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Abstract 
The opinions and attitudes of publics have always been important in public relations, as they 
shape the interaction that can take place between the organization and its publics (Grunig & al. 
1992, Ledingham & Bruning, 2000). In the changing environment and pressures of real time 
media, it is the function of public relations to monitor different publics and guide the 
organization to adjust and evolve with changes. As services get faster and reality TV and viewer 
votes introduce the idea of having a say in almost everything, stakeholder expectations toward 
organizations are also on the rise: good deeds of today quickly become expectations of 
tomorrow. 

No longer are organizations treated as neutral structures, but they can be targets of 
emotion. With these changes in mind, traditional forms of interaction with publics are no longer 
enough, and organizations are finding it difficult to stay in touch with publics that express their 
opinions and emotions via different real-time media. Also the level of public involvement in 
organizational affairs is changing. Publics today do not only want to participate, they also show 
and express emotion for better and worse. It could be argued that we have moved into a time of 
emotional publics, where feelings toward organizations range from love to hate, and the different 
stakeholders have several ways of showing their emotion and recruiting others to join in and 
comment on their feelings, for example through social media and different hate-sites and fan 
groups. These displays of emotion may threaten organizational legitimacy, as organizations are 
faced with the question of how to maintain organizational functions and good relations to the 
different and sometimes even opposing emotionally involved publics. Organizations, however, 
can still affect their behavior and through it the stimulus they give to stakeholders’ emotions. 

It has been suggested that we live in a reputation society, where social networks and 
shared experiences take central stage (Pizzorno 2004, Luoma-aho 2005). Organizational survival 
in reputation society requires better understanding of stakeholders, as well as new strategies of 
dealing with stakeholder emotions. The whole concept of organizational legitimacy is under 
change; interaction with stakeholders has become norm and predicting different scenarios and 
stakeholder reactions and emotions will become a precondition for survival. Little Public 
Relations research thus far has concentrated on the emotions and feelings of stakeholders, 
probably due to their changing nature. Emotions, however, have become ever more important as 
the amount of existing information is overwhelming and even important decisions may be based 
on feelings.  

The paper approaches the neglected area of stakeholder emotions and focuses on the 
reasons behind the arising of feelings toward organization, as well as their possible consequences 
for organizational legitimacy. Trust becomes a key concept (Kramer & Tyler 1996, Bentele 
2005, Fukuyama 1995), when organizations aim to deal with public displays of emotion. The 
paper suggests that publics with negative emotions and distrust toward the organization can be 
described as “hateholders”, whereas those feeling trust and even love could be described as 
“faith-holders”. To conclude, the paper proposes these concepts to describe the new kinds of 



relationships organizations today face, and discusses how organizations should navigate the 
changing waters of stakeholder emotions. 

 
 

Introduction 
Stakeholder expectations toward organizations have changed. As services have improved 

in speed and the entertainment industry has embraced formats that play up emotions and 
participation, stakeholders are beginning to express feelings toward organizations as well. No 
longer are organizations considered neutral structures, but good ones receive fan mail whereas 
“badly behaved” organizations get their own hate-sites. Whereas a few decades ago boycotts and 
demonstrations were merely mentioned in the media, new technology has enabled both support 
and complaints to spread both far and fast. With information moving real time, situations and 
issues may take dramatic turns: mere rumors can harm reputation and paralyze the whole 
organization. The new social media (Facebook, MySpace) make it easy to create “I love” and “I 
hate” –groups around individuals, products, brands and even countries. 

The classic Freeman (1984) definition of stakeholders sees that organizations simply exist 
to serve the different stakeholders and their needs. Stakeholders are simply individuals and 
groups that enable organizational functions (Carroll 1989, Näsi 1995, Rawlins 2006, Rheingold 
2002), such as employees, customers, competitors as all these affect organizations through their 
own expectations, needs and stakes. The definition of stakeholders becomes more difficult when 
the speed and amount of available information today and the fractured nature of publics are 
considered. This poses a challenge to organizational legitimacy: how to maintain relations with 
the strong stakeholder groups while enabling organizational functions?  

