences impact what 

the machine learning system offers them (Laaksonen et al. 2013). 

The comment section of Facebook posts can be described as an “issue arena” (Luoma-

aho and Vos 2010). This concept refers to forums where individuals discuss different 

topics, such as an organization and its activities. Participation can be passive or active, 

and the role of the discussants may alter over time. Luoma-aho and Vos (2010) argue 

that it is vital for organizations to participate in the arenas because it helps them to gain 
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influence and bring forward their views. Without monitoring, issue arenas might turn 

into forums where false information or claims about the organization are disseminated. 

The authors suggest that organizations should broaden beyond relationship 

management to monitoring the issue arenas.  

Participants of social media communities can be divided into active “posters” and 

passive “lurkers” (Mousavi et al. 2017). According to the famous one percent rule in 

online communities, one percent creates content, ten contribute to it and 89 read it 

(Arthur 2006). Danah Boyd (2009) has used the term invisible audiences to describe 

how difficult it is to understand and perceive the actual readers of online content; the 

concept pinpoints differences in face-to-face communication where individuals often 

know whom they are speaking to and how large the audience is.  

2.2 Stakeholder engagement 

Engagement is said to be a “buzz-word” (Luoma-aho 2015, p. 6) that has been “used 

to describe just about every type of interaction” (Johnston and Taylor 2018, p. 1). 

Stakeholder engagement has risen to the agenda of public relations mainly because of 

the rise of online media (Luoma-aho 2015, p. 3). 

Stakeholders refer to “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 

achievement” of organization’s purpose (Freeman et al. 2007, p. 6). The focus of 

stakeholder theory has recently moved towards analyzing interactions with 

stakeholders, understanding stakeholder dialogue and learning from networks 

(Freeman et al. 2017, p. 2). In public relations, engagement has been understood as 

“dialogue and stakeholder involvement affecting relational satisfaction and 

organizational reputation” (Rissanen & Luoma-aho 2016, p. 500–503). Stakeholder 

engagement focuses on building relations between organizations and their 
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stakeholders with the emphasis on dialogue, consultation and participation (Luoma-

aho, 2015; Amaeshi and Crane, 2006). Yet, there is a wide variety of different 

conceptualizations (see Johnston and Taylor, 2018, 4–6).  

According to Johnston and Taylor (2018, 3–7), there are different tiers of engagement: 

1) Low-level manifestation (e.g. likes, page visits, monitoring or reading); 2) Mid-

level understanding and connecting (e.g. dialogue and trust) and; 3) Higher level action 

and impact (e.g. social embeddedness and social capital). According to these authors, 

organizations should aim at the higher level of engagement as the low level merely 

indicates potential for engagement.  

However, social media engagement can also be harmful. Lievonen et al. (2018, p. 531) 

define negative engagement as “unfavorable organization or brand-related thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviors within some form of a relationship” that manifests through, for 

instance, harmful recommendations and encouraging others to adopt negative attitude 

towards the organization. An organization may also have hateholders: stakeholders 

that hate the organization and harm it with their behavior (Luoma-aho 2015, p. 11). 

Organizations can utilize various crisis communication strategies to face negative 

stakeholders, such as: A) information strategy; B) sympathy strategy; C) defense 

strategy; D) apology strategy and E) sit-out strategy (Zerfass et al. 2013, p. 70–80). 

This thesis focuses on dialogic engagement between an organization and its 

stakeholders on Facebook. Even if an organization utilizes social media for two-way 

communication, it does not necessarily imply entering dialogue (Lane and Kent 2018, 

p. 68). Taylor and Kent (2002) argue that web-based communication requires five 

principles before it can be referred to as dialogue: 1) Mutuality; 2) Propinquity; 3) 

Empathy; 4) Risk; and 5) Commitment. More recently, Taylor and Kent (2014, p. 390) 
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have clarified that dialogue is only possible when participants have spent time 

together, trust each other and understand the rules of interaction. Lane and Kent (2018, 

p. 63) simplify the five aforementioned principles and argue that dialogic 

communication involves: 1) Risk, or a willingness to share and be changed; 2) Trust, 

or a willingness to share mutually valuable information with others and not with-

holding information for personal gain; 3) The use of respectful turn-taking; 4) 

Respectful and ethical discussion of topics that is wide-ranging and inclusive; 5) 

Expressing ideas rhetorically, being sensitive to the needs and beliefs of others, and 

tailoring messages and interactions to the preferences, constraints, and needs of 

participants.  

Building on this understanding, Lane and Kent (2018) suggest that organizations may 

take a dialogic orientation in their communications if fulfil seven requirements. They 

will be later utilized when examining whether UNICEF Finland has taken a dialogic 

approach on their Facebook communication: 

A) Communicate about topic of mutual interest  

B) Conduct themselves in manner that invites the participation of others 

C) Accept the rights of other to make contributions 

D) Commit to the idea that participation in dialogue might result in 

change  

E) Seek out participants who have something to contribute  

F) Take time to reflect, listen and to respond and finally 

G) Provide the resources enough for the dialogue to occur.  

Taylor and Kent (2014) and Kent (2017) have also presented the concept dialogic 

communication continuum where propaganda and monologue are at one end and 
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dialogue at the other end. Moreover, Lane (2021) has recently set forth the “the 

dialogic ladder” to improve the understanding of dialogue in public relations and 

distinguish how it differs from two-way communication. These two concepts support 

the application of dialogue to organizational communications as it is possible to 

demonstrate to what extent an actor has taken a dialogic turn. 

 

Figure 1 The dialogic ladder. Lane 2021. 

Reflecting on these requirements and principles, dialogue seems hard to attain via 

platformed interaction on social media. At best, it can be conducted with stakeholders 

who hold a trusting and genuine relationship with the organization. Men et al. (2018, 

p. 94) argue that dialogue cannot be achieved in social media, but social media enables 

to “put into motion the dialogic exchange between organization and the publics”. In 

line with this idea, this thesis argues that although dialogue itself is challenging to 

achieve on social media, organizations can still communicate in a dialogic manner.  

2.3 NGOs and social media  

There is a “flood” (Helander 1998, p. 33) of concepts that define organizations and the 

sector that situates outside the public and private sectors. This paper mainly uses the 

term non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that is internationally recognized and 

widely used in the context of the United Nations (Gordenker and Weiss 1998, p. 443–
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445). However, it is important to notice that concepts are not value-free: the concept 

of “NGO” highlights particular aspects, whereas other terms such as “civil society 

organizations” underline other aspects (Muukkonen 2009).  

One of the recognized (Saukkonen 2013, p. 9) conceptualizations of the third sector is 

by Salamon & Anheier (1992) who argue that actors in the sector are: A) formal: the 

organizations in the sector are institutionalized to some extent; B) private: the 

organizations are separate from the government; C) non-profit-distributing: the 

organizations do not share any profits to their owners or members; D) self-governing: 

the organizations control their activities and; E) voluntary: the organizations have 

some meaningful degree of voluntary participation.   

This thesis situates among international development and Finnish development NGOs. 

Therefore, some words are needed for contextualization. At least 300 NGOs in Finland 

conduct development projects in the Global South with their local partners (e.g. on 

education, health and livelihoods) and global citizenship projects or advocacy work in 

Finland and EU (Fingo 2021). These NGOs operate via volunteers, public funding and 

donations. The state, most importantly the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland 

(MFA), supports NGOs’ efforts with multiple funding mechanisms (see more MFA 

2021). Finnish development NGOs faced significant budget cuts in 2016 that pushed 

them to close multiple programs and gather more funding from other sources such as 

the private sector and citizens (Laakso 2015, 2019). Development NGOs have also 

implied that they would need more volunteers (Lager et al. 2009, p. 5).  

For NGOs, social media offers a wide range of possibilities: disseminate information, 

build communities and interact with stakeholders (Lovejoy & Saxton 2012). For 

NGOs, social media platforms are tempting because they are free to use and even with 
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advertisements much cheaper than advertising or public relations campaigns (O’Neil 

2014, p. 11). Importantly, social media platforms contains large potential for two-way 

communication and relationship building (Saxton & Lovejoy 2012; Briones et al. 

2011). Relationship building has been argued central in public relations (Broom et al. 

1997; Ledingham 2003; Bruning et al. 2008) and it is of particular importance to NGOs 

that operate through donations and public funding (Sargeant & Lee 2004).  

It has been argued that interactions with stakeholders on social media provide various 

benefits: it improves the organization’s image in the eyes of the stakeholders (Pang et 

al. 2018), increases trust (Yang, Kang & Cha 2015), reduce negative emotions in crises 

(Yang, Kang & Johnson 2010) and builds empathy (Soon & Soh 2014). However, 

multiple studies (Wang & Yang 2020; Bellucci & Manetti 2017; Shin, Pang & Kim 

2015; Guo & Saxton 2014; O’Neil 2014; Lovejoy & Saxton 2012; Lovejoy, Waters & 

Saxton 2012; Burnett et al. 2009;) show that NGOs dominantly use social media for 

one-way communication.   

This is also the case among Finnish NGOs. According to a yearly survey by Avoine et 

al. (2019, p. 40), creating discussion is only the tenth priority of the social media 

operations for Finnish NGOs. However, 26 percent of organizations measure the 

number of comments and discussion created by posts, and 14 percent assess the overall 

discussion about the organization in social media (Avoine et al. 2020, p. 91). However, 

organizations see that social media will take a more discussive turn in the future 

(Avoine et al. 2018, p. 42). The results indicate that creating discussion or two-way 

communications is not the top priority for Finnish NGOs in social media.  

Multiple studies show similar results. Wang & Yang (2020) compared how nonprofit 

and for-profit organizations utilize two-way communication on Twitter and they 
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concluded that both use the platform mainly for dissemination – however, for-profit 

organizations emphasize on the dialogical aspects. The study also showed that dialogic 

communications significantly influenced public engagement– adding to the 

importance of two-way communication on social media. Bellucci and Manetti (2017) 

studied how the 100 largest grant-making organizations utilized Facebook for 

interaction in US and concluded that only 15 percent of the organizations used 

Facebook for two-way communication. Like Wang & Yang (2020), they also found 

that posts that seek to activate dialogue receive a higher volume of engagement.  

Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) and more recently, Guo & Saxton (2014) reached similar 

results: most non-governmental organizations utilized Twitter for one-way 

communication rather than two-way. Based on the results, Guo & Saxton (2014) 

suggest a pyramid model (figure 2) to depict NGO advocacy communications on social 

media: bottom of the pyramid consists of disseminating information, middle-part is 

built by giving acknowledgments and responding to messages and finally, at the very 

top of the pyramid, individuals are asked to act for the organization. Asking followers 

to act for the best interests of the NGO relates to the concept of clicktivism: individuals 

acting for a societal cause or volunteering on online channels (Ihm 2017).  

 

Figure 2: A pyramid model of social media-based advocacy. (Guo and Saxton 2014) 
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There may be many reasons why organizations have yet to take the full benefit of 

social media’s dialogic affordances. In general, organizations see multiple concerns in 

social media: negative word-of-mouth or online firestorms (Pfeffer et al. 2014), 

inability to control the messages (DiStaso et al. 2011, p. 326), misuse of messages and 

the scope of online audiences (Seo, Kim and Yang 2009, p. 125). Finnish NGOs see 

multiple challenges in social media: difficulty to reach target audiences, unclarity in 

plans, limited resources and inappropriate behavior as challenges related to social 

media (Avoine et al. 2020, p. 94). Importantly, NGOs might find two-way 

communication to require too much of their limited resources. 

2.4 Social media capital 

This thesis examines organizational benefits and resources in social media through the 

concept of social media capital (Guo & Saxton 2020). It builds on the literature of 

social capital that many authors have developed (see Coleman 1988; Bourdieu 1989; 

Putnam 2000). Common to the multiple definitions of social capital has been the 

agreement that it fundamentally involves the resources that accrue from membership 

in a social network (Guo and Saxton 2020, p. 3). Here social capital is understood from 

an organizational viewpoint: how an organization “may gain various benefits from her 

membership in a social network” (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 146). In other words, 

organizations have social capital in their networks and that the organizations can 

access these resources.  

Here, the concept of social media capital is used to examine the resources an 

organization has in its Facebook network. Social media capital is defined as “the stock 

of social media-based faith-holders”. This definition combines the views of Luoma-

aho (2006; 2015) and Guo & Saxton (2020) as they are seen overlapping and critically 
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complementary. The concept is next opened through its nature, acquirement, and 

conversion. 

2.4.1 Nature 

Guo and Saxton (2020) argue that social media capital is the “stock of social media-

based social resources an organization has generated via its social media efforts.” 

According to them, social media capital is the most central asset an organization may 

garner on social media. This results from the centrality of formalized social networks 

to the functionality of the platforms, referring to the formal friend and follower 

relationships; without any relations in place, nobody will receive an organization’s 

messages. Organizations must first obtain social media capital before attracting any 

other benefits. Importantly, social media capital is multi-dimensional: it covers 

network size, tie strength, the centrality of organization’s position in the network and 

community norms and values. They also argue that social media capital – unlike social 

capital in the traditional sense – can be directly observed via different tools as there is 

always a digital footprint left behind. Moreover, social media capital is unequally 

distributed and accumulated according to a power-law distribution, meaning that some 

actors gather more capital than others because e.g. quality content.  

According to Luoma-aho (2005, 2015), faith-holders – stakeholders with frequent 

contact and high trust – are social capital for organizations also in the online world. 

