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Résumé 
The internet has changed the way companies must approach stakeholder communication. Social media 

and online forums have changed the need for a presence and availability to stakeholders a company 

and its employees need to contribute with. This leads to challenges in the form of “firestorm” situations 

in which companies can find themselves in crisis situations without warning. These “firestorm” 

situations can be self-inflicted or come from outside sources, but online communications have changed 

both the speed and potential degree of crisis with which a “firestorm” situation can be brought about. 

This thesis proposes that current literature on stakeholder communication does not take into account 

the way social media has changed the nature of stakeholder communication both in times of crisis and 

in non-crisis times. The thesis offers a new lens on stakeholder communication by way of additions to 

existing literature, utilizing literature from neighboring fields of communication as well as from social 

psychology. Additionally, the thesis hypothesizes that social media and public citizenship arenas, 

though owned or controlled by companies, is seen as communal property – and that access to these 

platforms are seen as a right, rather than a privilege.  

To support the hypothesis that current literature does not prepare companies for the reality of 

stakeholder communication in an online environment, the thesis makes use of a case study on the 

British software developer Chucklefish, and their video game software “Starbound”. In the case study, 

communicative actions taken by the company are viewed through the new lens. These include the 

communicative efforts by Chucklefish and their attempts at moderating an unruly vocal minority of the 

stakeholder community instead of leveraging the larger stakeholder community to reign in the unruly 

vocal minority. 

The thesis contributes to the existing literature on stakeholder communication by introducing a new 

way to view the actions of stakeholders, and suggests further research on the nature of trolls, how to 

distinguish trolls and stakeholders who communicate in bad faith, the efficacy of the Spiral of Silence in 

an online environment and how it affects clustering. Finally, the thesis proposes further quantitative 

research on the expectations of stakeholders with regards to availability of communication with 

companies as well as stakeholder expectations of their sense of entitlement to access to public 

citizenship arenas, social media and online forums and to what degree they believe they should be held 

accountable for their own counterproductive communicative actions. 



CHAPTER 1 
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1.0 Introduction 
Companies that release software in the Early Access program often intend for a greater degree of direct 

communication with their stakeholders.  Traditional theories on stakeholder communication, such as 

the Stakeholder Communication Strategies presented later in the paper, have favored what can now be 

considered to be “old media” such as newspapers and TV to a much higher extent than new media such 

as blogging, microblogging, videoblogging and the online lives of stakeholders on both social media 

sites such as Facebook and Twitter as well as on online discussion forums. With the increased presence 

online for many consumers, a presence from companies has become much more necessary. This brings 

new challenges to face for companies that hope to use the communicative prospects from an online 

presence in their business.  

One such company is Chucklefish Limited. Founded by Finn “Tiyuri” Brice, this software company not 

only develops its own video game software, but publishes video game software developed by other 

developers as well. The company is based in the United Kingdom. Chucklefish has developed and 

published several video games, among which one is their flagship project – Starbound. Starbound was 

released in Early Access on the 4th of December, 2013. The game was originally meant for a full release 

in 2013, but due to the company earning more money through pre-orders of the video game than 

expected, they decided to delay the full release to increase the scale and quality of the video game.   

 

This was received with mixed feelings from a subset of the stakeholders who had pre-ordered a copy of 

the software. This was in some part due to the fact that the Early Access program had been in existence 

for less than a year, and was thus a scary prospect for consumers.  The mixed feelings were also in part 

due to customers who had pre-ordered the software feeling that they had paid for a fully developed 

piece of software, as opposed to an unfinished piece of software. 

I chose to write my master’s thesis on this topic as I have an academic interest in the topic at hand – 

both in stakeholder communication and crisis communication, as well as more specifically in the 

communicative challenges faced by online companies. Furthermore, I have a personal interest in the 

Chucklefish and Starbound case, as I am a part of the stakeholder community who pre-ordered the 

software before its 2013 release in Early Access. I have followed the software and company since 

learning about it in 2013, and participated in some of the community discussions – including, but not 

limited to the game’s development, the communicative challenges posed by the stakeholder 

community and the communicative approach and reaction from Chucklefish itself. Having followed the 
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case since its early stages, I have an understanding of both the troubles – whether warranted or not- 

Chucklefish have faced, as well as an insight into the communicative approach of the part of the 

stakeholder community which has acted in an abrasive manner towards both the company and those 

in the stakeholder community who disagreed with them. In my interactions with the stakeholder 

community and Chucklefish, I have often erred on the side of supporting the company. I have 

identified my bias as best I can, and have done my best to both represent the case in a fair manner as 

well as to keep a fair approach to the communicative actions on the part of Chucklefish. 

1.1 Topic delimitation: 

The advent of online communication has changed the way companies can engage in communicative 

relations with their various stakeholders. Social media has allowed for a much greater speed of 

communication and a more direct line from stakeholders to companies. In addition, social media has 

allowed stakeholders a greater ability to voice their concerns – to each other, and directly to the 

companies in question. Not only has social media removed traditional “gatekeepers” such as 

newspaper editors for letters to the editor, for stakeholders to voice their concerns, it has also allowed 

them to find each other and form communities. In this context, the thesis will focus on the question on 

how online stakeholder communication can deal with phenomena of online disinhibition and 

“firestorm” situations, i.e. emotionalized forms of outrage against corporations that gets 

expressed in online media. Specifically, based on the example of the software firm Chucklefish, 

the thesis aims to answer which discursive actions in the online stakeholder communication by 

firms tend to inhibit or foster online disinhibition and the emergence of “firestorm” situations. 

 

1.2 Scope of the thesis 
This master’s thesis explores the limitations of existing theories on CSR communication when 

communicating with stakeholders in a hostile online environment.  The thesis seeks to illuminate areas 

not typically covered by theories on stakeholder communication in an online environment, such as the 

online disinhibition effect, the concept of “trolling” and clustering.  The thesis furthermore seeks to 

answer what augmentations can be made to existing theories to better prepare companies facing 

online firestorms. 
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1.3 Disposition 
The initial part of the thesis will cover certain terms and definitions that are relevant to the 

understanding of the thesis. Additionally, certain topics of interest that are related to online 

stakeholder communication – but which are not covered in existing literature – will be covered before 

the literature review. 

The literature review primarily presents existing literature on the topic of stakeholder communication. 

The topic of crisis communication is additionally presented, as well as existing theories on the nature of 

discourse online – such as the topics of trolls, firestorms and social media in general. The literature 

review will also offer a differing view of the nature and importance of social media – including blogs and 

online personalities. 

 

A new lens for the topic of stakeholder communication will also be presented with a focus on 

communicative actions made by stakeholders. This will be followed by an introduction to the 

Chucklefish case, a presentation of an exploratory study based on user reviews and forum comments 

from Chucklefish stakeholders as well as Chucklefish staff. 

 

The thesis concludes with a summary of its theoretical contributions to existing literature, as well as 

findings on how to foster or inhibit firestorm situations. Limitations of the thesis will be presented along 

with suggestions for further study.  
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1.4 Definitions 

For the purposes of this thesis there are certain terms should be defined to allow for a greater 

understanding of the paper.  

To help understanding of the concepts and terms used in this thesis I have included a glossary of terms 

used that are specific to online environments such as forums, video games and social media. 

1.4.1 Online terms 
 AMA – Short for “Ask Me Anything”, this is a shorthand term for a question-and-answer 

session, often found on Reddit. 

 Ban – When a user is banned, they are made unable to contribute to an online forum. Most 

forums will first present problematic users with a temporary ban, and incases of repeat 

offenders opt to permanently ban users. In most cases, a user will still be able to view the 

forum from which they are banned, but will be completely unable to contribute to it. In certain 

cases, a user can be issued an “IP ban”, which makes anyone from the same IP address of the 

users unable to contribute to a forum. 

 Ban evasion – Some users will try to evade the effects of a ban by creating a new user profile. 

Some users will try to pre-emptively evade bans by creating “throwaway” accounts to post 

inflammatory comments 

 Beta tester – a person who tests a piece of software prior to its release in order to find errors 

or test stability. A piece of software is typically considered to be out of the beta stage and ready 

to sell when it reaches version number 1.0. 