We are living in a time of heightened emotions, a time of “hateholders” and “faith-
holders”, stakeholders that feel strongly and are not afraid to express these emotions through 
blogs, discussion forums and RSS feeds. The decline of traditional journalism and increasing 
financial pressures (Miel & Faris, 2008) further contribute to the importance of the individual 
opinions and rumors, as fact-checking and investigative journalism become things of the past, 
and real-time reporting is becoming the norm. Controversy and airing of emotions make for 
interesting stories, and collect much attention. For organizations this opens up a new threat as 
search engines dig up stakeholder outbursts even from days gone by. 

This paper looks at the changing role of stakeholders today, and focuses on stakeholder 
emotion. First, previous research on emotions is addressed. Second, the rise of new types of 
stakeholders, here called “faith-holders” and “hateholders”, is described. Third, the implications 
of the rise of emotions for organizational legitimacy and practice of public relations is discussed, 
and future areas of study are mapped.  

 
Feelings, nothing more than feelings 

Communicating to unidentified masses seldom yields certain results, and organizations 
today monitor and map their various stakeholders and target groups. Knowing who your 
stakeholders are and what they think are no longer on the “things to do if there is time left over” 
–list, but many organizations have understood the strategic value of stakeholder relations. 
Stakeholder assessments affect organizational reputation, and these assessments contribute to 
organizational legitimacy (Bromley 1993, Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Fombrun & van Riel 
2003, Kramer & Tyler 1996).  



It has been suggested that we live in a reputation society (Pizzorno 2004, Luoma-aho 
2005), where social networks and shared experiences play a major role, and information acquired 
from peers or “people like me” is more trusted than advertising or even the media (Edelman 
Trust Barometer, 2008). Emotions matter in the reputation society, though previous research has 
not much focused on feelings of stakeholders. Emotions and feelings are difficult to study as they 
are subject to change and individuals themselves even have a hard time describing why they feel 
like they do.  

Emotions are here understood as something distinguishable from moods, though they 
both involve affect. Emotions and feelings are directed at someone or something, whereas moods 
may be more diffuse and less intense. There is a clear contextual stimulus for emotions, and 
hence the target can be understood to play a role in creation and maintenance of feelings 
(Mossholder et al. 2000; Nelson 2005, Plutchik 2001). Mossholder et al. (2000, 223) note that  
“…emotions that individuals harbor or express may have potential to reveal how they feel about 
ongoing events in the organization and how they may react to these events”. Russell (1980, 
1989) draws a circumplex model of emotions and names two bipolar dimensions of emotion, 
pleasantness and arousal, where the former ranges from very positive to very negative, and the 
latter describes the level of intensity of the emotion. These basic ideas of emotions studies can be 
applied to the world of stakeholders, as the feelings can also be targeted at organizations. 

Stakeholders are constantly assessing the organization, and together these assessments 
shape the emotional environment in which the organization operates. Though these assessments 
are formed whether the organization wants to or not, strategic communication can shape the way 
the organization is perceived or not perceived. If the reputation of the organization does not 
match its deeds, a publicity risk is formed (Grunig 1992, Grunig & Hunt 1984, Bromley 1993, 
Fombrun & van Riel 2003, Pharoah 2003). Influencing the stakeholder opinions however, has 
become more difficult as new media enable various voices, publics have fractured and diverged 
in interest and the traditional business model of brokering attention is breaking down (Miel & 
Faris, 2008). 
 
Stakeholder relations as social capital  

Trust refers to anticipation of suitable behavior (Sztompka 2000), expecting the best, 
taking a risk that the interaction will proceed as expected (Seligman 1997, Hosmer 1995). 
Seligman (1997) describes trust as an ideal form of coexistance, as a society requires trust both 
on the individual as well as the general level. Trust takes time to form (Kramer & Tyler 1996) 
and it is future oriented, and as such, vital for organizations that exist to serve their stakeholders 
(Freeman 1984).  