Faith-holders are defined “positively engaged stakeholders who trust and like the 

organization or brand and support it via their beliefs, emotions and behaviors” (2015, 

p. 9). Luoma-aho argues that faith-holders can exist on the levels of cognitions, 

emotions, and behavior. However, the most beneficial faith-holder manifest in all 

three: “beliefs that the organization or brand is good; feeling positive emotions toward 
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the brand or organization and act out in a way that actually builds social capital for the 

brand” (2015, p. 9). According to Luoma-aho, the increased role of recommendations 

and peer reviews by “person like yourself” (Edelman Trust Barometer 2021, p. 22) has 

also extended the importance of faith-holders together with the rise of multiple issue 

arenas (Vos & Luoma-aho 2010). The concept of faith-holder focuses on individual 

experiences and expectations rather than organization’s assessments about stakeholder 

satisfaction.  

2.4.2 Acquisition 

Guo & Saxton (2020) argue that there are two ways to acquire social media capital: 

messages and connections. First, messages refer to posts, including text, images, 

videos and other content, that organizations disseminate on social media. These 

messages represent the “dynamic steps” an organization takes to engage with 

stakeholders and maintain relationships with them; social resources are acquired 

through repeated social interactions and messages are the primary vehicles of 

interactions. Second, connections refer to: 1) network-based connecting: the following 

mechanisms of social media platforms as each new connection builds the size of the 

network and; 2) message-based connecting: responding and reacting to comments or 

sharing the user’s updates. The authors argue that these actions build and strengthen 

the network and form social media capital for the organization. The authors see both 

mechanisms, one-way and two-way communication, important for developing social 

media capital. To specify, this thesis examines dialogic communication’s impact on 

the acquisition of social media capital. The focus is solely on two-way communication: 

message-based connecting actions. 
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For Luoma-aho (2005, 2015), faith-holders are acquired by building trust among those 

with frequent contact towards the organization. She argues that any stakeholder can be 

turned into a faith-holder. Attaining social capital is a “process of increasing trust 

among those with frequent contact” (2005, p. 304). It is here argued that also 

increasing the frequency of contact alongside with trust leads to increased social media 

capital. Luoma-aho emphasizes nurturing the relationship with current faith-holders 

rather than trying to gather new ones: current faith-holders are also the means to invite 

others to support the organization. 

Trust is central to social capital (Luoma-aho 2015). It is defined as the “gamble on the 

future contingent actions of others, needed in all interaction between an organization 

and its stakeholders.” (Luoma-aho 2006, p. 183-184 following the definition by 

Sztompka 2000, p. 25). Luoma-aho (2006, p. 154) writes that trust can be distinct into 

earned or given trust: “earned trust is formed through social interaction and contacts 

whereas given trust results from trust in certain institutions”.  

Trust is essential for NGOs: it gives them the “political license” to operate (Sargeant 

and Lee 2002, p. 780). If NGO lack trust, donors will quickly stop funding them. 

According to Sargeant and Lee (2002), individual trust in the third sector consists of 

four factors:  

1) Attitude to philanthropy (one’s prior positive, neutral or negative attitude) 

2) Perceived organizational judgement (applying funds appropriately and 

according to the organization’s ethics) 

3) Role competence (necessary skills, abilities and knowledge for effective task 

performance) 
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4) Service quality (e.g. how NGO communicates about their efforts and impact to 

stakeholders).  

It has also been argued that transparency increases trust among NGOs’ stakeholders 

(Lee and Joseph 2013; Ortega-Rodríguez et al. 2020). Additionally, Sargeant and 

Woodcliffe (2007) have operationalized trust in the NGO context with three 

constructs: 1) I trust this organization to always act in the best interests of the cause; 

2) I trust this organization to conduct its operations ethically; 3) I trust this 

organization to use donated funds appropriately.  

Communication is a vehicle to build trust. Sargeant and Lee (2002, p. 793–794) argue 

that NGOs can increase trust by communicating about their outcomes and processes 

while demonstrating good judgement. NGOs should also communicate about their role 

competence: skills, abilities and knowledge. Moreover, the authors argue that NGOs 

need to show a good quality of service by providing adequate feedback, 

acknowledgements, thanks and responsiveness to stakeholder communications. 

Luoma-aho (2005, p. 154) argues – referring to multiple authors (Kramer 1999, Mayer 

et al. 1995, Ilmonen 2000) – that trust requires interaction and communication between 

actors and is formed over time through positive experiences and reputation. In other 

words, previous experiences guide the decision to trust. Personal experiences have the 

largest impact on trust but third-party also has an effect.  

Reputation can be argued integral for the development of trust as it provides an 

understanding of past actions and thus, depicts whether one should consider an 

organization trustworthy or not (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 158–159; Hung et al. 2004). 

Importantly, trust and reputation are in many ways intertwined (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 

185–186). Reputation is defined as the “mentioning of the organization by its 
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stakeholders, a record of past deeds” (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 184 following definition by 

Sztompka 2000, p. 71). A positive reputation is a virtuous circle: those with positive 

experiences share their feelings, whereas those with bad experiences do the same. The 

closest stakeholders, such as the organization’s staff, are the most integral for the 

development of a high reputation. Personal experiences are the most central for 

reputation because they surpass other forms and sources of knowledge. (Luoma-aho 

2005, p. 176–178). Social media offers NGOs wide possibilities to conduct these 

personal interactions, although not face-to-face encounters, with their stakeholders. 

2.4.3 Conversion and direct expenditure 

Social media capital can be converted or directly expended (Guo & Saxton 2020). 

Conversion refers to situations where the social media capital is converted into other 

kinds of capital, such as donations. For instance, an NGO can ask for a donation on 

social media. If it has faith-holders, they act upon the request and thus, social media 

capital is converted. It is here perceived that social media capital can also be converted 

automatically: faith-holders independently decide to act for the organization’s best 

interests. Guo and Saxton also highlight that social media capital can be directly 

expended. The expenditure refers to utilizing the acquired social media capital, for 

instance, to disseminate information to the network. 

Luoma-aho (2005, 2015) remarks that faith-holders behave beneficially for the 

organization.  They might, for instance, build a positive reputation or trust towards the 

organization via word-of-mouth in various issue arenas. Luoma-aho (2015, p. 15) 

underlines faith-holders’ importance in times of crisis when the organization’s 

legitimacy may be at stake. At those times, the number of faith-holders must be is 

higher than the number of hateholders, those who perceive the organization negatively 
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and fakeholders, artificially created bots and stakeholders (figure 3). If the number of 

faith-holders is higher, then the organization survives the crisis.  

 

Figure 3: The role of fakeholder influence increases in times when organizational legitimacy is 
questioned or threatened. Luoma-aho 2015. 

2.4.4 Summary 

Here, the views of Saxton & Guo and Luoma-aho are combined as they are perceived 

overlapping, complementary and they base on similar literature (e.g. Lin 2001). Saxton 

& Guo (2020) provide a conceptualization to social media capital, left unspecified by 

Luoma-aho. But while Saxton and Guo succeed at describing social media affordances 

and its overlaying mechanisms, their explanation lacks the individual perspective and 

the underneath mechanisms of social media capital. Luoma-aho (2005, 2015) fills this 

gap with the notion of faith-holder and by emphasizing trust and frequency of contact. 

However, it is not agreed that social media capital is contained or acquired only in the 

social media channels, as Saxton & Guo (2020) argue.  As Castells (2009) notes that 

networks take place simultaneously on the online and offline world, it is argued that 

social media capital can transcend into the offline world and vice versa.  
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Therefore, social media capital is “the stock of social media-based faith-holders.” This 

definition combines the ideas of both authors. In summary, social media capital is the 

foremost asset for organizations on social media. It is formed by both messages and 

connecting activities that build trust and frequency of contact among stakeholders. 

Social media capital can also be converted or directly expended in the online or offline 

world.  
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3 Empiria, data and methods 

This thesis examines whether UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication approach 

on Facebook builds convertible social media capital for the organization. In other 

words, it is measured whether the commenting style increases trust and frequency of 

contact among the stakeholders, and if the acquired social media capital enhances 

future engagement or participation (Luoma-aho 2005, 2015; Guo & Saxton 2020). 

This thesis utilizes two methods: 1) interview with UNICEF Finland to examine how 

they communicate, what are the objectives of their communication style on Facebook 

and what results they have achieved through the approach and; 2) survey that measures 

if UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication tactic on Facebook creates social media 

capital for the organization, and if the social media capital converts into other kinds of 

capital, such as donations or volunteers. Hence, this thesis combines qualitative and 

quantitative methods. In this chapter, UNICEF Finland, Facebook, the data and 

methods are introduced.   

3.1 UNICEF Finland 

UNICEF Finland, found in 1967, is one of the 33 national committees of the global 

UNICEF. With a staff of over 60 persons and more than 2 000 volunteers, its primary 

responsibilities include fundraising, advocacy for children’s rights and communicative 

actions in Finland (UNICEF Finland 2021a). National committees raise around a third 

of the global organization’s funds (UNICEF 2021a). In 2019, UNICEF Finland 

fundraised a total net of 17 million euros, of which 15 million euros was directed to 

the global organization and its programs (UNICEF Finland 2020). However, the 

organization has indicated that the cost of new donors has increased in recent years 

(UNICEF Finland 2017, p. 46). 
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Besides national committees, global UNICEF has country offices in 150 countries. As 

national committees mainly operate in the Global North, the country offices conduct 

actions in the Global South (UNICEF 2021a). The general aim of UNICEF is to “save 

children’s lives, to defend their rights, and to help them fulfil their potential, from early 

childhood through adolescence” (UNICEF 2021b). As part of the UN system, 

UNICEF is non-political and impartial. It is mandated by the United Nations General 

Assembly (UNICEF 2021c).  

In April 2020, UNICEF Finland had 102 500 followers on Facebook (UNICEF 

Finland 2021b). As aforementioned, UNICEF Finland (2017, p. 48) actively discuss 

with their audiences on social media to further children’s rights. Through 

communication actions, UNICEF Finland (2018, p. 56) wants to bring the organization 

closer to their stakeholders’ daily lives with a special emphasis on emotions. In 

general, the organization uses social media channels for advocacy, reaching new 

donors and strengthening relationships with stakeholders. Their approach to digital 

communications has gathered interest to the extent that the staff has given numerous 

lectures and presentations about their operations. (UNICEF Finland 2017, p. 48.)  The 

organization has increased the number of Facebook followers quickly: at the end of 

2013 there were 19 000 followers but in 2015 already 74 000. (UNICEF Finland 2016, 

p. 34–35) 

The organization stands out with its dialogic communication style. Whereas many 

other NGOs do not dive into conversations (e.g. Avoine et al. 2019, Wang & Yang 

2020; Bellucci & Manetti 2017), UNICEF Finland does. The organization has also 

received public interest because of the tactic (Pikkarainen 2018; Honkonen 2016) and 

as aforementioned, has also given presentations and interviews to other organizations 
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to share their learnings (UNICEF 2017, Niskanen 2019). UNICEF Finland has 

publicly described that they try to utilize humor in their dialogic communication 

actions and argued that it is essential that the organization corrects false claims that 

individuals make in online channels (Pikkarainen 2018). 

3.2 Facebook 

Facebook, found on 4th of February 2004, is currently among the most used social 

media sites in the world with 2,8 billion users (Statista 2020). The platform’s core 

affordances are the user’s ability to “a) post self-relevant information on an 

individualized profile page, b) link to other members and create a ‘friends’ list and c) 

interact with other members” (Wilson et al. 2012, p. 208). The most critical low-level 

affordances include users’ profile pages and the newsfeed, where individuals can see 

posts made by their contacts. The service bases on user-generated content: individuals 

and organizations can make posts, share photos and videos, recommend articles, 

comment or react to their friend’s posts. (Wilson et al. 2012.) 

Facebook integrated pages to the platform in 2007 with the original idea to allow 

businesses to interact with their customers. The pages operate according to ordinary 

Facebook-accounts: organization can publish posts that their followers or any other 

Facebook users can engage with (Pönkä 2014, p. 84–96). If individual comments on 

the organization’s post, they can reply with text or multimedia content (e.g. links, 

pictures, videos, stickers or gifs), react or send the web-writer a private message. 

However, a textual response is the first option. Others can also participate in the 

discussion in the comment-section, and Facebook also allows the organization to hide 

or delete comments. (Facebook 2021.) Therefore, it can be said that Facebook’s 

affordances and platformed interaction (Nelimarkka et al. 2017) directs public 
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discussion between organizations and individuals mostly to the comment section of 

organization’s posts, although it is also possible to chat via private messages. 

In Facebook, the algorithm is not merely an algorithm. Instead, it is “multiple layers 

of machine learning models and rankings” that are applied “in order to predict the 

content most relevant and meaningful for each user” (Lada, Wang, Yan 2021). Simply 

put, the machine learning system (figure 4) decides what posts appear on an 

individual’s feed and in what order. These decisions are based on how, who and what 

kinds of posts the user has engaged with before. For instance, if an individual engages 

(e.g. comments or likes) an organization’s posts daily, the machine learning system 

provides her posts from the same organization in the future. Moreover, Facebook’s 

machine learning system values comments and discussion higher than other forms of 

engagement. This means that posts with 10 comments and 5 likes are shown more 

likely to a wider audience than posts with 10 likes and 5 comments. This is because 

Facebook looks to prioritize posts that “spark conversations and meaningful 

interactions between people”. Facebook also values content from friends and family 

over content by organizations. (Mosseri 2018.)  

 

Figure 4: Facebook’s machine learning system. Lada et al. 2021. 
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3.3 Interview 

If one wants to acquire knowledge from the activities of others, it is at times best to 

ask the people themselves (Saaranen & Puusniekka 2006). Here, an interview is 

conducted to understand UNICEF Finland’s commenting style more profoundly and 

gather information about its impacts. The interview was arranged with UNICEF 

Finland’s digital media producer Petteri Numminen (2019).  