 Cross-posting – Posting an update or piece of information in another locale than where it 

originated.  

 Indie – Short for independent. The word is used to describe game developers that are not 

affiliated with any of the larger video game publisher companies, and often carries a 

connotation of being more accessible to fans than the larger developers. 

 Locking a thread – closing a discussion so that users may not add new comments or posts to 

said thread. This does not remove the thread directly, but will ensure that it eventually 

disappears from the front page of a forum, due to the inability of users to add new content to 

said thread. 

 Spam – In this context, spam does not refer to automated messages meant to advertise, but 

rather to continually post the same message or thread despite moderation efforts.  
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 Stretch goal – A term used in crowdfunding for additional funding goals after the intended 

funding has been reached. Often, companies who engage in crowdfunding will have a minimum 

goal to get a project funded, with additional stretch goals to incentivize more spending from 

their stakeholders. 

 Subreddit – a subreddit is  a specific subforum on the social media website Reddit, such as the 

Starbound forum found at http://www.reddit.com/r/Starbound 

 WOM / eWOM – Word of Mouth and Electronic Word of Mouth.  

 

1.4.2 Crowdfunding 
The concept of crowdfunding is relevant to the thesis, as Chucklefish chose to crowdfund their flagship 

project. The most concise definition of crowdfunding comes from the online version of the Oxford 

Dictionaries: 

“[…] the practice of funding a project or venture by raising money from a large number of people who 

each contribute a relatively small amount, typically via the Internet.” (“Crowdfunding Definition”, n.d.) 

This type of funding is typically used either to fully fund a project, or to show potential investors that 

there is enough of an interest in the project for them to invest in. Most crowdfunding happens through 

websites such as Kickstarter or IndieGoGo, but other avenues that focus more on investors than 

individual stakeholders have appeared on the market. In addition, some companies choose to conduct 

crowdfunding directly from their own websites, completely eschewing the pros and cons of using a 

well-known crowdfunding website.  

Chucklefish initially allowed for pre-orders of their flagship project through their website, complete 

with separate funding goals for content to be added in case enough pre-orders were placed. After the 

successful pre-order campaign, Chucklefish launched their software in Early Access on Steam. 

1.4.3 Steam and the concept of ”Early Access” 

“Steam” is a digital distribution platform as well as digital rights management program for video games, 

created by video game developer and publisher Valve Corporation. The Steam software runs on 

Windows, Mac and Linux. 

Additionally, Steam provides a series of community forums for users to discuss videogames among 

themselves. Typically a community forum will be moderated by volunteer moderators, but the 

http://www.reddit.com/r/Starbound
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developer of a specific video game will often have a presence on the moderation team for their own 

video games as well. An added feature on Steam is the ability for users to post their own reviews of 

video games. In an effort to combat “joke” or “troll” reviews, Valve has added the ability for other users 

to tag user reviews as helpful, unhelpful or funny. The Steam platform also allows users to create 

community groups, which can also have forums of their own. 

Early Access is a program introduced to the Steam platform in order to let developers get feedback on 

their games prior to their full release while simultaneously allowing customers to access games sooner 

(Valve Corporation, 2013). The concept of Early Access is defined by Valve Corporation as distinct from 

pre-ordering a game by “[gaining] immediate access to download and play the game in its current form 

and as it evolves.” (2013, para. 9) 

The possibility of having your customers participate in any way prior to the complete release of a piece 

of software has changed the nature of stakeholder management for video game developers who 

choose to participate in the Early Access program.  

Theories centered on communication strategies specifically for video game developers are a scarce 

commodity at this point in time.  

One aspect of the Early Access program that is beneficial to video game developers is the ability to 

increase the potential pool of beta testers who provide feedback on the playability of the game prior to 

its release. This may improve the final quality of a product, as well as giving the customers in question a 

feeling of having helped shape the product they have purchased. 

 Customers who use the Early Access program on Steam to access software prior to its finished 

development have high standards of transparency for developers who make their software available in 

the program. Additionally, customers expect a much more open line of communication with the 

developers and a fair shake at having their input on the development of the software make a 

difference. 
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1.5 Methods 

Due to not being able to secure a co-operation with Chucklefish, my research will primarily be 

qualitative, as exploratory case study. As such, my data will come purely from other sources such as 

online forums, or publically available quotes by Chucklefish staff on Twitter and the various and sundry 

official forums dedicated to Starbound. 

Due to a very diligent moderation effort on the part of Chucklefish and their volunteer moderation 

team(s), a significant amount of data on both the communicative challenges faced by Chucklefish as 

well as their response to said challenges is no longer available. This data includes user reviews on 

Steam, posts on the official forum, Steam user forum and subreddit, as well as tweets.   

It should be mentioned that due to the way Reddit archives comments, it is not possible to see an exact 

date a comment or thread was posted. Instead, the website approximates the time of posting after a 

certain amount of time. As such, I can only reliably attribute the year of posting, unless a comment or 

thread was cross-posted to the official Starbound forum. 

1.6 Data collection 
The data used in this thesis is taken from two categories: screen captures of the online discourse and 

disinhibition presented by users of the Starbound game and forums, and screen captures of the 

communications from Chucklefish and its employees from sources such as blog updates, tweets and 

forum posts. In some cases, the news articles, posts or webpages have been deleted. In these cases, the 

Wayback Machine website has been used to access snapshots of what the pages looked like when they 

still existed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 2 



 

 13 

13 Online stakeholder communication in firestorm situations | Mikkel Zangenberg 

2.0 Literature review: current literature 

This section contains a review of existing literature on the topic of stakeholder communication and 

social media. It covers several theories that hold some merit – but they are not in and of themselves 

extensive enough to properly prepare a digital company for the reality of online communication with 

their stakeholders.  Additionally, these theories do not for the most part take into account the 

possibility of stakeholders acting in bad faith. 

2.1 Stakeholder communication strategies 
The stakeholder communication strategies presented in this section are a part of the basis for this 

thesis. These strategies – while not explicitly meant for online communication – represent the way 

companies often engage with their stakeholders. Every strategy included here presents a view of 

engaging with stakeholders that are either neutral or positive in their engagement with the company in 

question. 

These strategies may not be chosen consciously, but can often be found in the way companies 

communicate with their stakeholders. In cases where a communicative strategy is not clearly chosen 

and defined, it is possible to find companies who are positioned between these broad communicative 

approaches. 

As argued in their 2006 article, Morsing and Schultz deftly expressed the importance of communication 

in the stakeholder relationship: 

“The stakeholder relationship is assumed to consist of ‘interactive, mutually engaged and 

responsive relationships that establish the very context of doing modern business, and 

create the groundwork for transparency and accountability’. This brings the notion of 

participation, dialogue and involvement to the centre of stakeholder theory, with a clear 

inspiration (and aspiration) from democratic ideals. While dialogue is the tool, 

agreement and consensus are most often regarded as the solution on which to base 

further decisions and action, and hence to continue the collaboration.” (p.325) 

In the above mentioned 2006 article, Morsing and Schultz defined three different kinds of strategies in 

CSR communication – Stakeholder information, stakeholder response and stakeholder involvement. 
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The three approaches differ in their intent in the following ways: 

Stakeholder information 

 “Public information, one-way communication” 

Stakeholder response 

 “Two-way asymmetric communication” 

Stakeholder involvement 

 “Two-way symmetric communication”   

(p. 326) 

If one were to look at the three strategies on a scale, the first would represent the least amount of 

interaction with the stakeholder, and the last would represent the largest amount of interaction with 

the stakeholder.  