Trust and reputation are intertwined, as trust turns into reputation when present turns into 
past (Luoma-aho 2005). It is rational to prove worthy of trust and hence create a good reputation 
for future interaction to be built on (Hosmer 1995). If social capital is defined as resources 
available through social relations, (Lin 2001, Kumlin & Rothstein 2005) a good reputation and 
the trust stakeholders feel toward the organization can be understood as social capital, which in 
turn supports organizational legitimacy (Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Hill 1990, Petrick ym. 1999; 
van Riel & Fombrun 2007). Trust and reputation can be understood as capital when, and only 
when they become valuable and useful for the organization. On the other hand, a bad reputation 
and distrust eat up even existing social capital, and they make organizational survival difficult.  



 
Love and Faith-holders 

Stakeholders that view the organization positively can benefit the organization in several 
ways. They will recommend the services and products, they are willing to pay a higher price, 
they ignore minor problems and are committed to collaboration and development (van Riel & 
Fombrun 2007). In fact, commitment and support have become good business: there are more 
and more available support-related products from navigators to online support communities 
(Zuboff & Maxmin 2002). Services and products are becoming more tailored and meeting more 
specific needs than before.  

 A positive approach can take some extreme forms from faith to love. Confessing love 
toward some specific product has become normal both among publics as well as in the media: 
targets of sponsor money may declare their love and gratitude, but also organizations themselves 
are declaring to stand for and adore specific things from innovation to trees. TV-shows are built 
around fighting for love (The Bachelor, The Bachelorette), and certain brands and products have 
their loyal followers that are willing to not only stand by, but also fight for the target of their 
love, such as the cult build around the Macintosh product families. Advertising is also picking up 
on the trend with confessions such as McDonald’s 2003 ”I’m loving it” or the fight between 
Macs and PCs. The fact that these campaigns have caused very little controversy seems to prove 
that the use of emotions has become widely accepted. 

 Stakeholders that feel high trust toward the organization can be described as faith-holders 
(Luoma-aho, 2005). The concept originates in religious contexts, and some of this faith is still 
visible in the relationship that some stakeholders have with organizations. Faith-holders are 
formed when the trust and positive emotion that stakeholders feel toward the organization is 
strong enough to be a beneficial resource for the organization. Sometimes the faith-holders 
surprise organizations, and the positive emotions and high trust are not taken advantage of to the 
degree that they could be. 

 Faith-holders are formed around products (i-pod, Manga-culture, Coca-Cola), sports 
(Real Madrid, LA Kings), TV programs (The Sopranos, Friends) as well as around Internet 
services (Google) and gaming communities (Hattrick). Faith-holders are a resource, as they act 
as reputation ambassadors without the organization ever having to ask for it. Faith-holders often 
use the products or their affection to build or strengthen their own identity, but at the same time 
they bring free visibility and distribute positive experiences in a way that even the best 
advertisers can not copy. The value of peer experiences is globally acknowledged: the Edelman 
Trust Barometer (2008) has listed “a person like me” as the most credible source already several 
years in a row.  

 Faith-holders make life easier for organizations, and they reflect the positive potential of 
stakeholder relations. When resources are tight and cutbacks have to be made, stakeholder 
support built over long periods of time is vital (Luoma-aho 2006, van Riel & Fombrun 2007). 
When a strong group of loyal supporters exists, it might not make sense to invest heavily on 
following new marketing fads. The faith-holders are social capital for the organization, as they 
share their experiences and recommendations in their social networks raising the amount of 
general trust felt toward the organization. This trust in turn may shape industries and radiate 
toward the society at large (Rothstein & Stolle 2002). Moreover, faith-holders are often satisfied 
with the organization functioning the way it has thus far, and do not require new tricks to keep 
them interested.  