It has been said that in qualitative studies, interviews are always more or less semi-

structured (Hyvärinen 2017) and this is the case also here: there was a list of more than 

18 questions, but the interview was not restricted merely to these – more questions 

were asked and prior ones modified during the interview (appendix 2). The interview 

with Numminen can be defined as an “expert interview” (Alastalo et al. 2017). The 

selection of expert interviewees is based on their institutional position or other 

participatory roles. Here, the interviewee is UNICEF Finland’s digital producer and 

has been planning and implementing the organization’s operations on Facebook. 

In expert interviews, the analysis begins while preparing the interview, underlining the 

importance of constructing a question pattern and prior research. This is important for 

two reasons: gathering more valuable information during the interview and the fact 

that exact questions help the interviewee remember events more accurately. Further, 

the acquirement of deeper understanding also builds the capacity to make follow-up 

and additional questions during the interview. Therefore, information in the expert 

interview is built together with the interviewee and interviewer. Here, UNICEF 

Finland’s communication activities were reflected and prior interviews given by 

Numminen (Pikkarainen 2018; Honkonen 2016) were examined while building the 

question pattern. Moreover, the main framework of this thesis was mostly in place. 
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After the interview was conducted, it was assessed together with other data, such as 

documents and prior interviews – in expert interviews, it is vital for the interviewee 

also to question gathered facts. (Alastalo et al. 2017.) 

The interview was transcribed, and a content analysis was implemented. Content 

analysis focuses on textual data to extract the data into smaller parts, conceptualize it 

and then reorganize it into new set. The aim is to form a condensed depiction that also 

links the results to a wider context. (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2018.) 

3.4 Online survey 

Social media capital consists of faith-holders who have high trust and frequent contact 

with the organization (Luoma-aho 2015). The concept puts emphasis on personal 

experiences. Therefore, UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on Facebook was 

examined with an online survey to measure the impact to stakeholder trust, frequency 

of contact and behavior. The survey consisted of 20 Likert scale questions, multiple-

choice questions, another rating scale and open-ended questions. 

Before planning an online survey, it is vital to familiarize with the literature, clarify 

the research question, define key concepts and decide a research design. The objective 

of the study needs to be clear before conducting the survey. Open questions should be 

used when the potential options are not known beforehand. Structured questions, such 

as multiple-choice questions, are helpful when the options are pre-known and limited. 

Likert scale is often used to measure opinions. It commonly has 4 or 5 options out of 

which the respondent needs to select one that suits their opinion the best: at the one 

end, there is totally disagree=1 and at the other end totally agree=5. If there are five 

options, the middle option can be neither agree nor disagree or I do not know. The 

option I do not know can also be added as 0 = I do not know. In that manner, it allows 
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the respondents to indicate if they do not have experience with the topic at hand. Rating 

scales enable including lots of information to limited space, but it also has some 

weaknesses: it is impossible to understand how the respondents emphasize different 

items and the answers may be impacted previous responses. (Heikkilä, 1998, p. 47–

54.)  

One approach to trust and reputation is to perceive them as attitudes that can be 

described as evaluative, cognitive judgements and mindsets (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 201; 

Hon and Grunig 1999). Measuring assessments or attitudes requires the measurement 

of stakeholder opinions; to assess intangible concepts such as trust and reputation, they 

need to be operationalized with actions related to the concept (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 

200–201). However, it might be challenging to choose correct intangible assets as they 

are often associated with more than one variable (Cinca et al. 2003, p. 250). 

First introduced in her master’s thesis (Tarvainen 2002), Luoma-aho (2015) presents 

the head-model (figure 5) for public sector organizations. According to the model, 

organizations can be depicted as a head: brain (professionalism), eyes (activeness), 

glasses (authority), mouth (customer-service) and ears (trust). The head-model 

operationalizes these constructs to different roles and behaviors. The Likert scale of 

this thesis utilizes constructs from Luoma-aho’s head-model and study (2005) and 

UNICEF Finland’s documents – it is seen that questionnaires should relate to 

organizational objectives (Juholin 2001, p. 345; Luoma-aho 2005, p. 200). Many of 

the constructs were also identified from both sources.  

The following items were utilized from the head-model relating directly to trust: 

honesty, trustworthiness, ethicality, impartiality, provoking a negative image and 

quality of operations. Moreover, other concepts were also utilized from the head-
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model to measure reputation, which is central for the formation of trust: 

professionalism, activeness and courageousness. Additionally, the constructs “asleep”, 

“negative towards progress”, “passive communicator” and “difficult to approach” 

were adopted from Luoma-aho’s study as they were seen fit to examine UNICEF 

Finland’s commenting tactic. The rest of the items were identified from UNICEF 

Finland’s website (UNICEF 2021a, 2021c), and interview (Numminen 2019): just, 

respectful, transparent, ineffective, prejudiced, defends children’s rights impactfully 

and humoristic. The sources overlap for many parts: for example, ethicality, 

trustworthiness and impartiality were identified from both sources. In overall, 

approximately half of the constructs are from Luoma-aho (2005) and half from 

UNICEF Finland. Moreover, half of the constructs measure trust and half reputation. 

 

Figure 5: Head-model describing the different roles and behaviors expected from officials. Tarvainen 
2002 and Luoma-aho 2005. 

Multiple of the 20 Likert scale items are in line with the conceptualization of trust in 

the voluntary sector by Sargeant and Lee (2002) and Sargeant and Woodcliffe (2007) 
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questions. Therefore, it is argued that the items are eligible for measuring stakeholder 

trust towards an NGO. Although state actors differ from NGOs, constructs of the head-

model were seen as applicable for this thesis. Luoma-aho (2005) utilized the same 

model in the study where the concept of faith-holder was first introduced and therefore, 

it was seen particularly fitting for this thesis. 

Measuring intangible concepts is problematic: they are socially constructed and 

socially understood. Moreover, their operationalization can raise questions about 

whether the phenomena under study are measured or other related phenomena. 

(Luoma-aho 2005, p. 199.) Additionally, the online world is challenging to study 

because it is constantly changing: the services, platforms and the way users utilize 

them. Social media phenomena do not occur in one time or place and it is not easy to 

indicate a clear beginning or an ending. (Laaksonen et al. 2013.)  

The survey was published twice on UNICEF Finland’s Facebook-page and once on a 

Facebook-group designated to UNICEF Finland’s volunteers. Thus, the survey can be 

classified as an unrestricted self-selected survey (Couper 2000, p. 477; Miettinen and 

Vehkalahti 2013). Unrestricted self-selected surveys use open invitations and thus, it 

is not possible to generalize the results to a wider population as they do not have known 

nonzero probabilities of selection. In other words, part of the target group answers the 

survey and part of them does not. Further, those who do not belong to the target group 

can answer the survey. (Couper 2000, p. 477; Miettinen and Vehkalahti 2013.)   

However, the survey could not have been disseminated in any other way because of 

its target group: all individuals who read the comment-section of UNICEF Finland’s 

posts on Facebook. As it is impossible to determine who read the comments and are 
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impacted by them (Boyd 2009), the only way to disseminate the survey was through 

an open invitation on UNICEF Finland’s Facebook channel. 

There are three requirements for a person to answer a self-selected online survey: 1) 

They have received information about the survey; 2) They have access to internet; 3) 

They are interested in answering the questionnaire. In self-selected surveys, the 

respondent group is based on the publicization actions: only those who receive 

information about the survey can answer it. Therefore, the whole target group should 

be offered the possibility to answer the survey. Importantly, individuals interested in 

UNICEF Finland and Facebook are more likely to answer this survey than others 

(Miettinen & Vehkalahti 2013). In self-administered surveys, the respondent error 

might also be high as there is no interviewer giving advice and thus, it is essential to 

make the questionnaire easy to understand and complete (Couper 2000, p. 475).  

The survey of this thesis contained eight parts: 1) perception of the organization; 2) 

exposure to the comments; 3) the previous level of interaction; 4) assessments of how 

the commenting style makes the individuals see the organization; 5) impact on actions; 

6) grade for the commenting style; 7) future expectations and 8) additional comments. 

Next, the survey is examined more in-depth.  

3.4.1 Title and description 

The title of the form (appendix 2) was: What kinds of impact does UNICEF Finland’s 

Facebook commenting have? The description explained that UNICEF Finland tends 

to reply or react to every comment they receive on Facebook and that the questionnaire 

was to measure the impact of these actions. Furthermore, the respondents were 

informed that the estimated time of responding is 5 minutes. It was mentioned that the 
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questionnaire is part of a master’s thesis at the University of Helsinki. Moreover, the 

e-mail address of the author was added. 

3.4.2 Prior perception 

First, it was examined how the respondents perceive and relate to UNICEF Finland to 

categorize potentially different online stakeholder groups. The respondents were 

asked: 1) How do you perceive UNICEF Finland (positive, neutral or negative) and 2) 

Please describe with few words what comes to your mind of UNICEF Finland. The 

latter question is much-used to examine prior relationships (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 202). 

3.4.3 Prior exposure to comments and interacitivty 

It was important to recognize the prior levels of exposure and interaction the 

respondents had had with UNICEF Finland’s comments. First it was asked: How often 

do you notice that UNICEF Finland is reacting or replying to people’s comments on 

Facebook with five options: constantly, often, occasionally, seldomly, never. Second, 

prior interaction on the comment-section was inquired: Have you acted the following 

ways on UNICEF Finland’s Facebook-posts? You can select multiple options. The 

multiple options were: 

1) Read comments 

2) Read how UNICEF Finland has responded or reacted to comments 

3) Commented a post and noticed a reply or a reaction from UNICEF Finland  

4) Commented a post without noticing a reply from UNICEF Finland 

5) Participated in discussion actively 

6) Defended UNICEF Finland or its work (by commenting or reacting)  

7) Criticized UNICEF Finland or its work (by commenting or reacting) 

8) None of these options 
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9) Other with the opportunity to describe own words 

3.4.4 Likert scale  

Twenty items were added to a Likert scale question to measure how UNICEF 

Finland’s commenting style makes the respondents see the organization. The 

respondents were asked whether they agree or disagree with the claims with a five-

step scale: totally agree, somewhat agree, I do not know, somewhat disagree and totally 

disagree. The question asked was: How does UNICEF Finland’s habit of answering 

every comment they receive on Facebook impact your approach to the organization? 

We are presenting 20 short claims. Choose the option that fits your opinion. UNICEF 

Finland’s comments and reactions depict an image that the organization is. The first 

ten claims included:  

1) Just  

2) Respectful 

3) Courageous 

4) Trustworthy 

5) Transparent 

6) Ethical 

7) Professional 

8) Humorous 

9) Active 

10) Defends children’s rights impactfully.  

After the first ten questions, the wording was changed from positive to negative to 

avoid a response set: 

11)  Prejudiced 
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12) Difficult to approach 

13) Ineffective 

14) Biased 

15) Asleep 

16) Passive communicator 

17) Negative towards progress and renewal 

18) Dishonest 

19) Weakly performing 

20) Creating an overall negative impression. 

3.4.5 Frequency of contacts and impact on actions 

Next, the effect of the commenting approach on respondent behavior was examined 

with the following question: Has UNICEF Finland’s commenting style impacted your 

behavior? You can make multiple selections. Because of UNICEF Finland’s 

comments… Multiple selections were presented:  

A) Engaged positively on its Facebook posts (e.g. liked or shared); 

B) Commented the organization’s posts positively 

C) Decided not to comment the organization’s Facebook post 

D) Commented on the organization’s Facebook posts negatively 

E)  Made a one-time donation to the organization 

F) Begun as a monthly donor 

G) Signed up as a volunteer 

H) Praised the organization to a friend or acquintance 

I) Defended the organization or its actions publicly 

J) Started to see the organization more positively 
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K) Started to see the organization more negatively 

L) Noticed that I think more according to UNICEF Finland’s views; and 

M) Other (possible to fill in).  

The questionnaire had still three final questions: “What grade (1-5) would you give to 

UNICEF Finland’s commenting custom on Facebook?”. This was asked to attain a 

clearer image how the respondents see the organization’s commenting style. To gather 

general information about respondent trust towards UNICEF Finland, it was asked: 

“Please describe briefly what kind of future expectations you have towards UNICEF 

Finland?” Finally, the questionnaire had a field where the respondents could fill in if 

they had something to say or to add. 

The mean, median, range and standard deviation of assessments will be reported. In 

multiple selection questions, the sum and mean number of selections per respondent 

are counted. Furthermore, respondents were categorized based on prior exposure to 

the comments and their prior interactivity. The results of these groups were then 

compared.  
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4 Results 

4.1 Interview 

The interview was conducted with UNICEF Finland’s digital producer Petteri 

Numminen on January 2019 in Finnish. A semi-structured interview style was utilized 

– there was a clear list of questions, but additional questions and remarks were added. 

The interview was first transcribed and then a content analysis was implemented in 

which the text was categorized. Four distinct set of categories were recognized: 1) 

How are you replying to comments in Facebook? 2) Who are you talking with 3) Why 

are you replying to comments in Facebook? 4) What has been the impact? The 

categories are partly overlapping. The complete set of questions is found in the 

attachments (appendix 1).  

4.1.1 How are you replying to comments on Facebook? 

UNICEF Finland seeks to reply to every comment they receive on their Facebook posts 

with a style that Numminen describes as “half a civil servant, half humoristic and 

interesting”. Moreover, the organization seeks to put emphasis on emotions. 