Stakeholder Information 

This strategy for stakeholder communication is the least one that presents the least amount of actual 

interaction between the company and its stakeholders. According to Morsing and Schultz, its purpose is 

“[…] disseminating information, not necessarily with a persuasive intent, but rather to inform the public 

as objectively as possible about the organization.” (2006, p. 326-327) 

Stakeholder Response 

This strategy for stakeholder communication presents a greater amount of interaction between a 

company and its stakeholders than the Stakeholder Information strategy. As the name implies, 

however, this strategy relies on stakeholders responding to the strategy/strategies of the company in 

question, whether positively or negatively. As Morsing and Schultz put it “What aspires to be a two-way 

communication mechanism is really a one-way method of supporting and reinforcing corporate actions 

and identity” (2006, p.327-328) 
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Stakeholder Involvement 

This strategy for stakeholder communication presents the greatest amount of interaction between a 

company and its stakeholders. Ideally, a running dialogue between the two would ensure the 

satisfaction of both company and stakeholders. As Morsing and Schultz put it  

 

“By engaging in dialogue with stakeholders, the company ideally ensures that it keeps 

abreast not only of its stakeholders’ concurrent expectations but also of its potential 

influence on those expectations, as well as letting those expectations influence and 

change the company itself.” (2006, p. 328) 

 

The Stakeholder Involvement Strategy is the strategy that is the most relevant for companies that 

release software in the Early Access program on the Steam platform. Feedback that would in other 

cases be given by paid testers of software is instead given by paying stakeholders. As such, a company 

that does not take into account the bounty of feedback they can harvest from early adopters of their 

software would perhaps be better suited to use more traditional means of publishing their software. 

The Stakeholder Involvement strategy thus presents us with the approach to stakeholder 

communication that would seem the most relevant to companies that predominantly exist online. 

However, Morsing and Schultz touch upon an aspect that is not often brought up when discussing 

stakeholder communication strategies: 

“Therefore, the stakeholder involvement strategy suggests that companies engage frequently and 

systematically in dialogue with their stakeholders in order to explore mutually beneficial action – 

assuming that both parties involved in the dialogue are willing to change.” (2006, p. 328) 

The last part – “assuming that both parties involved in the dialogue are willing to change” is important. 

As you will see in the later section on the “online disinhibition effect” by John Suler and the one on 

“trolls”, a company is not guaranteed communication in good faith on the part of their possible 

stakeholders, especially in an online environment. 
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2.2 The Spiral of Silence 

The spiral of silence is a concept that has worked in favor of companies and organizations prior to the 

internet age. In order to voice displeasure, a disgruntled customer would in times past have to not only 

get their message past gatekeepers such as editors of newspapers in order to make their voice heard in 

a letter to the editor, they would also need to potentially stand alone in voicing a negative opinion. 

Originally presented by German political scientist Elisabeth Noelle-Neuman in 1974, this theory remains 

at least partially relevant, despite its age. The lens this thesis views the theory through is the 2014 

article by Clemente and Roulet. 

 

Figure 1: The Spiral of Silence 

(p. 101) 

The main point of the Spiral of Silence model according to the abovementioned article is that it 

“establishes how actors become less and less likely to express their voice when they perceive they are 

in the minority” over time (2014, p. 97). Traditionally this has worked very much in favor of the 

company a lone stakeholder has voiced a complaint against, as it is harder for a single voice to be taken 

seriously than for a multitude of voices. 
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According to Clemente and Roulet, “The more strongly people believe they are in the majority, the 

more willing they will be to express their opinions” (2014, p. 101).  

Social media as well as online forums have given users a means to bypass the spiral of silence. Since it is 

so much easier for stakeholders to not only find likeminded stakeholders, but also to speak directly – 

more or less – to the company to which they are stakeholders, an inflated sense of being in a majority 

might occur. This could be referred to as an inverse of the spiral of silence, in which members of a 

minority voice their opinion. It could also be argued that, working in tandem with the theory on the 

online disinhibition effect, and that of clustering – which will be covered in the next chapter - this 

inverse version of the spiral of silence could strengthen the minority opinion. 

2.3 Public Citizenship Arenas 

Public citizenship arenas may be a term that is mostly unknown to lay people who act as stakeholders 

to corporations by virtue of being their customers.  Stakeholders who are savvy to online platforms 

probably know of the concept, even if they do not know the name, however. While that may be, the 

advent of social media – and social media-augmented public citizenship arenas – has led to an 

increased feeling of ownership and sense of entitlement to participate on these platforms among 

stakeholders. 

For the purposes of this thesis, the following two types of citizenship arenas described by Whelan, 

Moon and Grant in 2013 will be utilized: 

“First, we conceive of ‘corporate arenas of citizenship’ as being constructed by specific 

corporations in an effort to address their respective CSR issues, and as being participated 

in by (functional/formally organized) stakeholders and individual citizens. More 

specifically, we contend that whereas more traditional corporate arenas of citizenship 

tend to exclude interested individual citizens by virtue of their temporal and physical 

limitations, social media-augmented corporate arenas of citizenship are relatively more 

inclusive and popular due to their being digitally accessible.” (p. 778) 

That is to say, constructions by a corporation and social media-augmented corporate arenas of 

citizenship are the two kinds of citizenship arenas. Furthermore, Whelan et al. posit that “information 

and communication technology corporations possess specific, and potentially very important, 

capacities, when it comes to creating, or helping construct, public arenas of citizenship from within 

which individual citizens can influence their broader political–economic environment.” (2013, p. 777). 
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In this particular case, these public arenas of citizenship are platforms such as the social media-

augmented platforms that are Twitter, the Starbound subreddit, the Steam Community forum as well 

as the official forum on the Starbound website, curated by Chucklefish. 

Communicating with stakeholders – or as stakeholders with a company – can be great, but the nature 

of the platform means that a coherent view of past interactions can be difficult to attain. This is doubly 

true for Twitter users with a large following, as they may have many differing interactions in a short 

period of time. This can make it hard to make relevant information available to a greater audience, as 

the speed at which new information is made public can make it easy to miss information. 

Besides these more “permanent” citizenship arenas, Whelan et al. also present another kind of 

citizenship arena which has made the transition from physical space to online space: “ […]‘town hall’ 

meetings where individual citizens and (functional/formally organized) stakeholders are free to come 

ask questions about corporate policies at a specific time and place” (2013, p. 781) These exist online in 

the form of question-and-answer sessions, which can occur either on a company’s own website, or as is 

often the case – on the AMA forum on Reddit. Often, persons of interest to a community will come to a 

subreddit dedicated to a single issue or interest and hold AMA sessions. In this vein, Finn Brice (CEO and 

founder of Chucklefish) has previously held AMA sessions on the subreddit dedicated to Starbound. 

It is important to note that while valuable stakeholder interactions and feedback can be made with 

social media-augmented citizenship arenas, there is also risk associated with utilizing them.  

“Digital itinerants who are more interested in ‘trolling’ (i.e., provoking a reaction) than 

they are in specific CSR or public good concerns, for example, have the ability to ‘side-

track’ corporations (and the public more generally) with marginal, fleeting, often 

unsubstantiated, issues. In these cases, social media-augmented arenas of citizenship 

might be considered more dysfunctional than their old media counterparts.” (2013, p. 

785) 

While “trolling” – a concept which will be illuminated in the next chapter – may be a concern, it is not 

the only way these new citizenship arenas might be considered dysfunctional. Situations may occur in 

which a company finds itself on the receiving end of stakeholder anger and outrage. Apart from 

“regular” crisis situations, online firestorm situations – which will be covered in the next chapter – may 

also pose a threat to companies. 
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2.4 Situational Crisis Communication Theory 
The field of crisis communication cannot be excluded when dealing with stakeholder communication 

and online firestorm situations. For the purposes of this thesis, the Situational Crisis Communication 

Theory presented by W. Timothy Coombs is the most relevant. Due to the volatile nature of firestorm 

situations, the Situational Crisis Communication Theory provides a framework for communicators to 

use the strategy that will best suit their situation. In the words of the authors, we know “[…] precious 

little about how stakeholders react to crises or to the crisis response strategies used to manage crises.” 

(2007, p. 163) 

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory presents advice for crisis communication in situations 

where actual physical or psychological harm may come to the stakeholder. However, its approach 

remains relevant for the purposes of this thesis. This is in no small part due to the fact that the theory 

includes- however briefly - the internet as an alternative to traditional media in its considerations. 