Organizations should, however, monitor also the faith-holders and take their 
recommendations seriously, and perhaps better enable forums for the faith-holders to collaborate 
in the corporate functions. There is an inherent threat among the faith-holders, as well: strong 
emotions rise high expectations. Life with faith-holders is not always easy as sometimes they 
expect special treatment. Furthermore, if the organization is not aware of the faith-holders and 
ignores this important group, consequences might be huge. The line between love and hate is 
thin, and often it is up to the organization what the stakeholders end up feeling. The good news is 
that social capital is best maintained when it is in active use (Ojala ym. 2006), and faith-holders 
are more than happy to engage in a dialogue.  
 
Hate and hateholders 

Whereas faith-holders may be accidentally ignored, hateholders are usually too loud to 
not be noticed. Though the concept is new, there have always been negative groups that suspect 
the organizations of different things. Feelings of anger range from arranged conspiracy theories 
to individual inconveniences, but stakeholder anger is destructive to most organizations. 
Moreover, the angry stakeholders are often louder than the happy ones, and their negative 
experiences may in turn affect the other stakeholders (Coombs et al. 2007; Read 2007). Though 
all stakeholder demands cannot be met, they can neither all be ignored.  

Negative approach can easily go into extremes. Despite cultural or geographical hurdles, 
a common enemy is the best unifier, and the group spirit is well maintained among the members 
of different hate-sites. Showing hate toward certain targets has become an important part of 
identity building, especially if the group is supported by influential individuals or groups. 
Traditionally the strongest displays of emotion come from the actors of non-profit sector, where 
groups are often formed around some ideology or problem to either support it, hate those 
threatening it (NIMBYs) or even directly hating some person or organization (Former US 
President George Bush, Microsoft). Hate-sites have become a typical outlet for stakeholder 
anger, and there have been some efforts to regulate them (UN efforts against racism etc.). In 
advertising hate is often used indirectly showing people in situations they hate (Pedigree Adopt a 
dog, 2009). In Europe, where the laws often prohibit talking bad about competitors, advertisers 
have fewer tricks to use. In Finland, a fun example of this can be found in a Valio 1997 milk 
commercial, where a dirty, fat old man stands outside a diner and states “I have never drank 
milk. And never will”- the negative emotion in the ad was so loved that people started using the 
line in many situations unrelated to milk.   

Stakeholders that feel strong distrust or even hate toward an organization can be 
described as hateholders. The concept originates in computer gaming, referring to a level or a 
role that a character can fall into (skullmonkeys.com). Hateholders are formed when the distrust 
and negative emotion that stakeholders feel toward an organization are strong enough to hinder 
the organization. The hateholders seldom surprise the organization, as these groups are seldom 
formed without some reason or obvious warning signs. Hateholders are formed around brands 
(Exxon, Walmart, Lidl), individuals (Osama Bin Laden, Britney Spears), countries (France, 
USA) as well as ideas and industries (globalization, fur industry) and organizations (EU, WTO). 
Hateholders are harmful to the organization, as they harm the organizational reputation in all 
their social networks. Led by the books of Naomi Klein (2000, 2007) groups of concerned 
citizens have also joined together to stand against the power of larger entities of brands and the 
idea of neoliberalism, though these groups do not always match the description of hateholders as 
their central emotions is more concern than hate. 



On the other hand, hateholders embody a valuable opportunity for the organization: the 
organizational shortcomings raised by the hateholders are often neglected areas of improvement 
for the organization. In fact, development collaboration with hateholders may turn out to be very 
fruitful, as those viewing the organization more critically are able to see things others might 
miss. This trend is emerging in global markets, as organizations are starting to collaborate for 
example with aggressive environmental activists (Businessweek 2007). As change takes place in 
the right areas, hateholder anger may also diminish, as anger is often a reaction to negligence. 
Stakeholders involved in decision making seldom change collaboration into anger and hatred.  
 