Numminen depicts a metaphor: dissemination about organizational operations are the 

arms of communication, reasoning them is the brain and depicting related emotions is 

the heart. Emotions have been found integral in fostering NGO–donor relationship 

(Sargeant et al. 2004, p.163) and it is also one of the target areas that UNICEF Finland 

seeks to attain with its social media activities (UNICEF Finland 2017, p. 48) 

UNICEF Finland utilizes humor in their Facebook conversations to shake off “grey 

official” image. As the organization often communicates about stark circumstances, 

humor is seen to add balance and lighten up the organization’s overall tone. 

Additionally, according to the organization’s analysis, people use social media 
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because they want to enjoy themselves and tell something about themselves. At times, 

the organization also uses a style of humor that can be called “bizarre humor”. This 

means UNICEF Finland might comment in an extraordinary, odd or an unexpected 

way. The objective is to engage those who are reading the discussion and to providing 

them with a feeling that UNICEF Finland is full of surprises and worth following. This 

indicates that UNICEF Finland seeks to increase the number of future interactions on 

Facebook that is part of building social media capital (Luoma-aho 2005).  

In general, the number of comments the organization receives is quite limited. 

Numminen assesses that if a post is seen by 16 000 persons, there might be 

approximately 16 comments. Of course, this varies: the number of comments can also 

climb up to hundreds. Nevertheless, this shows that UNICEF Finland’s comment-

section holds most likely “invisible audiences” (Boyd 2009). 

“If we discuss with one person, there might be 1 000 persons reading the conversation. 

The readers are either delighted, horrified by it or bored by the discussion. And if they 

are bored by it, they leave. And we do not want them to leave.” – Numminen (2019) 

Facts are central to UNICEF Finland’s communication style. Numminen states that the 

organization’s style can be summarized shortly: “in with the joke and out with the 

fact.” While UNICEF Finland seeks to maintain or at least begin with a light tone in 

their replies, they also bring in numerous facts and evidence of the impact of their 

work. They refer to trusted sources of information such as universities and 

international studies. Still, UNICEF Finland keeps the discussions quite short if it 

seems they are not moving forward. Notably, the organization is ready to defend itself: 

they are not afraid to argue even strongly if someone opposes their fundamental 
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principles. Numminen says that the organization’s supporters have thanked them for 

this approach.  

“We have – half as a joke – said that UNICEF Finland is the moral-ethical lighthouse 

of social media. We declare what is right and what is wrong. That appears to be 

refreshing, new and weird in this current atmosphere. However, it differs from 

political debate. We can make the arguments based on human rights. We say that there 

are some truths that are set in stone and then we defend those in the discussion.” – 

Numminen (2019) 

4.1.2 With whom are you talking with? 

UNICEF Finland has distinguished two distinct audiences on social media: those who 

support the organization and those who dislike the organization. The supporters are 

valued to a great extent. If an individual comments that she has donated to the 

organization, UNICEF Finland thanks her personally by e.g. sending virtual rose-

emojis with the message “Thank you for your trust”. Numminen says that there are 

also individuals who defend the organization publicly by answering to comments that 

contain critique. These findings indicate that UNICEF Finland has social media-based 

faith-holders who show them support and defend the organization publicly. Moreover, 

it shows that UNICEF Finland seeks to cultivate relationships with faith-holders via 

dialogic communications by, for instance, showing them gratitude. According to 

Luoma-aho (2015), it is integral to maintain relationships with faith-holders. In more 

detail, showing gratitude towards the donor can build trust (Sargeant and Lee 2002, p. 

793–794) and “enhance positive emotions experienced and alleviate negative 

emotions” (Merchant, Ford and Sargeant 2010, p. 605). 
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According to Numminen, the amount of negative comments increases during 

campaigns. The negative feedback often undermines the organization’s 

trustworthiness: the commenters might argue that donations do not reach those in need. 

This is aligned to the description of Lievonen et al. (2018) on negative engagement 

and Luoma-aho’s (2015) views on hateholders: individuals who want to harm the 

organization. UNICEF Finland responses to the false accusations with facts but 

importantly, the responses are not targeted towards the hateholders – the responses are 

aimed at those individuals who follow the discussion silently and might ponder 

whether the accusations are true or not. Whereas Boyd (2009) calls these individuals 

silent audiences, Numminen calls them “submarines”. The meta-level message is that 

UNICEF Finland is professional and that their mission holds water. This can be seen 

as a tactic that aims to increase trust as professionalism or role competence (Sargeant 

and Lee 2002) is a factor that builds trust. However, Luoma-aho (2015, p. 18) remarks 

that hateholders can possibly be converted into faith-holders. 

”We have given up with them (referring to hateholders). They will not change their 

opinion. If an individual hates the United Nations and thinks its leaders are lizard-

people, we are not able to turn their heads. We would need to take them to Malawi one 

by one and show what takes place: how the vaccinations and food reaches those in 

need. We seek to communicate with people who are open.” (Numminen 2019) 

UNICEF Finland has also been a target for trolls and hate-campaigns – referring to 

situations where negative comments or other negative engagement has been 

coordinated against UNICEF Finland’s Facebook-page. As prior mentioned, UNICEF 

Finland seeks to response openly and factually to all negative feedback. The 

organization seldomly censors or hides comments as they see freedom of speech as 
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important.  Nevertheless, UNICEF Finland deletes comments that contain e.g. sexual 

harassment or hate speech. This is a transparent approach: they respond and refute 

false information showing they have nothing to hide. Transparency has been argued 

among factors that builds trust (Lee and Joseph 2013; Ortega-Rodríguez et al. 2020).  

“During the last year we have censored comments approximately only six times. Some 

of them have been incidents where the individual has been so intoxicated that we have 

needed to delete the comment for his own sake. …  Once a person had commented very 

aggressively and volatilely. We replied to him and said that that kind of language is 

not appropriate and reminded him that UNICEF does very important work. The next 

morning, he commented and apologized saying that he was drunk. Further, he asked 

if we could help him to delete the comment as he did not know how to do it.” – 

Numminen 2019. 

4.1.3 Why are you replying to comments in Facebook? 

UNICEF Finland sees dialogic communication as a strategic choice to build their brand 

in a positive manner and thus, they also put enough resources to it. UNICEF Finland 

sees that networks and stakeholders are important: as the organization previously could 

declare and show what they are, now they also need to verify it constantly and build 

the brand with their network. Moreover, Numminen says that discussive approach is 

something that distinguishes UNICEF Finland from other organizations. He depicts 

this distinctive attribute by comparing the organization to a giraffe: they have a long 

neck (discussive approach) that helps them reach the leaves that no-one else can get 

to. 

“We are the discussive ones who approach the conversation with passion, humor and 

presence. We want to get as far away as possible from ‘forced communications’ and 
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get our messages close to the individuals and what they represent”. – (Numminen 

2019) 

Building trust is one of the key objectives for UNICEF Finland’s dialogic 

communication on social media. Another important goal is maintaining and 

strengthening relationships. Numminen remarks that potential donors need to have 

numerous interactions with the organization before they decide to donate and dialogic 

activities on Facebook are seen as one of the ways to increase this number. These are 

central findings as they show that UNICEF Finland is strategically using dialogic 

communication style to build social media capital by increasing trust and frequency of 

contacts (Luoma-aho 2005, 2015). 

“It is very difficult to get people to commit to paying monthly donations. It is almost 

the previous step of marriage: ‘Will you pay us on a monthly basis?’ Maintaining and 

strengthening of relationships is definitely one of the objectives we have.” (Numminen 

2019) 

4.1.4 What has been the impact? 

Responding to comments is only one part of UNICEF Finland’s presence on Facebook. 

Thus, is it difficult to specify what has been its standalone importance and role in the 

overall results the organization has achieved on the platform. 

Facebook has been a success for UNICEF Finland. As prior mentioned, they were able 

to quickly grow their followers to 100 000 (UNICEF 2016, p. 34–35). The stock of 

followers helped them to reach wide audiences before changes in Facebook’s 

algorithm (Mosseri 2018) – Numminen sees that the new algorithm has also made 

gathering new followers more difficult. More recently, UNICEF Finland has 
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succeeded in Facebook fundraisers: the organization gathered more than 250 000 euros 

for children in Yemen with their Black Friday campaign in 2018. The result has been 

analyzed to wide extent: the message hit the public nerve and the timing was right. 

When examining distinctive factors – why they succeeded, and others did not – the 

role of discussive approach comes to play. Numminen assesses that the discussive style 

shows people that the organization is serious about what they do.  

UNICEF Finland also learns from the discussions. While going through many 

comments, the organization gains insights of what people think and what matters to 

them. This helps the organization also to plan their communication activities more 

carefully. Understanding stakeholder behavior can be seen as an important benefit of 

social media communications (Hennig-Thurau et al 2010), but it also demonstrates the 

nature of social media capital and how the users benefit from their access to the 

network: the commenters have their voices heard and affect how UNICEF Finland 

communicates in the future.  

Numminen says that close stakeholders seem to react positively when UNICEF 

Finland responds to critique and “shows some teeth” to hateful web-writers. This can 

be perceived as an indication of increased trust as perceived organizational judgement 

increases trust among the stakeholders (Sargeant and Lee 2002). Moreover, the 

organization’s face-to-face fundraisers have appraised the organization’s Facebook 

operations already in 2014 by saying that it lifts their spirits. This result indicates 

commenting style’s positive impact on reputation: the most important contributors for 

a high reputation are those who are the closest to the organization, for instance, its staff 

(Luoma-aho 2015, 176).  
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4.1.5 Summary 

The key result of the interview is that UNICEF Finland seeks to build trust and 

frequency of contact via the commenting tactic among neutral or positive stakeholders 

on Facebook. In other words, UNICEF Finland utilizes dialogic communication to 

enhance social media capital. This is done with numerous mechanisms: humoristic, 

interesting and factual responses, indicating transparency, demonstrating expertise and 

showing gratitude towards supporters. The organization utilizes dialogic 

communication with humoristic but factual tone and seek to build and maintain 

relations with stakeholders. In general, UNICEF Finland sees dialogic communication 

style as one of their distinctive attributes on social media. Their key target group are 

those who are neutral or supportive towards the organization. 

UNICEF Finland has taken the turn towards dialogic communication. This can be 

argued although all the requirements by Lane and Kent (2017) or Lane (2021) were 

not examined and fulfilled. Nevertheless, the interview showed evidence that UNICEF 

Finland: communicates about topics of mutual interest, conducts in a manner that 

invites participation (showing gratitude, transparency), accepts the rights of others to 

make contributions (responds or reacts to all comments, hides only comments with 

harassment), takes time to reflect, listen and to respond (e.g. responding with factual 

information) and provides resources for the conversation. It was not examined whether 

the organization has committed in the idea that participation in dialogue might result 

in change – however, the interview showed that UNICEF Finland seeks to learn from 

the discussions. Additionally, it was not examined whether the organization seeks out 

participants who have something to contribute to the discussion. It should be noted 

that achieving the requirement of seeking out participants may be difficult on 

Facebook as private messages require prior connections (Facebook 2021) and the 
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machine learning system determines who sees UNICEF Finland’s posts (Lada et al. 

2021).  

Taylor & Kent (2014) presented the concept of dialogic communication where at one 

end is one-way propaganda and at the other end two-way dialogue. Drawing on that, 

UNICEF Finland’s Facebook commenting style is most likely situated somewhere 

between the middle of the continuum and the dialogue-end. On the dialogic ladder 

presented by Lane (2021), UNICEF Finland can be situated closer to “characteristics 

of true dialogue” than “shallow dialogue”. Thus, it is concluded that UNICEF Finland 

utilizes dialogic communication style strategically to attain social media capital. There 

are also indications that the organization has obtained social media capital with its 

general communication actions.  

4.2 Survey 

46 individuals answered the survey out. Six were removed from the data making the 

total data consist of 40 respondents. The survey link was shared twice on UNICEF 

Finland’s Facebook channel by the organization. The organization constructed the 

message as an ask for support: respondents would help the organization to improve its 

operations. Moreover, the survey was shared by the author of this thesis to a Facebook-

group designated for UNICEF Finland’s volunteers.  

Facebook’s machine learning system impacts the dissemination of messages. 

Individuals who follow UNICEF Finland and who have prior engaged with the 

organization’s Facebook posts were more likely to gain information about the survey 

(Lada et al. 2021). Most likely, the individual’s activity on Facebook also effected 

probabilities to respond the survey. Additionally, in self-selected surveys, the 

motivation to answer is central (Miettinen & Vehkalahti 2013). All these combined, it 
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is likely that the survey was responded by individuals who perceive UNICEF Finland 

positively. 

UNICEF Finland has 102 000 followers on Facebook. On March, when the survey was 

shared, the organization made 34 Facebook-posts that received in average: A) 218 

likes or other reactions (with the median of 104, range of 991 and standard deviation 

of 275); B) 11 comments, including UNICEF Finland’s own responses (with the 

median of 2, standard deviation of 24 and range 131) and; 11 shares (median 7, 

standard deviation 9,6 and range 37). Certain posts gathered over 1000 likes and 

hundreds of comments while other were limited to much lower numbers. Compared to 

these statistics, the number of 40 responses is fairly depictive: almost half the median 

of likes or other reactions per post. As the survey was in Finnish, its content has been 

translated into English.   

4.2.1 Prior relationship  

The prior relationship and perception of the respondent towards UNICEF Finland was 

examined with the first two questions: 1) How do you relate to UNICEF Finland and, 

2) Please describe with a few words what comes to your mind of UNICEF Finland. 