The theory defines a crisis as “A crisis is a sudden and unexpected event that threatens to disrupt an 

organization’s operations and poses both a financial and a reputational threat. Crises can harm 

stakeholders physically, emotionally and / or financially” (2007, p. 164) 

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory divides the types of crises a company can face into three 

possible major categories: 

 Victim cluster: In these crisis types, the organization is also a victim of the crisis. 

o (Weak attributions of crisis responsibility = Mild reputational threat) 

 Accidental cluster: In these crisis types, the organizational actions leading to the crisis were 

unintentional.  

o (Minimal attributions of crisis responsibility = Moderate reputational threat) 

 Preventable cluster: In these crisis types, the organization knowingly placed people at risk, took 

inappropriate actions or violated a law/regulation. 

o (Strong attributions of crisis responsibility = Severe reputational threat) (2007, p. 168) 

These categories are informed by the Attribution Theory, and the definition of reputation presented by 

Coombs: 

“Attribution Theory posits that people search for the causes of events (make 

attributions), especially those that are negative and unexpected. A person attributes 
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responsibility for an event and will experience an emotional reaction to the event. Anger 

and sympathy are the core emotions in Attribution Theory. The attributions of 

responsibility and emotions can serve as motivations for action.” (2007, p. 165-166) 

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory “[…] extends upon this Attribution Theory base to predict 

the reputational threat presented by a crisis and to prescribe crisis response strategies designed to 

protect reputational assets” (2007, p. 166). 

The aforementioned definition of reputation is as follows: “A reputation is an aggregate evaluation 

stakeholders make about how well an organization is meeting stakeholder expectations based on its 

past behaviors” (2007, p. 164) 

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory furthermore presents a set of strategies that can be 

employed when an organization finds itself in a crisis: 

 Primary crisis response strategies 

o Deny crisis response strategies 

o Attack the accuser: Crisis manager confronts the person or group claiming something is 

wrong with the organization. 

o Denial: Crisis manager asserts that there is no crisis. 

o Scapegoat: Crisis manager blames some person or group outside of the organization for 

the crisis. 

 Diminish crisis response strategies 

o Excuse: Crisis manager minimizes organizational responsibility by denying intent to do 

harm and/or claiming inability to control the events that triggered the crisis. 

o Justification: Crisis manager minimizes the perceived damage caused by the crisis. 

 Rebuild crisis response strategies 

o Compensation: Crisis manager offers money or other gifts to victims. 

o Apology: Crisis manager indicates the organization takes full responsibility for the crisis 

and asks stakeholders for forgiveness. 

 Secondary crisis response strategies 

 Bolstering crisis response strategies 

o Reminder: Tell stakeholders about the past good works of the organization.  
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o Ingratiation: Crisis manager praises stakeholders and/or reminds them of past good 

works by the organization. 

o Victimage: Crisis managers remind stakeholders that the organization is a victim of the 

crisis too.   

(2005, p. 170) 

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory furthermore pairs the different types of crisis with the 

crisis response strategy that is best suited for the situation. Besides the obvious risk of flat out denying 

responsibility in a situation in which a company in a crisis holds responsibility, there are other pitfalls. 

One such is “[…] using overly accommodating strategies when unnecessary actually can worsen the 

situation. Stakeholders begin to think the crisis must be worse than they thought if the organization is 

responding so aggressively” (2007, p. 173). Furthermore, the response strategies are assessed based on 

two additional factors – crisis history and prior relationship reputation, which:  

“[…] serve to increase the initial assessment of the reputational threat. A victim crisis 

generates the same reputational threat as an accident crisis when there is a history of 

crises and / or an unfavorable prior relationship reputation. Similarly, the presence of 

intensifying factors results in accident crises creating the same reputational threat as an 

intentional crisis” (2007, p. 168-169) 

These factors inform which crisis response strategy an organization should use when it finds itself in a 

crisis situation.   

The right response to a crisis situation is invaluable in framing the larger public conversation regarding a 

company in crisis. Inaction will be seen as much as a response as action and the wrong response to a 

crisis can be disastrous for the company in question.  As an example of a communicative misstep, 

following the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, then CEO of BP Tony Hayward came under fire for the 

following quote: “There’s no one who wants this over more than I do. I’d like my life back.” (2010). 

Finally, failure to respond to a crisis can be detrimental to the future reputation of the company in 

question, by showing a lack of concern for the well-being of the stakeholders: 

“Adapting information helps people to cope with the psychological threat from the crisis. 

A crisis creates a need for information. The uncertainty of a crisis produces stress for 

stakeholders. To cope with this psychological stress, stakeholders need information 
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about what had just happened. Furthermore, stakeholders want to know what is being 

done to protect them from similar crises in the future – what corrective actions are being 

taken. Corrective actions reassure stakeholders that they are safe thereby reducing their 

psychological stress. A final component of adjusting information is an expression of 

concern for the victims. Expressions of concern are expected by stakeholders and 

recommended by crisis experts but are not admissions of guilt.” (2007, p. 165) 

If one were to look at the case of Chucklefish and Starbound, it would be possible to put the 

stakeholders into the two Attribution Theory categories of either feeling anger or sympathy for the 

company. Those who fit into the anger category feel that Chucklefish is responsible for the delays to 

their software, while those who feel sympathy are less likely to feel that. Furthermore, even if those 

who feel sympathy towards Chucklefish feel that they are responsible, they are more likely to forgive 

Chucklefish for said delays. 
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3.0 A new lens - additions to existing literature 
One of the most popular bon mots regarding customers is “the customer is always right”.  The merits of 

that statement can be discussed, but most people who have worked in retail or service industry 

positions would disagree. Theories such as those presented in the previous chapter by and large argue 

from a position that if the customer is not always right, at least they act in good faith. This sentiment 

might also hold true in many cases, but the nature of online communication has changed so that it also 

might not hold true. 

This section contains theories from fields adjacent to the existing stakeholder literature that I feel is 

essential to preparing companies for what they may meet in terms of stakeholder communication 

experiences online. These include mass communication theory as well as some social psychology that 

will help fill the proverbial gap in knowledge in existing stakeholder communication literature. 

3.1 Online firestorms and clusters 
Online firestorms can seem to burst into being without any sort of warning. In some cases, such as the 

previously mentioned BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, the firestorm bursts into being as a result of an 

event occurring.  

In the topic delimitation I described online firestorms as “emotionalized forms of outrage” that is 

directed at companies online. However, in order to fully illuminate the subject, I refer to the definition 

by Pfeffer,  Zorbach and Carley:  

“We define an online firestorm as the sudden discharge of large quantities of messages 

containing negative WOM and complaint behavior against a person, company, or group 

in social media networks. In these messages, intense indignation is often expressed, 

without pointing to an actual specific criticism. […]Online firestorm, although based on 

the actual customer criticism in an early stage, denotes a phenomenon where the 

negative WOM in later stages is intended to be offensive and is almost free from content 

or arguments.” (2013, p. 118) 

According to the article, a firestorm can occur based either on a rumor or on an event that actually 

happened (2013, p.118).  

As the article points out, the concept of complaining about a company or its products online is not new 

in itself – but the speed with which it spreads, and the possibility of viral spreading increases the 

potential negative effects of such complaints. 
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One factor which can lead to the spread of negative word of mouth online is the concept of clustering: 

“[…] the term clustering is used to refer to transitive link creations; that is, if user A is 

connected to user B and user B is connected to user C, then the chance is high that user 

A is also connected to user C. Due to the high number of connected neighbors and local 

clustering, the information echoes to a user from different directions of his or her social 

network – creating the impression of everybody talking about the same topics or having 

the same opinion.” (2013, p. 122)  

 

According to Pfeffer et al, there are two concepts that tie into clustering: so-called “filter bubbles” and 

“Echo chambers”. Filter bubbles, according to Pfeffer et al, consist of “People tend to connect with 

other people who are similar from the perspective of age, gender, and socioeconomic status, resulting 

in similar interests, topics, and opinions” (2013, p. 122-123). The concept of echo chambers “serves as a 

metaphor for the effect created by a user posting information in social media, and his or her connected 

neighbors posting a message on the same topic.” (2013, p. 122) 

Filter bubbles and echo chambers can occur organically – but as Pfeffer et al point out, technology itself 

helps form events such as these. One has only got to install an app such as Twitter and follow a handful 

accounts to see the effect in person – if several of your contacts are tweeting with the same hashtag, or 

retweeting or liking a picture, the app itself will push a notification for you to see (and interact) with the 

same content. 