Surviving in the emotional jungle 

Stakeholder relations are no longer what they used to be: in reputation society we have 
entered into a time of strong emotions and organizations have become targets of emotion, both 
love and hate. New technology has catalyzed this by enabling quicker information sharing, and 
the various social media help and support community formation around issues. Stakeholders 
today have more information, skills and easy access to show their emotion and collect supporters 
for their ideas, both good and bad. These changes have also resulted in some stakeholder groups 
to become more demanding and powerful, and maintaining stakeholder relations is taking a 
larger amount of organizational effort and time than before.  

Most theories of stakeholders are based on the assumptions that the organization should 
have some kind of relationship with the stakeholders, and that the nature of that relationship 
affects organizational legitimacy (Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Jones & Wicks 1999). Literature 
talks of relationship management (Ledingham & Bruning 2000) as a way to build long term 
relationships with the stakeholders. The idea behind this is that in the long term, trust and loyalty 
will also reap financial benefits (Grunig & Hon 1999, Ledingham & Bruning 2000, Grönroos 
2000.) To maintain legitimacy, the organization has to ensure that the different stakeholders 
approve or at least do not hinder its function. This can be achieved for example by providing 
good experiences of collaboration and in practice listening to feedback.  Relationship 
management should start on the strategic level, as in the new complex environment good relationships 
are often not possible with all stakeholders and choices have to be made. 

 For organizations it would be better to have more faith-holders than hateholders, but 
stakeholder emotions are multifaceted. Sometimes the mere existence of the organization sparks 
emotions in some groups, and some industries are more often targets of anger (fast food, nuclear 
power) while others are generally adored (technology, cancer research, development aid). 
Culture also plays a role assigning certain emotions to places and industries (innovation and 
silicon valley, entertainment and Hollywood). Mapping the stakeholders is no longer enough but 
organizations need to monitor and scan their environment for upcoming trends and opinions. 
Fixing broken relationships is always messier than maintaining them, especially as the collective 
memory of internet stores it all for easy access later on. What is needed is some kind of interaction, 
as stakeholder emotions seem to run wilder when ignored by the organization.  

There are both ethical and unethical means that organizations are trying to survive in the 
emotional jungle. It is already common to have employees infiltrated into the organization’s 
hatesites’ discussions to provide an additional point of view. Some organizations have even 
purchased their own hate sites to keep a better eye on the discussion. Search engine optimization 
is getting so usual that it is no longer considered unethical: who would not like to have their 
better sides most visible? New means of monitoring stakeholders and their discussions are 
searched, but stakeholder emotions seem to be getting stronger and they seem to be here to stay. 



The role of public relations has never been breezy, but identifying stakeholders seems to 
be getting easier, as they leave signs of their existence behind in both cyberspace and the 
tangible environment. As stakeholder emotions cannot be done away with, organizations and 
public relations practitioners should discover how to make the best of the existing situation. 
Public relations should in the future focus more on involving the different stakeholder and 
harvesting the benefits they embody. Faith-holders could be called upon to take part in open 
innovation and advertising, and special interest groups could provide beneficial testing and 
feedback on both products and services. Hateholders could be invited to strategy sessions and 
workshops for worst case scenarios, as playing the devil’s advocate at an early stage of an 
innovation or product design could save the organization serious funds and resources (Estrin, 
2009; Fox, 2008).  These opportunities would probably be accepted by the different stakeholders 
as good challenges to make a difference, as stakeholders know that “if you can’t beat them, join 
them”. 

Future studies should examine the role of stakeholder emotions and their effect on 
stakeholder behavior. Studies should also examine organizational emotions toward the media or 
individual bloggers, as traditional source-media relationships are changing (an interesting story: 
blogger Michael Arrington of TechCrunch leaves his job January 2009 for death threats). 
Moreover, the levels of activity and involvement in different groups should be further studied as 
they might not be the same in all cases (for example several Facebook groups remain mere lists 
of names and nothing more). This article hopes to serve as a start to mapping this new trend that 
is likely to affect organizations even more in the future as digital media come of age (Miel & 
Faris, 2008).   
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