All the respondent answered that they relate positively to UNICEF Finland while zero 

respondents said that they relate neutrally or negatively. Moreover, all respondents 

described the organization positively while showing good understanding of what the 

organization is and what it does. Thus, the survey’s response group perceive UNICEF 

Finland positively and a hold a good understanding of the organization and its core 

activities. The first question only held three options: positive, neutral and negative. 

Including more choices could have perhaps provided less unanimous results.  
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4.2.2 Level of prior exposure and interaction 

Next, the level of exposure to UNICEF Finland’s commenting style was measured: 

How often do you notice that UNICEF Finland is reacting or replying to people’s 

comments on Facebook. 10 respondents answered that they see UNICEF Finland 

commenting and replying on Facebook constantly (25%), 20 often (50%) and 10 

occasionally (25%). It needs to be remembered that measuring the real level of 

interaction is difficult because people have different views of what constantly, often 

and occasionally mean. The data provides three distinct groups based on the exposure 

level of UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on Facebook: Constants (n=10), Oftens 

(n=20) and Occasionals (n=10).  

 

Figure 6: Respondents based on exposure to UNICEF Finland’s comments, n=40. 

Next, prior interaction was assessed: How have you acted on UNICEF Finland’s 

Facebook posts? You can select multiple options. The question was set as a multiple-

choice and the results are therefore cumulative. Among the 40 respondents, 34 (85%) 

had read comments, 27 (67,5%) had read responses by UNICEF Finland, 21 (52,5%) 

had defended UNICEF Finland or its work, 11 (27,5%) had commented a post and 
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noticed a response by the organization, three had participated actively in a discussion 

(7,5%), two answered other – “supported others’ positive comments” and “liked the 

posts – (5%) and one had criticized UNICEF Finland (2,5%). The data provides two 

groups based on the level of prior interaction (Boyd 2009; Mousavi et al. 2017)  in the 

comment-section: Interactors (n=24) have commented and noticed a reply from 

UNICEF Finland, actively participated in the discussion or defended UNICEF Finland 

publicly; Submarines (n=16) have merely read the comments or how UNICEF Finland 

has commented. 

 

Figure 7: Prior engagement of the respondents in UNICEF Finland's comment-section, n=40. 

Six respondents were removed from the original data based on these questions. Four 

selected that they have not engaged with the comment section, including a respondent 

who had been exposed to the comments seldomly. As the individuals simply did not 

recall reading UNICEF Finland’s comments, they were not apt assessing the 

commenting style and its impacts. Moreover, two respondents had answered “other” 

and mentioned being members of UNICEF Finland’s volunteer group on Facebook. 

This indicates that the individuals possibly had not understood that the survey focuses 
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on UNICEF Finland’s organizational Facebook-page. First response appeared before 

sharing the survey in the volunteers’ Facebook-group, and the second one was received 

after the survey was shared in the group by the author of this thesis. As unrestricted 

self-selected online surveys hold a high risk of misunderstandings (Couper 2002, p. 

475), these two respondents were removed from the data. This leaves us with 40 

respondents. 

4.2.3 Assessments 

The survey held 20 Likert scale items. Half were extracted from UNICEF Finland’s 

website and interview with Numminen (2019) and other half from previous studies 

(Luoma-aho 2005; Tarvainen 2002). The question asked was: How does UNICEF 

Finland’s habit of answering or reacting to comments they receive on Facebook 

impact your attitude towards the organization? We are going to make 20 claims. 

Please choose the options that fit your opinion the best. UNICEF Finland’s comments 

and reactions create an image that the organization is… 

First ten assessments had a positive wording (e.g. trustworthy) and latter ten negative 

(e.g. dishonest) to avoid response set (Luoma-aho 2006, p. 215) that can be defined as 

“short-lived response biases attributable to some temporary distraction or motivation” 

(Paulhus 2002, p. 49). By changing the wording from positive to negative, it can be 

observed if some respondents decided to give only positive ratings to each item 

without reading what the assessments are about. If these response sets went unnoticed, 

they would distort the data.  

Eventually, two respondents had a clear response set. As a result they answered 

“strongly disagree” to every assessment – leading to the fact that they gave extremely 

negative reviews for the first ten items (with positive wording) and extremely positive 
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reviews for the last ten items (with negative wording). It is likely that the respondents 

glanced through the whole survey and tried to give positive responses as they had a 

positive prior relation to the organization. To avoid data losses, the Likert scale 

responses of these two respondents were coded as missing data. If these two 

respondents had been included, it would have altered the results only a limited amount. 

The data was processed via SPSS Statistics. The first ten items were coded as 

5=strongly agree, 4=somewhat agree, 2=somewhat disagree and 1=strongly disagree. 

As the wording was changed in the middle, the latter ten items were coded as 

5=strongly disagree, 4=Somewhat disagree, 2=Agree and 1=strongly agree. The 

middle option “I do not know” was coded as missing data. Thus, the scale was coded 

as a 5-point scale without the middle option. The missing data will be reported 

accordingly. In hindsight, the formulation of the Likert scale  was flawed as instead of 

“I do not know” it would have been preferable to have the option of “Neither agree or 

disagree” in the middle and “I do not know” as the last option. However, as the number 

of respondents who selected “I do not know” was rather low for most of the items, this 

error does not have major impacts in the overall results. 

4.2.3.1 Overall results 

There was a total of 732 valid assessments and 68 missing data points. The high 

number of missing data is mainly explained by coding the data of two respondents 

with response sets as missing data. If they are excluded, there are 28 cases of missing 

data that are explained by the “I do not know” responses.  

With the maximum of 5, the overall mean was 4,77, range 4, median 5 and standard 

deviation 0,49 for all the Likert scale items. The results are highly positive: 

respondents assess that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on Facebook makes 
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them see the organization positively while strongly denouncing that the 

communication style makes them perceive the organization negatively. Two 

assessments scored more than 4.9, ten more than 4.8, 16 more than 4,7 and 19 more 

than 4.65. The lowest of the group, humoristic, scored 4.37. All assessments had a 

median of 5.  

The top three assessments were: defends children’s rights effectively (mean 4.92, 

standard deviation 0.27, range 1), dishonest (mean 4.92, standard deviation 0.28, range 

1) and generally provokes a negative image (mean 4.89, standard deviation 0.51, range 

3). Defends children’s rights effectively is a key concept as it is the organization’s core 

task (UNICEF 2021a). The variable can be seen to distinguish how UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style impacts respondents’ perception of the organization’s role 

competence (Sargeant and Lee 2002): high rating indicates that the commenting style 

builds an image of professionality and therefore, trust. Additionally, a large majority 

of respondents denounced dishonesty. This shows that UNICEF Finland comments in 

a way that makes the respondents perceive it honest – important for indicating good 

judgement and use of donations. (Sargeant and Lee 2002; Sargeant and Woodcliffe 

2007.)  A high rating for the generally provokes a negative image can be seen to 

provide a more comprehensive assessment: the respondents perceive that the 

commenting style makes UNICEF Finland appear positively.   

The lowest three were: humoristic (mean 4.37, standard deviation 0.93, range 4), 

transparent (4.65, standard deviation 0.49, range 1), brave (mean 4,66, standard 

deviation 0.48, range 1). Humoristic stands out with the lowest rating. This is 

surprising because UNICEF Finland seeks to utilize humor in its dialogic 

communications (Numminen 2019). However, the range of 4 was the highest among 
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the group and the data shows that 8 respondents answered “I do not know” for 

humoristic. More in depth, the item had the following responses: Strongly disagree 

n=1, somewhat disagree n=1, Somewhat agree n=13 and strongly agree n=15. The 

majority of respondents have still given the factor high marks but there is a high 

volume of missing data and two respondents who rated the factor rather low. It seems 

that many individuals have not been able to assess whether the organization’s 

commenting style makes it seem humoristic and have also given it lower ratings than 

to other items.  

In general, the variables with positive wordings (mean of grouped data 4,71) were 

rated less positively than the variables with negative wordings (mean of grouped data 

4,8). The respondent group consists of individuals who perceive UNICEF Finland 

positively – it may be that they are eager to denounce negative claims about the 

organization. However, conclusions should not be drawn as there are no significant 

differences. Additionally, the mean of positively worded variables is lowered by the 

rating of the humoristic variable.  

The objective of the Likert scale was to distinguish whether UNICEF Finland’s 

dialogic communication style builds trust. As prior noted, reputation is integral for the 

formation of trust. Therefore, half of the factors were pre-coded as trust and half as 

reputation. In other words, half of the assessments were set to measure trust directly 

and half to reputation as it is seen as the central building block of trust (Luoma-aho 

2005, p. 158–159; Hung et al. 2004). 
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Figure 8: Mean of assessments on each Likert scale item. 

4.2.3.2 Trust 

Trust was assessed with ten variables: trustworthy, partial, ethical, provokes a negative 

image, defends children’s rights effectively, ineffective, dishonest, poor quality of 

operations, transparent and professional. The overall mean of these variables was 4.82 

with the standard deviation of 0.44 and range of 4. From the total of 400 factors, 32 
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were missing – again, mainly explained by coding the two respondents with response 

sets as missing data. Seven of the ten variables received a mean higher than 4.8 and 

the last three (transparent, partial and ethical) were given a mean between 4.65 and 

4.75.  

Trustworthiness is a key indicator here because it precisely asks individual to assess 

whether the dialogic communication style makes UNICEF Finland seem trustworthy. 

The result was positive: trustworthiness gained a mean of 4.84 with the standard 

deviation of 0.37 and the range of 1. The results clearly show that UNICEF Finland’s 

dialogic communication makes the organization seem trustworthy.  

On the other hand, transparency gained rather low ratings compared to other variables: 

only 4,65 with the standard deviation of 0,37 and range of 1. It is a surprising result as 

UNICEF Finland seeks to increase transparency with their commenting tactic; the 

organization wants to show that they have nothing to hide and are able to discuss with 

anyone (Numminen 2019). Transparency is argued to be building block of trust (Lee 

and Joseph 2013; Ortega-Rodríguez et al. 2020) and it was also identified from 

UNICEF Finland’s (2021e) own documents. In more depth, transparency gained the 

following ratings: Strongly agree, n=22, somewhat agree, n=12. Four individuals who 

responded: “I do not know”. Hence, the majority of the respondents strongly agreed 

that the commenting tactic makes the organization seem more transparent and no one 

disagreed. Although the rating of 4,65 is high, it also needs to be noted that it is the 

second lowest among all the variables. At the same time, transparency may also be a 

difficult concept to grasp and therefore assess that may impact the respondents’ 

ratings.  
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The variable partial (mean 4.71) and ethical (mean 4.75) were the only ones that were 

rated below 4.8 with transparent among the ten trust-variables. Both can be perceived 

important for NGO trust (Sargeant and Lee 2002; Sargeant and Woodcliffe 2007) and 

for the organization (UNICEF Finland 2021b, 2021d). As the ratings are very high and 

the differences to other variables can be explained respondent preferences or 

understanding of the constructs, conclusions should not be drawn. Moreover, the items 

may also be difficult to assess in relation to the commenting style compared to other 

variables such as defends children’s rights effectively or trustworthy. Nevertheless, it 

is noticeable that they received lower ratings than most of the other variables.  

4.2.3.3 Reputation 

Reputation was operationalized based on the head-model (Tarvainen 2002; Luoma-

aho 2006) and UNICEF Finland’s own statements: just, respectful, bold, active, 

humoristic, prejudiced, difficult to approach, asleep, passive communicator, negative 

towards progress. The overall mean for these variables was 4.72 with the standard 

deviation of 0.53 and range of 4 making it slightly lower than the trust variables. The 

results clearly show that UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication increases the 

organization’s reputation in the eyes of its stakeholders.  

Highest ratings were given to prejudiced (mean of 4.87), poorly performing (mean of 

4.87) and asleep (mean of 4.83) – all variables with negative wordings. The high rating 

for prejudiced indicates that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style makes the 

organization seem fair and unbiased. The positive assessments for the variable of 

poorly performing shows that the dialogic communication tactic makes the 

respondents see UNICEF Finland to perform on a high level – integral also for the 

formation of trust (Sargeant and Lee 2002). High rating for asleep is most likely 
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explained by UNICEF Finland swiftly responding or reacting to comments they 

receive on Facebook. 

Difficult to approach (mean 4.68), brave (mean 4.66) and humoristic (mean 4.37) were 

given the lowest ratings among the reputation-variables. The results are somewhat 

surprising. Difficult to approach can be also seen to indicate potential for future 

frequency of contact, key building block of social media capital (Luoma-aho 2015). 

However, it needs to be noted that the lowest rating it received was “somewhat 

disagree”. In more depth, the ratings for the variable were: somewhat disagree n=12 

and strongly disagree n=26. Hence, although the rating is lower than other variables’, 

all the respondents have denounced that the commenting style would make the 

organization difficult to approach. Two out of three have strongly disagreed. 

Therefore, it can be argued that the commenting style makes UNICEF Finland 

approachable.  

The same explanation goes with brave that received a mean of 4.66. The variable got 

the following ratings: strongly agree n=23, somewhat agree n=12 and I do not know 

n=3. Still, the result was surprising: as UNICEF Finland stands up to their values and 

defends their mission against hateful commentators (Numminen 2019), it was 

expected that the respondents would rate the variable of brave highly. However, it may 

also be that if UNICEF Finland responds in a composed manner, the respondents do 

not see it as an indication of bravery but rather of patience (a construct one respondent 

provided at a later part of the survey). In hindsight, another construct such as 

“patience” or “defends common values” could have been more suitable than brave. 