Combined with social media and online public citizenship arenas, clusters can form to create groups of 

users who are primed to start an online firestorm.  In these situations the firestorms evoke the imagery 

of a volcano – a sudden outburst of activity, which was actually brewing under the surface for some 

time before erupting. 

3.3 The online disinhibition effect 

Clusters and echo chambers in and of themselves can be an issue, but almost any gathering of like-

minded people online can eventually be called a cluster or an echo chamber. One aspect of online 

communication that takes clusters and echo chambers from being an amorphous concept to a prime 

location for firestorms to form is the online disinhibition effect, presented first by John Suler in 2004. 

For this reason, the online disinhibition effect is perhaps the most important theory for this thesis, and 

the case study on Chucklefish: 
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 “Clinicians and researchers have observed how people may behave online in ways that 

appear quite uninhibited as compared with their usual offline behavior. So pervasive is 

the phenomenon that a term has surfaced for it: “the online disinhibition effect.” 

Sometimes people reveal suppressed emotions, fears, and wishes […] people may be 

rude, critical, angry, hateful, and threatening, or they visit places of perversion, crime, 

and violence – territory they would never explore in the “real” world. We may call this 

“toxic disinhibition.”  (2005, p. 184) 

 

Suler describes several factors which may lead to a person becoming uninhibited in their online 

behavior such as: 

 Dissociative anonymity - the use of usernames distinct from someone’s real name, leading a 

situation where “the person can evade responsibility, almost as if superego restrictions have 

been temporarily suspended from the online psyche” (2005, p. 184) 

 Invisibility – The nature of online communication prevents users from having to see the 

reactions of the people with whom they communicate, since they “do not have to worry about 

how they look or sound when they type a message, or about how others look or sound in 

response”. (2005, p. 185) 

 Asynchronicity – in the same vein as the invisibility factor, users are able to “fire and forget” 

mean-spirited messages since they “[…] feel[s] safe putting it ‘out there’ where it can be left 

behind quickly”. (2005, p. 185) 

 Solipsistic Introjection – A user might read replies from other users “in their own voice” (2005, 

para. 5, p. 186) and. This can lead to online conversations being “experienced unconsciously as 

talking to or with oneself, which encourages disinhibition.” (2005, p. 186) 

 Attenuated status and authority – the internet could be said to be “the great equalizer” in that 

“everyone has an equal opportunity to voice him or herself, regardless of offline status, wealth, 

race and gender” (2005, p. 187) 

These factors all blend together to form the online disinhibition effect. The notion behind the theory of 

online disinhibition was famously exhibited several months prior to Suler’s text in the online comic strip 

“Penny Arcade” by Holkins and Krahulik: 
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Figure 2: John Gabriel's Greater Internet Fuckwad Theory 

(2004) 

In short, the online disinhibition effect enables the internet to bring out the worst in certain users 

online. Users who have been affected by the online disinhibition effect may make valid points, but in an 

unacceptable manner.  This may compound the initial issue that the users had, resulting in even more 

unacceptable behavior.  

3.4 Online “Trolls” 
The word “troll” might evoke mental images of a brutish creature lurking under a bridge to lure in 

unwary prey. In reality, online trolls fit many – if not all – of the criteria listed in Suler’s theory of the 

online disinhibition effect. The way trolls differ from disgruntled customers is in the intent behind their 

actions. The term is probably best defined in this article from The Guardian in 2012:  

“[…] they want to start a fight – hopefully one that has a broader application, and brings in more people 

than just the object of their original trolling. The term derives from a fishing technique – say your stupid 

thing, watch the world bite.”  (Williams) 

An online troll may run the gamut from “merely” wanting to prank someone to starting an argument, or 

even to fan the flames in an existing argument. There is old adage on the internet – do not feed the 

trolls. That might not be in the best interest of a company dealing with disgruntled customers online 

either, as “[…]it makes you look afraid, which empowers trolls, or there's a chance that you might have 

mistaken a troll for someone who has a good point but bad manners.” (Williams, 2012). 

Said Whelan et al: 
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“[…]social media and associated technologies can enable cyberterrorism.[…] Indeed, there are grounds 

for fearing that the efforts of hackers, trolls, and so on, can result in the (on- and off-line) lives of 

individual citizens being harmed in significant ways” (2013, p. 785) 

In short, one challenge facing a company that wishes to maintain a strong communicative presence 

online is the issue of distinguishing trolls from disgruntled customers. The difference between a 

genuine troll and a disgruntled user affected by the online disinhibition effect may at first glance be 

hard to distinguish. The difference is vital, however, since a troll that gets dismissed or ignored might 

chalk it up to an unsuccessful attempt at trolling, or even give up the attempts to troll the particular 

forum or platform in which they find themselves. A disgruntled user who voices their concerns and is 

dismissed as a troll, however, is likely to become even more disgruntled, and seek to spread word of 

their negative experiences with a company in order to warn others from potentially being mistreated. 

3.5 Social Media 

For the purposes of the thesis, the definition of social media is of interest. Due to the varied nature of 

social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube et cetera, I subscribe to the notion presented by 

Whelan et al (2012) that “[social media] relates to at least three overlapping considerations.” (2013, p. 

779). 

These overlapping considerations are: 

 The speed that social media allows users to communicate, share information and organize at 

 The low cost of and barrier to entry – most, if not all social media platforms are free to use, and 

widely available to consumers. 

 The “networked and multi-directional” nature of social media, which is compared to “old 

media” such as TV and newspapers where there is a clear sender, whom the user is not often 

able to interact with. 

(2013, p. 779) 

The main sources of social media relevant to this thesis are Twitter, the Starbound subreddit and two 

other online forums – the official Starbound community forum on the website dedicated to the game as 

well as the official Starbound forum on the Steam platform. Additionally, an unofficial group on the 

Steam Community forums by the name of Dissenters Anonymous has been used for data. The group is 

composed of disgruntled stakeholders who are unhappy with their experiences with the Steam Early 
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Access program. The group has a subforum dedicated specifically to Chucklefish, and is mostly 

inhabited by stakeholders who have been banned from the official forums due to their problematic 

behavior. 

The reason for excluding Facebook from the social media platforms from my focus is simple: Facebook 

tends to have users represented by their real names. Whether due to high moderation efforts, or the 

lessened impact of online disinhibition due to having one’s statements linked to one’s real name, the 

result remains that Facebook is not as relevant for this thesis as online platforms where users are not 

represented by their actual name. 

Additionally, this thesis views social media through the lens presented by Jalonen in his paper “Social 

Media – An Arena for Venting Negative Emotions” from 2014 – specifically the view presented on page 

224: 

“In contrast to traditional mass communication, social media is an unregulated context 

allowing ordinary people to publish almost anything that come to their minds. There is 

no need/room for gatekeepers in social media. Unsurprisingly, many studies have shown 

that social media is an arena for sharing information that reflects negative emotions”  

Another factor in the view that social media acts as a stage for information sharing that can magnify the 

attention to negative emotions is the “six attributes of diffusion of collective negative emotions” 

presented by Jalonen: 

1) “Reasons to ventilate negative emotion  

2) Clusterisation of negative emotion,  

3) Global–local interplay 

4) Non-linear feedback, 

5) [sic] 4) possibility to anonymity, 1 

6) Key complainers, 

7) Emergent result.” 

(p. 226) 

Some of these factors – such as numbers four and five – work well with the online disinhibition effect 

presented by Suler, which can potentially lead to an even greater risk of magnifying the attention to 

                                                             
1
 Jalonen states six attributes, but lists seven – of which two are called number 4. 



 

 30 

30 Online stakeholder communication in firestorm situations | Mikkel Zangenberg 

negative emotions. The “key complainers” are also relevant, and will be discussed in a below section on 

ways to handle brewing firestorm situations by converting key complainers to cheerleaders of a sort. 

3.6 Partial conclusion 
The stakeholder communication strategies presented both here and elsewhere hinge on one factor that 

is rarely discussed – the good faith intentions on the part of the stakeholder. These existing literatures 

do not take into account the possibility of online trolls deliberately communicating in bad faith, 

disguised as good faith. 

