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a b s t r a c t

With the uptake of the use of social media, the communication field has seen a rise in a
new phenomenon: parody social media accounts. Through study of five such accounts, this
paper shows how parody social media accounts can arise from a crisis or paracrisis, which is
“a publicly visible crisis threat” that is triggered online (Coombs & Holladay, 2012, p. 409).
The study also examines the behavior of these accounts and how they enforce negative
perceptions and impede an organization’s efforts and initiatives. Using the social-mediated
crisis communication model as its theoretical lens, this study seeks to examine parody social
media accounts and their impact on organizations in times of crisis. Finally, the paper also
gives recommendations on how organizations can respond effectively to these accounts.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Social media is the new buzzword among public relations practitioners. In recent years, there has been an exponential
increase in the uptake of the use of social media among organizations. Horton (2009) discovered that 79 percent of Fortune 100
companies use some form of social media to communicate with their stakeholders. Harvard Business Review (2010) reported
that in 2010, Twitter reached a benchmark of 50 million tweets and Facebook had over 500 million users worldwide, with a
projection of one billion total users by 2011. In the same article by the Harvard Business Review (2010), it was reported that
the average amount of time spent on social networking sites increased 82 percent from 2010 to 2011. This has presented
organizations with a new avenue to communicate with stakeholders, especially in times of crisis (Siah, Bansal & Pang, 2010).

One new phenomenon observed is the rise of parody social media accounts (Smith, 2010). These parody accounts purport
to present the views of the official spokesperson while posting satirical messages. They are engaging in what Business Week
calls “brandjacking” (Hesseldahl, 2007), where someone assumes the online identity of another entity. Using the social-
mediated crisis communication model as its theoretical lens, this study seeks to examine parody social media accounts and
their impact on organizations in times of crisis.
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2. Literature review

The proliferation of social media has increased the speed at which information is shared and received, thus forcing organi-
zations to respond more quickly to events. Failure to handle social media adequately can result in what Johansen and Frandsen
(2007) defined as a double crisis. A double crisis occurs when the original crisis is overshadowed by a “communication crisis”
because the organization has failed to perform the expected communication practices (p. 79).

The social-mediated crisis communication model (SMCC) examines how crisis can be sparked and spread online through
a variety of social media platforms and offline social interactions. In this model, Austin, Liu and Jin (2012) identified three
types of publics:

1. Influential social media creators, who produce crisis information for others to consume;
2. Social media followers, who consume the influential social media creators’ information; and,
3. Social media inactives, who may consume influential social media creator’s crisis information indirectly through word-of-

mouth communication with social media followers and/or traditional media that follow influential social media creators
and/or social media followers.

Parody social media accounts can be classified under influential social media creators because they create crisis informa-
tion for publics to consume.

In this study, we posit the following research questions:

RQ 1: How/when do parody social media accounts emerge?
RQ 2: What happens in parody social media accounts?
RQ 3: How do parody social media accounts compromise organizations’ efforts on their official social media accounts?
RQ 4: How should organizations respond to parody social media accounts?

3. Method

The case-study approach was employed for this study. As there are no prior studies on parody social media, this approach
is optimal for our exploratory study. The cases studied are:

Description

1. Tin Pei Ling

Duration of study: 16 April 2011 to 28
June 2011

• She was the youngest political candidate appointed by Singapore’s ruling political party, People’s
Action Party (PAP), in the 2011 General Elections
• She came under fire when a photo of her with a Kate Spade bag started circulating on Facebook
and Twitter
• Parody Twitter account @Fake TinPeiLing was set up in April

2. Qantas Airways

Duration of study: 29 October 2011 to 11
February 2012

• October 2011–Qantas chief Alan Joyce announced a lock-out in an industrial dispute that
grounded its entire fleet for 48 h and caused 68,000 travelers to be stranded.
• On the first day of the lock-out the parody Twitter account @QantasPR appeared online and
caused confusion for consumers believing it was real
• Twitter forcibly shut it down in February

3. Mitt Romney
Duration of study: 11 January 12 to 28
August 2012

• 8 January 2012–Mitt Romney revealed his Mexican heritage by relating stories of his father’s
struggles when he moved to the States
• The parody Twitter account @MexicanMitt appeared 2 days after Romney made the comment

4. British Petroleum (BP)

Duration of study: 19 May 2010 to 19
September 2010

• 20 April 2010–a BP-operated oil rig exploded, killed 11 workers, and caused an oil spill, leaking
about five million barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico
• In addition, BP’s CEO Tony Hayward angered the public with his insensitive comments in a
televised interview
• Parody Twitter account @BPGlobalPR was set up in response

5. SMRT Corporation Ltd (SMRT)

Duration of study: 16 December 2011 to
22 August 2012

• Five-hour train breakdown along Singapore’s North-South subway lines on 15 December 2011
affected 127,000 passengers, including 1000 trapped in stalled trains
• A fake SMRT Facebook page–SMRT (Feedback)–was set up a day after the breakdown, with a
parody Twitter account @smrtsg created a week later
• Facebook account was shut down on 22 August 2012

3.1. Data analysis

First, tweets from each parody account were collected in chronological order using Topsy searches. Second, relevant online
articles were compiled to substantiate our study. Third, three datasets were set up: tweets from the parody account; tweets
from the legitimate account; and tweets by the public in response to the crisis. Fourth, tweets from the three designated
datasets were analyzed to arrive at general patterns and behaviors.
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