Humoristic stood out as the lowest of all the variables with the mean of 4,37. It is 

discussed more in depth in chapter 4.2.3.1.  
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4.2.3.4 Summary 

The results indicate that UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication approach makes 

the organization’s supporters perceive the organization highly trustworthy and 

reputable. As reputation is recognized as a building block of trust (Luoma-aho 2005, 

p. 158–159; Hung et al. 2004), the results imply that the commenting style builds trust 

towards the organization – one of the two contributors of social media capital. 

Therefore, these items also indicate that dialogic communication approach builds 

social media capital for UNICEF Finland.  

The Likert scale also contained one variable that measured potential for increased 

frequency of contact: difficult to approach. As discussed in previous chapter (4.2.3.3), 

all the respondents disagreed that the commenting tactic would make UNICEF Finland 

difficult to approach. More precisely, two out of three strongly disagreed and one out 

of three somewhat disagreed. The result signal a potential for increased frequency of 

contact because of the organization’s communication tactic. 

4.2.4 Impact on frequency of contact and behavior 

Next, it was asked whether UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication style has 

impacted respondents’ behavior: Has the organization’s commenting style had impact 

on your actions? You can select multiple options. Because of UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style, I have… The question was presented as a multiple-choice and the 

results are thus cumulative. The overall number of respondents was 40 as the two 

respondents with response sets were included. The question measures increased 

frequency of contact and also the conversion of social media capital. 

1) Engaged positively in the organization posts on Facebook = 33 (82,5%) 

2) Praised the organization to an acquaintance or a friend = 25 (62,5%) 
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3) Commented on the organization’s post = 15 (37,5%) 

4) Noticed that I think more according to the organization’s views = 15 (37,5%) 

5) Made a one-time donation for the organization = 14 (35%) 

6) Defended the organization or its actions publicly = 14 (35%) 

7) Begun as a monthly donor for the organization = 12 (30%) 

8) Assigned as a volunteer for the organization = 11 (27,5%) 

9) Started to perceive the organization more positively = 6 (15%) 

10) None of these = 2 (5%) 

11) Decided not to comment = 1 (2,5%) 

12)  Started to perceive the organization more negatively = 1 (2,5%) 

13) Other = 1 (2,5%) 

These results show that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style has encouraged 

individuals to engage with the organization in many levels. Next, the answers will be 

divided into different groups according to the levels of engagement presented by 

Taylor and Kent (2018, p. 3–7), where they will be analyzed further.  

Before advancing, it needs to be said that categorizing the actions to different tiers of 

engagement is challenging. For instance, defending the organization publicly is 

classified into the mid-level engagement but it could also be categorized to higher-

level engagement. It can be understood as face-to-face debate but also as a reaction on 

social media. On the other hand, social media comments are placed to mid-level 

engagement but an insightful comment with deep knowledge can also be understood 

as high-level engagement. Thus, the categorization system is lacking to some extent, 

but still seen to provide useful information. 
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Figure 9: Impact on frequency of contact and behavior, n=40. 

It needs to be noted that a mistake took place with this question. For the first 34 

respondents, there was not the option none of these available. This means that a large 

majority of the respondents could not to directly signal if they had not conducted any 

of the options. However, the option other was available and thus, respondents have 

been able to select it and explain that none of the options are suitable for them. The 

choice none was added after the author noted its missing. After that, it received two 

responses from individuals who had prior expressed that they have not read UNICEF 

Finland’s comments. It can be argued that the mistake directed respondents to indicate 

engagement, but as the respondents have had the chance to select “other” and further 

explain their position, it is seen that this does not have remarkable impact on the 

results. 
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4.2.4.1 Lower-level engagement 

The lower level engagement holds activities such as likes, reading and increased 

awareness (Taylor & Kent 2018, p. 3–7). Thus, the following activities were coded 

into it: engaged positively to posts, noticed that one thinks more like the organization, 

and started to perceive the organization more positively. There were six respondents 

(15%) whose actions had been limited to low-level engagement and 35 respondents 

(87,5%) that reported at least one low-level engagement.  

The high volume of these responses indicate that UNICEF Finland’s dialogic 

communications has had an impact on individual attitudes (perceiving the organization 

more positively, agreeing to the organization’s views) and has created low-level 

engagement, such as liking or reacting to Facebook posts positively. Although also 

called “clicktivism” (Ihm 2017) these actions increase the frequency of contact 

because Facebook’s machine learning system promotes similar posts that users have 

previously engaged to. Moreover, engagement is highly important for the reach of 

messages: Facebook’s algorithm boosts posts that receive engagement. As UNICEF 

Finland’s dialogic communication style cultivates social media engagement, it also 

creates more reach for the organizational messages and benefits the organization. 

(Lada et al. 2021.) 

4.2.4.2 Mid-level engagement 

The mid-level engagement holds understanding and connecting. It refers to actions 

such as dialogue and voice for the organization (Taylor & Kent 2018, p. 3–7). The 

following actions are coded as mid-level engagement: praised the organization to an 

acquaintance or a friend, commented on the organization’s post and defended the 

organization or its actions publicly. In total, 30 individuals (75%) selected actions from 
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this category and 11 respondents’ (27,5%) answers were limited to this category at 

maximum.  

Commenting on the organization’s posts is a clear result of increased frequency of 

contact. Additionally, defending the organization and praising the organization to a 

friend are clear evidence of converting social media capital as they are actions for the 

best interests of the organization (Luoma-aho 2015; Guo & Saxton 2020). These are 

also actions that build reputation, as the opinion of those closest to the organization 

matters greatly for the forming of reputation (Luoma-aho 2015, p. 176), and therefore, 

trust. The choice of defending the organization did not specify where the praising took 

place. It is possible that the social capital has flowed from the online world to the 

offline world in these cases. 

These are key findings as they clearly show increased frequency of contact and actions 

for the best interest of the organization, demonstrating conversion of social media 

capital. Moreover, Luoma-aho and Vos (2009) argue that there are multiple issue 

arenas of which some might be out of the organization’s scan. Therefore, it is important 

that the organization has individuals who support or defend the organization in 

different online forums. These actions can be also seen to increase others trust towards 

the organization and thus, signal how faith-holders invite other people to become 

supporters or even social media capital for the organization (Luoma-aho 2015, p. 17).  

4.2.4.3 High-level engagement 

High-level engagement refers to clear actions and impact. It can be agency, 

coordinated action or social embeddedness (Taylor & Kent 2018, p. 3–7). Giving 

donations both once and monthly and assigning as a volunteer were coded as high-

level engagement because of their clear physical action and the financial and other 
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resources required from the individual. 23 respondents (57,5%) indicated that 

UNICEF Finland’s commenting style has impacted them to conduct these high-level 

engagement activities. 

Remarkably, more than half (n=21) of the respondents said that they have donated for 

the organization once (n=11), monthly basis (n=6) or both (n=4) because of UNICEF 

Finland’s commenting style. Moreover, 11 individuals (27,5%) answered that they 

have decided to start as a volunteer because of the organization’s commenting style.  

These result are remarkable to the extent it raises the issue of whether the respondents 

have understood the question correctly as in self-selected surveys, the possibility for 

misunderstandings is high (Couper 2002, p. 475) and as aforementioned, the 

respondents of this survey had a positive perception of the organization or were even 

volunteers. However, it was very clearly emphasized and stated that the question 

related to UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication style: “Has the organization’s 

commenting style had impacts in your behavior? You can select multiple choices. 

Because of UNICEF Finland’s comments, I have…”. Therefore, while approaching 

the results carefully, the conclusion should be made that UNICEF Finland’s dialogic 

communication style encourages individuals to high level engagement at least to some 

extent.   

These results can be taken as an indication of increased contact and conversion of 

social media capital into financial capital and volunteers. Moreover, it shows that 

social media capital flows into offline world. UNICEF Finland has faced a high cost 

of gathering new donors (UNICEF 2018, p. 46) and development NGOs have indicated 

need for new volunteers (Lager et al. 2009, p. 5). Placed in this context, the results are 

highly interesting.  
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UNICEF Finland’s digital media producer Petteri Numminen (2019) stated that it is 

difficult to refine the factor that makes individuals donate or become volunteers. Thus, 

these results should not be read as if UNICEF Finland’s commenting style alone would 

cause people to donate for them or become volunteers. Rather, the commenting style 

is one part of the organization’s whole presence, including face-to-face fundraisers, 

advertisements, annual TV shows, social media posts and volunteer-based visibility, 

inviting individuals to donate or become a volunteer for the organization. 

4.2.4.4 Summary 

The overall results indicate that UNICEF Finland’s dialogic communication style 

increases the possibilities for future interactions and actions for the best interests of 

the organization. Therefore, it is argued that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style 

enhances the frequency of contacts and encourages individuals to act for the 

organization. These can be taken as signals social media capital conversion. 

4.2.5 Final questions 

The respondents were also asked to give UNICEF Finland’s commenting style an 

overall rating on a scale of 1 to 5. The result was: mean 4.5, standard deviation 0.641 

and range 2. Three respondents answered 3/5, 14 who answered 4/5 and 23 who 

answered 5/5.  

Further, it was asked what the respondents expect from the organization in the future 

and if the respondents had anything they want to mention. The respondents answered 

these questions positively while also trying to provide the organization with useful 

feedback. Some of the answers showed evidence of social media capital conversion as 

individuals tried to give the organization advices to operate better: one respondent gave 

tips concerning UNICEF Finland’s annual TV program. Furthermore, there were many 
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words of encouragement and some replies that related directly to the commenting 

style: “Your social media engagement is great to watch”, “It’s good that trolls (freely 

translated from öyhöttäjä) are answered with professional pride” and “I hope you 

continue the wonderful and efficient work while being easily approachable and 

“familiar” (freely translated from tuttavallinen) like now.” 

4.2.6 Assessments and behavior of different groups 

It was possible to code the respondents to different groups based on the question 3 

examining the level of exposure to the commenting style (how often do you notice that 

UNICEF Finland is reacting or replying to people’s comments on Facebook) and 

question 4 examining the prior level of interaction in the comment-section (how have 

you acted on UNICEF Finland’s Facebook posts’ comment-section). The statistical 

significance was tested on SPSS by conducting Mann-Whitney U test (Perme and 

Manevski 2019) and Kruskal-Wallis test (Elliot and Hynan 2010) because of the 

limited number of respondents (Taanila 2020a, 2020b). The means of different groups 

were also compared. Heikkilä? 

First, the data provides three distinct groups based on the exposure level – how often 

the respondents see UNICEF Finland responding or reacting to comments on 

Facebook. This comparison shows if those who are constantly exposed to the 

commenting style are impacted differently to those who are exposed to the comments 

often or occasionally.  

• Constants: Sees UNICEF Finland’s commenting constantly (n=10) 

• Oftens: Sees UNICEF Finland’s commenting often (n=20) 

• Occasionals: Sees UNICEF Finland’s commenting occasionally (n=10) 
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Moreover, the data provides groups based on the level of interactivity in the comment-

section: Interactors (n=24) who have interacted through the comment-section and 

Submarines who have not. The term Submarine (n=16) follows from the interview 

with Numminen (2019). This comparison reveals whether those who have previously 

commented, participated in the online discussion or defended the organization are 

impacted differently by the commenting style than those who have merely read the 

comments. 

• Interactors: Have commented and noticed a reply from UNICEF Finland, 

actively participated in the discussion or have defended UNICEF Finland 

publicly on Facebook (n=24) 

• Submarines: Have merely read the comments or how UNICEF Finland has 

commented (n=16)  

It would have been possible to distinguish groups where the two categorization 

systems would have been combined (e.g. constant interactors, constant submarines, 

often interactors and so forth) but the number of respondents per group would have 

been very limited. Therefore, this analysis was not conducted. 

4.2.6.1 Interactivity and assessments 

Interactors, those who had commented on UNICEF Finland’s posts or defended the 

organization publicly, gave the Likert scale items a mean of 4,75 with the standard 

deviation of 0.28, whereas Submarines, who had merely read the comments, gave the 

mean of 4,78 with the standard deviation of 0.2. The Mann-Whitney U test was 

conducted on the overall mean and separately on each Likert scale items and it showed 

that there were not statistically significant differences between Interactors and 

Submarines. Therefore, the results show that the level of prior interactivity on the 



66 
 

 

comment-section does not impact how UNICEF Finland’s Facebook commenting 

style makes the respondents perceive the organization. 

However, slight differences were noted by comparing the means of Likert scale items 

(figure 10). Although not statistically significantly, Interactors perceived UNICEF 

Finland’s communication style to make the organization seem more respectful (4.83 

vs. 4.50), ethical (4.82 vs. 4.62) and not weakly performing (4.96 vs 4.71). These 

results are logical to some extent: those who have interacted on the posts have gained 

first-hand experiences about the organization’s commenting style. If UNICEF Finland 

has, for instance, thanked them in the comments they most likely perceive the 

organization as respectful. Moreover, receiving factually and interestingly written 

replies (Numminen 2019) swiftly can also create an image of a strongly performing 

organization.  

Submarines saw the commenting style make the organization seem more transparent 

(4.77 vs. 4.57) and active (4.92 vs. 4.75). These differences are logical: Submarines 

have a wider perspective on UNICEF Finland’s commenting style – their perception 

is not restricted to personal encounters. Submarines form their opinion based on all the 

replies and responses they see from UNICEF Finland whereas Interactors most likely 

emphasize the first-hand encounters.  
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Figure 10: Mean of Submarines and Interactors. 