Nor do the strategies take into account the way social media affects the way otherwise well-meaning 

participants in a stakeholder communication situation may find themselves acting in nonconstructive 

manners that might be mistaken for trolling.  The possibility for uninhibited reactions to a situation may 

lead to participants being more abrasive than they would necessarily be if their real identity were tied 

to the discussion. Additionally, the effect of clustering may counteract the effects of the Spiral of 

Silence. Where lone dissidents would feel like part of a minority and thus hold their peace in the past, 

the way clustering of social media works may spur them on to voice their opinion. They may even 

mistakenly think themselves part of a silent majority due to echo chambers where like-minded 

stakeholders reinforce their opinion. 

Citizenship arenas where companies do not control the discussion give users both a platform and a 

voice to voice their frustrations. In some situations, companies may hold sway over the citizenship 

arena and gain some measure of control, but even then it is more than possible for dissatisfied users to 

create their own forums and pages online out of the reach of the companies. 

The various possibilities, from the online disinhibition effect and clusters form a fertile breeding ground 

for negative emotions, if not managed on the part of a company looking to gain the most from their 

stakeholder community. 
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4.0 Analysis 
This section contains analyses of the following: 

 A detailed introduction to the background of the Starbound firestorm 

 The communicative approach of Chucklefish  

 The communicative challenges presented by the part of the Chucklefish stakeholders that are 

the disgruntled customers, including key criticisms. 

 The communicative response to the firestorm situation 

I will show the communicative actions and reactions taken by Chucklefish in response to the prolonged 

firestorm situation, and argue what they could have done differently to quell – if not completely – 

suppress the firestorm situation.  

4.1 Background on the firestorm 
In order to find out how the firestorm situation Chucklefish has found itself in, it is relevant to establish 

a timeline, key events and points of concern from the stakeholders. The long story short on the matter 

is that continued delays to the release of their software with repeated estimated deadlines passed 

along with a few communicative missteps fanned the flames of the firestorm situation that Chucklefish 

found itself in. 

4.1.1 Timeline 
This timeline is taken from news articles on gaming news sites and updates on the development blog on 

the official Starbound website. Only those updates that are relevant to the firestorm situation faced by 

Chucklefish have been included. These updates are centered on the following factors: 

 

1. The release date of the game and the changes to said date 

2. The company status as publisher for other companies’ games 

3. One gameplay element – a non-player character designed as a human body with a horse head 

that some stakeholders loved, and some hated – vehemently. 

Each of the above three elements might not have led to a prolonged firestorm situation for the 

company if they occurred in a vacuum. As it stands, however, each delay and other event added a 

series of mini-crises that fueled the flames of the firestorm, so that it lasted longer than it could have. 
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 February 17, 2012: Starbound is announced publically on independent video game news 

website IndieGameMag.com with an expected release date “around the summer of 2012” 

(Priestman, 2012) 

o July 19, 2012: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on the video game 

“Wanderlust: Rebirth”, developed by the company YetiTrunk (Brice) 

 April 3, 2013: A roadmap to the development of Starbound is announced on the official blog. 

The roadmap shows different areas of development, as well as how far along they have come in 

developing said areas. Expected release date is set to be “2013”. (“Roadmap”) 

 April 13, 2013: Chucklefish starts accepting pre-orders of the Starbound software. No word is 

given on a release date, but access to the game in its Beta state is promised for 2013. (Brice, 

2013) 

o May 8, 2013: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on the video game “Risk of 

Rain”, developed by the company Hopoo Games (Carroll) 

 August 24, 2013: Starbound is premiered at the 49th Annual Insomnia Gaming Festival 

(Chucklefish) 

o September 12, 2013: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on  the video game 

“Treasure Adventure World”, developed by the company Robit Studios (Alexander) 

 September 20, 2013: An update is posted, apologizing for the irregularity of updates on the 

development blog which has until this point been updated almost every day (Brice) 

 October 22, 2013: An update is posted, defending the delays to the release of the Starbound 

software. He also reiterates the company’s intent to release the beta build of the software in 

2013 (Brice) 

 October 30, 2013: An update is posted, detailing the process of development for Starbound 

during the beta phase. (West) 

 December 4, 2013: Starbound is  released in Early Access mode on Steam (Carroll) 

 December 16, 2013: An update is posted, detailing possible upcoming features, while 

reiterating that none of said features are promised (Brice) 

 February 4, 2014: An update is posted, detailing plans for the Starbound software. In the same 

post, the opening of an office space is announced, along with news of a second game by 

Chucklefish going into development. Prior to this point, members of Chucklefish staff have been 

working from home in different countries. (Brice) 
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o April 16, 2014: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on the video game “Heat 

Forth, Alicia” developed by Alonso Martin. (Carroll) 

 April 17, 2014: Finn Brice posts an update explaining a slowdown in the time between updates 

to the Starbound software. Prior to this blog post, updates have been released as often as one 

each day. Included in the update is a rebuttal to disgruntled customers who have voiced 

concerns regarding the company using time and money to move employees to the same 

physical location. (Brice) 

 May 27, 2014: George Wyman announces in-game companions. One is immensely unpopular (a 

half horse half human hybrid) (Wyman) 

o May 16, 2014: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on the video game 

“Witchmarsh” developed by the developer Inglenook. (Carroll) 

 June 16, 2014: Chucklefish implements “nightly” builds of Starbound, so concerned 

stakeholders can see what progress has been made each day in response to concerns over the 

lack of new content being added to the game. (Carroll) 

 July 1, 2014: A poll is posted to let the community decide on an in-game companion. In an 

attempt at levity, the poll will only let users vote for the horse. (Carroll) 

o July 8: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on the video game “Lenna’s 

Inception”, developed by the company Bytten Studio. (Carroll) 

o July 15, 2014: Chucklefish announces its status as publisher on the video game 

“Halfway”, developed by the company Robotality. (Carroll) 

 July 21, 2014: A blog entry is posted in response to the unfinished state of the game. In the 

same update, he pontificates on the meaning of “1.0” and “Early Access”. (Brice) 

 September 3, 2014: An update on the Chucklefish.org blog detailing work left before Starbound 

reaches software version 1.0. In the update, he estimates that the software will reach version 

1.0 either in 2014 or 2015. (Brice) 

 August 4, 2015: Chucklefish announces the planned version of Starbound for the Xbox One 

gaming platform. (Carroll) 

 April 3, 2016: Finn Brice posts an update teasing the coming update to 1.0 of the Starbound 

software. No estimate is given for when the update will be released. (Brice) 

The original article from 2012 on IndieGameMag.com was at some point deleted, but still remains 

available through the Wayback Machine on archive.org. The website is still active, so it is unclear why 
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the article itself was deleted. Additionally, the Roadmap of progress on the development of Starbound 

was at some point quietly removed. 

4.1.2 Timeline for software updates 
One of the frequent criticisms levelled at Chucklefish is the period of time between updates to the 

Starbound software. This is in large part due to a comment made in a blog post from 2013 by the head 

developer on the software: “Updates will come thick and fast, sometimes as often as multiple updates a 

day” (West). 

In the following timeline, only the “Stable” updates that were released to everyone with the game 

installed are shown. “Unstable” and “Nightly” updates were strictly on an opt-in basis for the users, and 

as such are irrelevant to the timeline. The updates are code named by a noun and animal name instead 

of by a version number. 

From the initial release of Starbound on December 4, 2013 until March 26, 2014 updates were released 

relatively often, with a month and a few days as the most time between updates to the software. After 

a while, however, the frequency of updates to the software slowed down considerably. On the 

following dates, updates to the Starbound software were released to ever customer on the Steam 

platform with the software installed: 

 March 26, 2014 

 January 28, 2015 

 April 21, 2015  

 August 25, 2015 

 December 8, 2015 

 December 15, 2015 

(Starbounder, n.d.) 

In the interest of fairness to the developers, these updates contained significantly more new content to 

the software than many of the updates released between December 4, 2013 and March 26, 2014. That 

being said, the ten month period between two of the updates to the software did not help Chucklefish 

ease the minds of stakeholders who were anxious for news and updates to the software they had pre-

ordered. 
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Another piece of software that was released in Early Access is often upheld as the “good example” of 

how to use the Early Access program. This is the video game “Prison Architect” by another British 

independent video game developer by the name of Introversion Software. Their software was launched 

in Early Access in 2012, and has since then received an update every month from then, until October 

2015 (Introversion, n.d.) when the game reached version 1.0 and was then fully released and out of the 

Early Access program. In the interest of fairness, it should probably be mentioned that this was not 

their first project working together, which may have given them an advantage over the newly formed 

Chucklefish.  

4.2 The communicative approach of Chucklefish 
If one goes by the theory on stakeholder communication presented by Morsing and Schultz, Chucklefish 

would fall between the Stakeholder Response and Information strategies, while aiming for the 

Interaction strategy. This is the case when looking at their communicative approach from the outside, 

as the internal workings regarding stakeholder feedback may be more in line with the Stakeholder 

Interaction strategy. As I will show the reader in a section below, if this is in fact the case, it is not 

communicated so clearly as to make stakeholders comfortable with said strategy. 

The main channels of communication used by Chucklefish are as follows: 

 The blog and forum found on the Starbound website 

 The official Twitter feed @StarboundGame 

 The official subreddit 

The company has also created a public chat channel on the chat software IRC (Internet Relay Chat) 

where it was possible to ask questions and get answers in the past. In my personal experience, while 

the developers may be logged into the software, any meaningful conversation with stakeholders on this 

channel is rare. Community interactions between Chucklefish staff and stakeholders occurred 

somewhat regularly on Twitter during the period leading up to the game releasing in Early Access and 

for a while after. Since the firestorm situation, there is markedly less interactions directly between 

developers and stakeholders on this platform. 

Before considering the communicative approach to the firestorm situation, it is worth taking a look at 

the approach to communication before said situation even arose. As previously mentioned, there are 

some factors that make clear communication important, such as: 
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1. The choice to release the Starbound software as an Early Access title. The expectations from 

stakeholders are that their opinions will both be heard and acted upon in an Early Access 

situation. 

2. The independent status of the company. It is often expected of independent developers that 

they are more easily accessible to stakeholders and possible stakeholders, be it through online 

discussion groups or social media. This is doubly true for companies that choose to utilize the 

Early Access program. 

3. The easier access to communication furthermore means that stakeholders expect more honest 

and less “political” answers to their questions. 

4.2.1 The official blog and forum 
The main channel of communication between Chucklefish and its stakeholders could be argued to be its 

blog. While the official blog for the company exists at http://blog.chucklefish.org/, it has not existed for 

quite as long as the one found at http://playstarbound.com/blog/. For the purposes of this thesis, the 

focus will be on the blog found on the Starbound website. 

The blog presents as a clear example of a stakeholder response approach to stakeholder 

communication. Pictured below is a sample blog post which illustrates the nature of the official blog: 

http://blog.chucklefish.org/
http://playstarbound.com/blog/
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Figure 3: Sample blog post 

The sample blog post is the simplest example of one of their updates, consisting of three primary pieces 

of content. 

A: The update itself. In this case, a .gif image showcasing upcoming features to be added to the 

software with a bit of text explaining the contents of the image. 

B: A “call to action” to comment on the blog post on the official forums. 

C: Featured blog updates that Chucklefish want their stakeholders to read. 

Whenever a blog post is written on the Starbound site, the contents of said post are also posted to a 

thread on the official forums for stakeholders to comment on. In some cases, a member of staff or 

volunteer moderator will join the discussion. This is often just to correct misunderstandings or to 

confirm questions that may arise from the blog update.  

As per the Stakeholder Response Strategy, two-way communication between the company and its 

stakeholders may occur, but more often than not the comments on the blog posts do not visibly lead to 

action on the behalf of Chucklefish. 
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4.2.2 The official Twitter feed 

The official Twitter account for the Starbound game (@StarboundGame) is the company’s second 

channel for communication between the company and its stakeholders, and is run by the company’s 

Community Manager, Molly Carroll. The primary function, however, seems to be an outlet to repost 

comments and updates by Chucklefish development staff as well as business partners, such as the 

official providers of Starbound related merchandise. The account also reposts fan art and “builds” 

screenshots of creations in the Starbound game made by community members. 

As a secondary function, customers who have tried reaching out to the company with technical issues 

on through official channels such as the forums or the customer support email can sometimes get in 

touch with the company through the Twitter account to resolve their issues.  

4.3 Communicative response to the firestorm situation 

There are a few different aspects to the firestorms situation requiring a communicative response from 

Chucklefish. First and foremost, the repeated delays to the final release date of the Starbound software, 

as well as the irregular schedule of content updates to the Starbound software following its release into 

the Early Access program. Second, while one or more members of staff may have expressed regret at 

the delays on platforms such as Twitter, Reddit or even the official forums, the blog has not been used 

as a communication channel to express regret – or to apologize to stakeholders for the delays to the 

final release of the software. This would have made the apologies for continued delays much easier for 

the stakeholder community to find, rather than having to scour three different online forums as well as 

various social media platforms in order to find any apology from the company. This section will show 

that Chucklefish did not take the firestorm situation as seriously as they might have, which could have 

saved them from further escalations to the firestorm situation. 

4.4 Communicative mistakes made by Chucklefish 

As previously identified, the key crisis points faced by Chucklefish are repeated delays to the release of 

the Starbound software, the status as publisher for other video game developers and finally the 

horsehead companion. Beside these issues, there are a few other key areas that could have been 

handled better in order to avoid emotional bursts of outrage on the part of the stakeholders: 

 Strategic approach to delays and the official Chucklefish stance on said delays 

 Moderation efforts by Chucklefish staff 
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 Emotional outbursts on the part of Chucklefish staff 

 Strategic approach to stakeholder communication especially in light of the Early Access 

program 

 Failure to win over key dissidents 

Of the above areas, two of them – the moderation efforts of the Chucklefish staff and failing to win 

over key dissidents – could have been leveraged into letting the stakeholder community quell the 

firestorm without much action on the part of Chucklefish. This would also have let them avoid claims of 

censorship from those too abrasive to continue to take part in the various and sundry online forums 

dedicated to the Starbound software. 

It is my belief that Chucklefish did not have a clear communicative strategy laid out from the beginning. 

The approach to involving stakeholder opinions in development has at best been unclear. Furthermore, 

it is my belief based on the way Chucklefish has handled communication with their stakeholders that no 

clear plan for crisis contingencies was laid out from the beginning. The reason for this lack of planning 

for possible crises is nigh on impossible to present as an outsider. It may be that as a small independent 

company with a popular product, it was not something that felt needed. It may be that the idea of 

alienating stakeholders through the company’s actions – or inactions – did not cross the mind of the 

management. 

If I were to hazard a guess, it would be this: Chucklefish, being an independent game developer, saw 

the company itself as a “scrappy underdog”, in touch with an audience that embraces the spirit of 

independent game development. Simply put, this might mean that the company did not expect to be 

held to the same standards of releases or updates that a larger company might be held to. The “indie” 

label also carries a presumption that communication with such a company is straight forward, and by 

contrast that larger companies give less honest, more “political” answers. 

4.4.1 Strategic approach to delays 
The repeated delays to the official update to software version 1.0 and departure from the Early Access 

program have been a sore point for many stakeholders since the Starbound software was first 

announced in 2012. 

As mentioned in the theory section, it is advisable for a company in a crisis to present information to 

their affected stakeholders. By not addressing the delays, the company missed the opportunity to 

frame the situation more positively in their favor. Instead of changing the conversation about the 
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game’s development from a continued disappointment of expectation, the company allowed the 

disgruntled stakeholders and trolls to shape the conversation into a more negative frame. 

As previously mentioned, no formal apology on behalf of Chucklefish has been issued on the topic of 

delays to the official software. In fact, apart from a few entries on the official blog where CEO Finn Brice 

posted excuses for the delays, no official and permanent acknowledgement of this failure has been 

forthcoming. It is my belief that each deadline that was not met has extended the crisis situation for 

Chucklefish, for the reason that they failed to frame the situation properly by acknowledging the delays 

and apologizing properly for them. 

Additionally, the “roadmap” page detailing the progress of development of the game was at some point 

quietly removed, and is now only available by means of the Wayback Machine on archive.org.  

4.4.2 Moderation efforts 

In this section “Chucklefish staff” refers both to paid staff as well as volunteer moderators on the 

various and sundry forums dedicated to the Starbound software. 