Overall, the similar results are a key finding as it shows that organizations can impact 
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themselves, they follow the discussion and are impacted on how the organization 

interacts with other stakeholders. The finding is not in line with the argument that 

personal encounters matter the most for the formation of trust and reputation (Luoma-

aho 2005, p. 154, 178). This also shows that social media capital is not always easily 

observable, adding to its conceptualization. 
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4.2.6.2 Exposure and assessments  

Next, the Likert scale assessments were examined by comparing the exposure level of 

respondents to the comments. Constants gave the rating of 4,81 in average, with the 

standard deviation of 0.19, Oftens the rating of 4,79 with the standard deviation of 0.27 

and Occasionals the rating of 4,64 with the standard deviation of 0.27. Kruskal-Wallis 

test showed that there were not statistically significant differences between the groups 

when examining the overall means.  

The Likert scale items were also compared separately, and one statistically significant 

result was found: trustworthiness. Constants (mean 5, standard deviation 0) and Oftens 

(mean 4.89, standard deviation 0.32) perceive that UNICEF Finland’s commenting 

style make the organization seem more trustworthy than Occasionals (mean 4.56 

standard deviation 0.53). The statistical significance between the groups according to 

the Kruskal-Wallis test was 0.022 which is lower than 0,05 and hence, the null 

hypothesis is rejected. This indicates that the more individuals see UNICEF Finland’s 

comments, the more trustworthy image they gain about the organization. This is 

aligned to the idea that number of positive encounters builds trust over time (Luoma-

aho 2005, p. 154).  

In most of the items, Constants and Oftens gave higher ratings than Occasionals 

(figure 11) but the results are not statistically significant. This result suggests that if 

respondents are exposed to the comments often or constantly, they assess the 

commenting style more positively than those who are exposed to the comments 

occasionally. For instance, on inefficiency, Constants gave the mean rating of 5 with 

zero standard deviation, Oftens 4.79 with the standard deviation of 0.42 and 

Occasionals 4.63 with the standard deviation of 0.52. 



69 
 

 

 

Figure 11: Means by Constants, Oftens and Occasionals. 
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Constants (4.25) and Occasionals (4.17). Again, this might simply be explained by the 

range of answers. One respondent among Constants selected “totally disagree” that 

impacts the groups rating in relation to humoristic.  

In general, there are some evidence – statistically significant with the construct of 

trustworthy – that those who are more exposed to the commenting style, think it makes 

UNICEF Finland seem more trustworthy. This is in line with views that 

communication and prior engagement build trust (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 154; Sargeant 

and Lee 2002, p. 793–794). 

4.2.6.3 Interactivity and behavior 

Next, it was examined how the different groups answered how UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting tactic has impacted their behavior. Interactors (n=24) made 95 selections 

of engagement whereas Submarines (n=16) had made 45. Comparing the average of 

selections per respondent, Interactors had made 3.96 selections and Submarines 2.81 

selections. Interactors had made more selections on higher level of engagement 

(Interactors 1.59 selections and Submarines 1.29 selections) and middle level of 

engagement (Interactors 1.84 selections and Submarines 1.45 selections). For low-

level engagement there were no similar results (1.54 for Submarines and 1.5 for 

Interactors). Thus, there are some indications that Interactors are more likely to 

engage more on the higher and middle levels than Submarines because of UNICEF 

Finland’s dialogic communication style. In other words, they are more likely to donate, 

assign as volunteers, comment on the organization’s posts, defend the organization 

and praise it to a friend. When the selections are examined as percentages (figure 12), 

it is again noticeable that the commenting tactic impacts Interactors to engage with 

the organization on higher levels than Submarines. Nevertheless, it should be 
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underlined that the number of cases is rather limited and major conclusions should not 

be made.  

 

Figure 12: Impact of UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on behavior of Submarines (n=16) and 
Interactors (n=24) 

The data has some irregularities. Submarines have responded that UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style has encouraged them to comment or defend the organization 

publicly. However, they did not make the same selections earlier in the survey when 

it was asked how they have engaged with UNICEF Finland’s Facebook posts’ 

comment-section. In self-selected surveys, the possibility of misunderstanding is high 

that may explain this irregularity. Of course, it is also possible that the respondents 

have remembered a comment they have left only during this question.  
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4.2.6.4 Exposure and behavior 

Occasionals (n=10) had selected overall 35 engagement choices, Oftens (n=20), 68 

and Constants 37 (n=10). In average, the numbers are thus very similar: Occasionals 

made in average 3,5 selections, Oftens 3,4 and Constants 3,7. This is the case also for 

different engagement levels: middle level engagement (Occasionals=1.63, 

Oftens=1.64, Constants=1.88) and higher level (Occasionals=1.5, Oftens=1.4, 

Constants=1.8). Similarity is also noticeable if the selections are perceived as 

percentages (figure 13). It is important to notice that the respondent number is rather 

low: only ten for two of the groups. Therefore, major conclusions cannot be drawn.  

 

Figure 13: Impact on behavior of Constants (n=10), Oftens (n=20) and Occasionals (n=10). 
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It was expected that prior exposure to the comments would have impacted the level of 

engagement. Yet, the results show that it does not have a major impact. One dilemma 

is thus, highlighted: if UNICEF Finland’s commenting style, as the standalone reason, 

encourages individuals to donate or volunteer for the organization, then those who 

have been more exposed to the comments would have been impacted more than those 

who have been less exposed. As this is not the case, the result supports the suggestion 

that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style is only among the factors that encourage 

individuals to act for the organization or engage with it. The slight differences between 

Constants, Oftens and Occasionals and their selections on behavior can be explained 

by other encounters with UNICEF Finland or even random, individual preferences 

rather than exposure to the comments. 

4.2.6.5 Overall rating for the commenting style 

There were some differences on question regarding the overall rating for the 

commenting style (what grade (1-5) would you give to UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting custom on Facebook?) that was asked in the latter part of the online 

survey.  

Interactors (mean 4.63, standard deviation 0.58, median 5 and range 2) gave higher 

ratings than Submarines (mean 4.31, standard deviation 0.7, median 4 and range 2). 

According to Mann Whitney U -test the result is not statistically significant (sig. 0.19). 

Still, the results signal to some extent that Interactors appreciate the commenting style 

higher than Submarines. This might be explained by the fact that Interactors have had 

personal experiences (e.g. responses from UNICEF Finland). 

Constants (mean 4.7, standard deviation 0.48, median 5, range 1) and Oftens (mean 

4.6, standard deviation 0.59, median 5, range 2) gave higher ratings for the 
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commenting style than Occasionals (mean 4.1, standard deviation 0.74, median 4, 

range 2). The Kruskall-Willis -test showed that there was not statistically significant 

differences between the groups (sig. 0.85). Comparison of the means shows some 

evidence that those who are more exposed to the commenting style, appreciate it 

higher.   
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5 Discussion 

This thesis examines the impact of UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on its 

stakeholders on Facebook with an interview and online survey. The effect was 

examined through the concept of social media capital. Next, the results are presented, 

and the findings and the methods are further discussed. 

Interview with UNICEF Finland’s digital media producer Petteri Numminen (2019) 

showed that the organization seeks to respond or react to every comments it receives 

on its Facebook-posts. The building of trust and increasing the frequency of contact – 

which are the foundation of social media capital (Luoma-aho 2005, 2015) – are among 

the organization’s objectives with the commenting tactic alongside with strengthening 

relationships and building a positive brand image. Their replies emphasize 

informational and emotional aspects and at times, humor – with a tone of “half civil 

servant, half interesting”. They answer to all comments, but the aim is constantly on 

the individuals who perceive the organization at least neutrally. This means that while 

UNICEF Finland discusses with those who perceive the organization negatively, they 

are targeting their messages to the wider public who follow the discussion. Although 

it is difficult to refine the standalone importance of the commenting style, the 

organization sees it has played a part in their successes on Facebook; it is something 

that sets them apart from other actors. Based on the interview, it can be argued that the 

organization has taken a dialogic turn in their approach (Lane & Kent 2018; Lane 

2021).  

The survey showed that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style builds social media 

capital and enhances engagement with the organization among those stakeholders who 

hold a positive perception of the organization. It was argued that social media capital 
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can be built by increasing trust and frequency of contact (Luoma-aho 2005, 2015) with 

the messaging and contacting affordances of Facebook (Guo and Saxton 2020). The 

commenting style’s effect on trust was measured by operationalizing trust and 

reputation into 20 Likert scale constructs. Half of the items focused directly to trust 

and half to reputation that was seen as a building block for trust. The first ten items 

were worded positively (e.g. trustworthy) and the last ten negatively (e.g. biased) and 

the respondents made selections with a Likert-scale from 1–5 of which the middle 

response “I do not know” was coded as missing data. The respondents (n=38) gave 

highly positive ratings: the items gained an overall mean of 4.78, range 4, median 5 

and standard deviation of 0.48. Thus, the results indicated that UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style builds trust.  

The commenting style’s effect on frequency of contact and the conversion of social 

media capital was measured by multiple-choice question where the respondents (n=40) 

were asked to make selections if the organization’s commenting style has impacted 

their behavior. The results were largely positive: respondents indicated that they have 

donated to UNICEF Finland, assigned as its volunteer, defended it publicly, praised it 

to a friend and engaged with the organization’s social media posts, started to think 

more according to its views and to perceive it more positively because of the 

commenting style. Thus, the overall results indicate that the commenting style has 

increased the frequency of contact and encouraged individuals to act for the 

organization. 

The data was also examined through categorizing the respondents to different groups. 

First, the respondents were categorized based on the question that measured their prior 

exposure to UNICEF Finland’s commenting style (how often do you notice that 
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UNICEF Finland is reacting or replying to people’s comments on Facebook with the 

options) to three groups: Constants (n=10), Oftens (n=20) and Occasionals (n=10). 

The results showed slight differences: those who perceive UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style constantly or often input higher ratings and made more selections 

for engagement than those who see the commenting style occasionally. Only one 

statistically significant difference was noted: Constants and Oftens perceived the 

commenting style make UNICEF Finland seem more trustworthy than Occasionals. In 

general, the results showed some evidence that prior exposure to the commenting style 

increases trust and the possibility for engagement. This is aligned to the arguments that 

communication and prior experiences build trust (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 154; Sargeant 

and Lee 2002, p. 793–794). There were no clear differences on how the commenting 

style has impacted behavior of the different groups.  

Second, the respondents were categorized to two groups based on the question that 

measured their prior interactions at UNICEF Finland’s Facebook-posts’ comment-

section: Submarines (n= 16) who have merely read the comments and Interactors 

(n=24) who have commented, defended UNICEF Finland or participated the 

discussion in the comment-section. The results between submarines and interactors 

were mostly similar. Both indicated that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style makes 

them trust the organization. However, interactors demonstrated slightly more – not 

statistically significantly – changes in behavior in the options that examined behavior 

in the higher tiers of engagement (Taylor and Kent 2018, p. 3–7): donations, 

volunteering, defending the organization publicly, commenting on the Facebook-posts 

and praising the organization to a friend. There were no similar results for lower tiers 

of engagement: social media engagement, changes in thinking and more positive 

perception of UNICEF Finland. As similar results were not noted in the Likert scale 
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assessments that measured trust, the differences may be explained by behavior patterns 

of the respondents. Interactors might tend to engage more whereas submarines follow 

the actions from a relative distance. It has been previously noted that web-

commentators can be categorized to those who interact seldomly or never and to those 

who interact often (Mousavi et al. 2017). However, personal experiences have been 

also argued important for the formation of trust (Luoma-aho 2005, p. 154). Even 

though similar differences were not noticeable with the Likert scale question that 

measured trust, it is possible that the differences in trust manifest only in the levels of 

behavior. Luoma-aho (2015, p. 9) notes that faith-holders exist and also manifest on 

levels of cognitions, emotions and behavior. However, as the number of respondents 

is rather low and the differences may be simply explained by personal preferences 

among the respondents, major conclusions cannot be drawn.  

The identification of the so-called Submarines (Numminen 2019) or invisible 

audiences (Boyd 2009) is important itself: UNICEF Finland is actively targeting this 

stakeholder group. However, receiving any feedback from them on social media might 

be difficult as they mainly read the comments and do not utilize the dialogic 

affordances of Facebook.   

The results of the self-selected online survey are limited to those who perceive the 

organization positively. This can be explained by the online survey dissemination 

method: it was shared twice on UNICEF Finland’s Facebook and once by the author 

to a Facebook-group designated for the organization’s volunteers.  This is something 

to take into account when examining the results with the caution that online self-

selected surveys hold the possibility for misunderstandings (Couper 2002, p. 475). The 
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number of the respondents was seen to fairly depictive when compared to the median 

of individuals who engaged with UNICEF Finland’s Facebook posts in March.  

Trust and reputation were operationalized based on the head-model presented by 

Luoma-aho (Tarvainen 2002, Luoma-aho 2005). As the definition of social media 

capital was partly based on Luoma-aho’s work, it was decided that the 

operationalization of the concepts should be formulated from the same paper. The 

operationalization can be seen to take into consideration arguments by Sargeant and 

Lee (2002) and the three questions that measure NGO trust by Sargeant and 

Woodcliffe (2007) but their arguments could have been also implemented more 

comprehensively.  

Although the assessments operationalize different aspects of trust, the survey lacks, to 

some extent, the identification of hidden reasons of why dialogical communication 

makes the respondents see UNICEF Finland positively and build trust. This could have 

been examined with an open-ended question: what you find best in UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style or if any, name qualities in UNICEF Finland’s commenting style 

that makes you trust them. The depth of the question why would have most likely 

required open-ended questions or interviews with the stakeholders. However, 

interviews were seen out of the scope of this thesis but is definitely of interest to 

potential further studies. Operationalization of different aspects of trust produced 

extensive data but, only to the extent that the elements of trust were prior identified.  

The impact of the commenting style on behavior – including donations, volunteering 

and word-of-mouth – was positive to the extent it needs to be approached with caution: 

the respondent group held highly positive view of the organization and were gathered 

among the organization’s supporters. Online surveys hold the possibility of 
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misunderstanding (Couper 2002, p. 475) and moreover, it is difficult to identify the 

exact motives for donations or volunteering (Numminen 2019). Nevertheless, the 

wording of the question was clear and therefore, it is concluded that UNICEF Finland’s 

dialogic communication style builds frequency of contact and actions for the best 

interest of the organization. As aforementioned, along with trust, frequency of contact 

is seen as an integral building block for social media capital (Luoma-aho 2015, 304). 

Although the multiple option question on behavior is seen as a viable method to 

examine increases in the frequency of contacts, it should have been measured also in 

other ways. For example, respondents could have been asked: do you find yourself 

more interested about UNICEF Finland’s Facebook presence because of their 

commenting tactic?  

Moreover, it needs to be considered if the result can be taken as an evidence of 

conversion of social media capital as the wording of the question related distinctively 

to the impact of UNICEF Finland’s commenting style: Has UNICEF Finland’s 

commenting style impacted your actions? You can select multiple choices. Because of 

UNICEF Finland’s commenting style, I have… It is here seen that social media capital 

is the foremost asset that organizations can attain on social media via different 

operations such as discussing with stakeholders (Guo & Saxton 2020). As the 

commenting style was seen to build social media capital, it is argued that the dialogic 

communication tactic is not the explanatory factor causing individuals to act for the 

organization as the question is framed. Rather, the dialogic communication first builds 

social media capital that is later converted into other kinds of capital. Although the 

wording of the question could have been more accurate, it still indicates the conversion 

of social media capital: respondents clearly showed that the dialogic communication 
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style has, to some extent, encouraged them to engage with the organization or to act 

for the best interests of the organization.  

It is important to note that the commenting style is only one part of UNICEF Finland’s 

social media presence. Its standalone role and impact are difficult to refine (2019). 

Thus, the respondents’ perceptions of the commenting style and its impact on their 

behavior were most likely affected by other messages and connecting actions (Guo 

and Saxton 2020) by UNICEF Finland on Facebook. Moreover, as it is here argued 

that networks are present simultaneously in the online and offline worlds (Castells 

2009), also other encounters (e.g. meeting a face-to-face fundraiser or seeing and 

advert on the street) have most likely impacted the responses to some extent.  

UNICEF Finland’s Facebook comments were examined only by an interview with 

their digital media producer Petteri Numminen (2019). The comments were not 

directly examined and categorized which would have been suitable to support the 

analysis and to provide a more objective understanding of the commenting style. 

However, it was seen that UNICEF Finland implements their strategical choices in the 

everyday Facebook comments and thus, further examination was not required. 

Moreover, it needs to be noted that the interview was conducted two years before the 

survey – therefore, the commenting style may have changed before the survey was 

released.  

Two distinct definitions of social capital were combined on this thesis: Luoma-aho 

(2005, 2015) and Guo & Saxton (2020) to form a better understanding about social 

media capital. This decision was found appropriate and practical. Guo and Saxton 

(2020) provide a conceptualization of social media capital and argue it is the first and 

foremost asset an organization can acquire on social media – attained via social 
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media’s connecting and messaging affordances. On the other hand, Luoma-aho (2005, 

2015) sees that faith-holders – defined as “positively engaged stakeholders who trust 

and like the organization or a brand and support it via their beliefs, emotions and 

behaviors” – are social capital for organizations, also in the online world. Faith-holders 

can be acquired by building trust among those with frequent contact (Luoma-aho 

2015). Here it was seen that increasing frequency of contact while building trust also 

forms social media capital.  

While Guo and Saxton (2020) are able to present how social media capital can be 

acquired mechanically by sending messages and contacting with individuals, their 

conceptualization lacks depth: what intermediates these actions and social media 

capital? What is needed from these actions so that they build social media capital? 

Luoma-aho (2005, 2015) fills this gap by arguing that trust and frequency of contact 

are critical to the formation of social media capital. On the other hand, Luoma-aho 

lacks the mechanics of how social media capital can be built which is answered by 

the conceptualization of Guo and Saxton. Therefore, it was here argued that 

messages and connecting actions that increase trust and frequency of contact build 

social media capital. Combining these two conceptualizations provides a framework 

that considers both the social media affordances but also the individual experiences 

that are needed for building social media capital. In other words, the practical but 

also the underlying mechanisms are taken into account.  

The definition was also modified to some extent. Guo and Saxton argue that social 

media capital is built only through efforts on social media. However, as Castells 

(2009) notes that we have networks both in online and offline world, it was seen that 

social media capital flows to offline social capital and vice versa. Still, the concept of 
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social media capital was seen important as it puts the paper into right context and 

depicts the nature of social media and its networked benefits coherently and 

accordingly.  

The understanding of social media capital by this thesis is depicted below: it is seen 

that social media capital is formed via connections, messages and other encounters 

that build trust and frequency of contact. Trust and frequency of contact form social 

media capital that is then converted or directly expanded. The conversion increases 

the probabilities of messages, connections and other encounters which again build 

trust and frequency of contact. It is argued that social media capital is – if all goes 

well – a virtuous cycle.  

 

Figure 14: Conceptualization of social media capital. Figure by Niskanen (2021). 

It is important to note that trust is most likely not the only explanatory factor for 

building social media capital. Although trust can be also understood widely and to 

include the promises of future behavior such as informational content, that has been 

argued to drive individuals to follow certain brands (Corkindale et al. 2013), the 
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concept of social media capital should be studied further. There is a need to build a 

wider and detailed understanding of the concept’s nature and its mechanisms. 

The notion of social media capital and the results of this thesis bring forward 

interesting ideas relating to social media’s machine learning systems and virality. For 

instance, in Facebook the machine learning system functions in a way that those who 

engage with UNICEF Finland’s content the most, are the ones who see the new posts 

first. Those who see the posts first are in a critical role: the machine learning system 

disseminates content to a wider audience if those who first see the posts engage with 

the content. Hence, faith-holders decide whether a post will successful or not: if they 

decide to engage with it, the machine learning system will disseminate it to more 

people and vice versa. Hence, if an organization has high number of faith-holders who 

are likely to engage with the organization’s social media posts, the messages have 

better chance to reach wider audiences. The findings of this thesis support this 

argument as it was indicated that social media capital converts into future social media 

engagement. It is argued that faith-holders are in a key role on how organizational 

messages are disseminated on social media.  

This argument can be depicted as a spiral. If two organizations post similar content but 

the other one has a large group of faith-holders and positive stakeholders, their 

message reaches a wider audience because the faith-holders boost the message by 

engaging with it. As the results of this thesis indicate that building social media capital 

increases the possibility of future engagements, it is here argued that faith-holders hold 

special importance when it comes to dissemination of messages. They face the 

messages in a very early phases because they tend to engage with the organization. 

Hence, organizations should take into consideration not only building social media 
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capital but also constructing messages to fit the interests of their faith-holders. This is 

aligned to Luoma-aho’s (2015) views that organizations need to put special emphasis 

on faith-holders.  

In the figure 15 below, on the left is an organization with multiple faith-holders and 

supportive stakeholders. On the right, there is an organization with limited faith-

holders and supportive stakeholders. Supportive stakeholders are seen to be 

stakeholders who have the potential to become faith-holders. The spiral line symbols 

the sent message. Organization is in the middle as the sender of the message. A 

somewhat similar idea of the spiral has been previously presented on a Youtube-video 

– despite extensive searching, the video was not successfully relocated for this thesis. 

This spiral adds the concept of faith-holders to the model.  

 

Figure 15: Impact of faith-holders to virality. Figure by Niskanen (2021).  

In general, it is argued that the interview and online survey were able to conduct their 

core tasks and provide an answer for the research question. Respondents indicated 

increase of trust, frequency of contact and also conversion of social media capital. 
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Therefore, the research question is answered: UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on 

Facebook increases its social media capital that can be later converted into other 

kinds of capital. 
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6 Conclusions 

UNICEF Finland’s dialogic commenting style on Facebook builds the organization’s 

social media capital by enhancing trust and frequency of contact among stakeholders 

who hold a positive perception of the organization. Moreover, this social media capital 

converts into other forms of capital such as donations or new volunteers.  

Social media capital was here defined by combining the work of Guo and Saxton 

(2020) and Luoma-aho (2005, 2015). It was defined as the stock of social media-based 

faith-holders where faith-holders refer to “positively engaged stakeholders who trust 

and like the organization or brand and support it via their beliefs, emotions and 

behaviors” (Luoma-aho 2015, p. 9). Guo and Saxton (2020) argue that responding to 

social media comments from stakeholders builds social media capital that is the first 

and foremost asset an organization can acquire on social media. Luoma-aho (2005, 

2015) writes that building trust among frequent stakeholders builds social capital – 

including the online world. Here, it was argued that also increasing the frequency of 

contact alongside with trust forms social media capital.  

The findings – collected by an interview with UNICEF Finland’s digital producer 

Petteri Numminen and online survey shared on Facebook – show that UNICEF 

Finland’s dialogic communication approach is clearly linked to elements of building 

social media capital for the organization. This capital later converts into other kinds of 

capital such as donations, volunteers and social media engagement. In other words, the 

organization’s stakeholders perceive that the commenting technique makes the 

organization seem more trustworthy. The commenting tactic also encourages them to 

engage with the organization and to act for the best interest of the organization.  
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The results need to be approached with some caution. The response group held highly 

positive views of UNICEF Finland, and online self-selected surveys contain 

possibilities for misunderstandings.  Importantly, as UNICEF Finland’s commenting 

style is only one part of their whole social media presence, it is likely that other factors 

have also impacted how the respondents answered the survey – even though the 

questions were formulated to concern only the comments. For similar reasons, it is 

also difficult to understand the role of UNICEF Finland’s commenting style on 

individual behavior, such as making donations or assigning as a volunteer for UNICEF 

Finland. Thus, it can be said that UNICEF Finland’s commenting style builds 

convertible social media capital for the organization but in order to understand its role 

in the wider picture and the other mechanisms in play, a more comprehensive study 

should be conducted. 

As many development NGOs and other organizations do not utilize social media for 

two-way communications, this result hopefully encourages this to some extent. There 

are also immense possibilities for further studies. When it comes to the impact of two-

way communication and social media capital, it would be interesting to make 

interviews with faith-holders to understand their actions and experiences more 

extensively. Moreover, it would be interesting to gather information on how dialogic 

communication impacts neutral stakeholders or those who are negatively engaged with 

the organization. Moreover, there is much to study on the field of social media capital: 

what other actions increase social media capital, how can social media capital be 

maintained besides dialogic communications, what other factors support social media 

capital than trust and frequency of contacts and what is the linkage with social media 

capital and virality. 
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In general, the concept of social media capital is here argued to be highly beneficial 

for the understanding and implementation of organizational social media 

communications. The combined definition here puts the emphasis on personal 

experiences and networks that are the basis of social media functionalities (Guo & 

Saxton 2020; Luoma-aho 2005, 2015). The concept provides interesting viewpoints 

on gathering, maintenance and conversion of resources in social media. Moreover, as 

a concept, it helps the understanding of social media dynamics. Thus, it is strongly 

recommended that the concept is studied further. 
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Appendix 1. Questions to UNICEF Finland’s digital producer 

Petteri Numminen.  

Bolded questions are from the question pattern. Rest were made up during the 

interview. The questions have been translated from Finnish and have been simplified 

to some extent from the transcription. 

1. UNICEF Finland has been in social media from 2008? I remember that’s when 

I first joined Facebook.  

2. You have an immense number of followers. 100 000. You are basically your 

own media? 

3. Very few NGOs discuss with commentators on social media. You are almost 

the only ones who do it this actively? 

4. How are you behaving with commentators on Facebook? 

5. Why are you doing that? 

6. What is your style alike in the discussion? 

7. What kinds of results have you reached? 

8. Commenting and discussion impacts the algorithms. It has increased the reach? 

9. You mentioned that there is strategic thinking behind this. What kind of?  

10. Why did you decide to dive into discussing with people? 

11. You mentioned that freedom of speech is one of your principles. What 

principles guide your discussive actions?  

12. You have perceived negative commentators who have even said racists things. 

Have you seen other groups of commentators. Supporters? 

13. Have you seen bots? 
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14. Most often the publicity has been positive? (referring to journalists and media) 

15. How do you seek to communicate with different groups? 

16. Do you seek to build trust?  

17. Do you seek to increase transparency? 

18. How many comments on your posts? You mentioned about submarines. 

19. Followers see that UNICEF Finland defends common values. Do you see this 

as a way to strenghten your brand?  

20. You respond to everyone? 

21. At least by reacting or liking? 

22. You said that you have hidden only six comments in a year? How often do you 

hide or delete comments? 

23. Have you faced harassment? 

24. Why do you operate like this? Why do you discuss?  

25. What objectives you have for the commenting style? 

26. You want to build relation with your followers?  

27. Has the communication tactic had impacts? Positive? 

28. Has there been negative impacts? 

29. Do you have, so-called brand-messengers? 

30. Do you think that one reason for the Black Friday campaigns virality was your 

dialogical approach? 

31. Do you have any international role models for this commenting style? 

32. Studies show that only limited number of NGOs discuss on social media. Can 

you think of anyone who responds to comments like you?  

33. You also share information a lot? 
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Appendix 2: Online survey 
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