As a preamble to this discussion, it should be mentioned that rules of conduct exist on all three official 

forums dedicated to the discussion of Starbound. In all cases, users have had to agree to these rules of 

conduct when signing up for using the forums. As such, all actions of moderators including locking or 

deleting threads and banning users are well within the purview of the moderation team employed by 

Chucklefish. 

In their efforts to curtail the clusterisation of negative emotions, Chucklefish enforced rules on their 

subreddit, steam forum as well as official forum.  This included locking negative threads before they 

could get out of hand, deleting threads and comments and banning users from participating in their 

official forums. 

The official subreddit and Steam Community forum for Starbound fit the bill as public citizenship 

arenas. They are dedicated to the Starbound software, but not under the complete control of 

Chucklefish. In the case of Reddit, the administrators of that site might intervene if they feel that a 

subreddit is not being run properly. Indeed, the site wide rules regarding self-promotion and spam on 

Reddit is a way for the administrators to ensure that users do not only use the site for promotional 

efforts. 
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The official forum does not fit as a public citizenship arena, as it is completely under the control of 

Chucklefish.  

It is worth noting that all three forums have developers and volunteer staff comprised of Chucklefish 

stakeholders, further muddying the waters on their status as public citizenship arenas. Furthermore, 

due to the powers of moderation on all three forums, Chucklefish is able to steer the course of 

communication in a way that they would not be able on a site like Twitter. This power includes the 

ability to lock and / or delete comment threads, ban users and in the case of the Chucklefish forum, 

even the ability to edit posts made by stakeholders. 

I would argue that even if neither the stakeholders nor Chucklefish is aware of the term “public 

citizenship arena”, the concept is known. The stakeholders feel an innate right to post and comment on 

the various and sundry forums. In cases where stakeholders have been banned from participating, an 

outrage is expressed that would seem more appropriate if they had been censored by a government 

agency. 

On the topic of the Steam community forums, developers who have their games released on the Steam 

platform are given a bit of advice on how to interact with their communities. Of particular interest are 

two of the tips for community interactions: 

 “Don't argue with your fans. Some customers will try to engage developers in arguments. 

There's no way you can win.” (Valve Corporation, n.d.) 

This tip in particular might have proven helpful if Chucklefish staff had heeded it – for reasons which 

will be made clear further down in the paper. The advice also works well when referring to trolls, and in 

cases where there is confusion on whether a person is a troll or not. 

 “Let customers express their unhappiness. Don't censor; customers know when that's 

happening. Focus on your product rather than getting worked up over negative comments. 

Channel your energy into fixing the core issues and making customers happy in the product.” 

(Valve Corporation, n.d.) 

This piece of advice refers to both deleting and locking discussion threads. It might also have helped 

Chucklefish curtail some of the negative reactions to their moderation efforts. The advice, however, is 

tempered by circumstances in which Valve Corporation believes threads might be worthy of deletion or 
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locking, such as posts being off-topic or being filled with arguments that do not help further 

constructive discussion about the game at hand. 

The line between genuine stakeholder concern and trolling has been critical with regards to moderation 

of the various online forums available for the Starbound software. It can be, as previously noted, 

difficult to determine with absolute certainty whether an abrasive user is actively trolling or voicing a 

concern in an unfortunate manner. It is my belief that the moderation efforts by Chucklefish staff have 

been too judicious in their efforts to uphold official forum rules and etiquette by banning users 

permanently from participating. Had the moderation staff chosen to limit permanent bans from the 

Starbound forums, the dissenting opinions might have been quelled by the spiral of silence. That might 

have been the quiet end of one aspect of the firestorm the company has found itself in for the past few 

years. Additionally, the official forums on Steam, Reddit and the Playstarbound page have eventually 

become echo chambers of sorts on their own. This progress has been sped up by banning the most 

abrasive members of the community, but would in my opinion have formed at some point on their 

own. If Chucklefish had let the most abrasive members of their stakeholder community be dismissed by 

their peers in the stakeholder community rather than by banning them, the abrasive members would 

not be as liable to criticize the company itself for their dismissal from the community. 

One approach that could have been used is already a feature in place on Reddit – shadow banning. This 

feature essentially bans problematic users from participating in discussions by making their posts visible 

only to moderators, and invisible to all other regular users. This measure is mostly used for users who 

spam, but shadow bans have been implemented for problematic users who are unable to control their 

emotional outbursts. Another approach could be to contain problematic users in a subforum created 

specifically for that kind of user. This approach is not uncommon on privately hosted online forums, and 

allows the moderation staff to give problematic users a time-out where they will not bother other, 

more civil users of the forum. This approach also allows moderation staff to give problematic users a 

chance to prove that they can participate in a civil manner, which avoids the issue of completely 

banning a user from a forum. 

 

4.4.3 Strategic approach to CSR communication 
While Chucklefish have done a lot to remedy the dissatisfaction with delays on their flagship project, 

their approach to CSR communication may not have been the most effective. If one were to look at the 
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strategies presented by Morsing & Schultz, the blog posts on the Starbound website should be 

categorized as a stakeholder response strategy. Information is disseminated through the blog posts, 

with a link to the official forum to discuss the contents of the blog.  

In a somewhat recent post on the official forum by Jacob “SamuraiFerret” Baylis, one of the artists 

working on Starbound, feedback was solicited from the users of the forum. This occurred on February 7, 

2016. Notably, one of the community members expressed surprise that the developers paid attention 

to what was being posted on the forum, to which Baylis replied: 

“You'd be surprised - We don't always reply, but I'd wager that nearly every post in the main discussion 

forums and subreddit are read by at least one member of the team.” (Baylis, 2016) 

While feedback left on the official forum may very well both be read and taken into consideration, it is a 

troubling sign for the communicative efforts in involving the stakeholders’ feedback in development 

that both the sentiment that developers do not pay attention to the stakeholders and the reply given 

are as uncontroversial as they are. This is doubly true for a company whose flagship project is still in 

Early Access, where the intent is for companies to use feedback from their paying customers to improve 

on the project. 

Lastly, several of the official members of development staff appear to be inactive on the forums, with 

up to half a year of inactivity on the official forum according to their forum profiles. 

It is my belief that the staff at Chucklefish believes their approach to CSR communication to be the 

Stakeholder Involvement Strategy. It may well be that this is correct. However, as demonstrated above, 

the company has not communicated clearly to their stakeholders that this is the case. Their approach 

has been “tell, don’t show” rather than “show, don’t tell”. The quote in the above section on the official 

blog and forums by Baylis leads me to believe that maybe the Stakeholder Involvement Strategy is not 

actually implemented, given that no context is given on whether suggestions are taken into account. 

This could easily be remedied by pointing out instances of feedback being taken into account in the 

official patch notes for updates to the software. 

4.4.4 Not winning over key dissidents 
Valve, the video game developer that also hosts the digital rights management platform Steam faced a 

similar firestorm situation in 2009. A year after the release of a massively popular game about surviving 

the zombie apocalypse, the company announced a sequel to the game. A sizable amount of customers 
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who had purchased the first game felt that the sequel came too soon, and would split the player base – 

among other concerns (Breckon, 2009). In response to a customer complaint group formed on the 

social networking part of the Steam service about the issue, Valve paid for two of the founders of said 

group to travel to their headquarters to see for themselves the validity of the new software – especially 

in light of its early announcement following the release of the first game (Reilly, 2009). This led to these 

two previously negative stakeholders to become cheerleaders of a sort for the sequel, which was the 

first step towards winning over the part of the stakeholder community which had felt that releasing the 

second game in the series too soon after the release of the first was a bad idea. 

In their situation, Chucklefish could have benefitted immensely by trying the same tactic. Winning over 

some of the loudest voices in the vocal minority who were dissatisfied with the delays to the Starbound 

software could have taken the wind of the proverbial sails of the part of the stakeholder community 

who were angry with the company.  

4.4.5 Engaging with users in a counterproductive manner 
In this case, it is not only the dysfunctional part of the stakeholder community that has provided 

counterproductive communicative actions. Whether due to fatigue from regular criticism, or due to 

having a short fuse, it does not help a company to respond in kind to negative voices from the 

stakeholder community. 

In a question-and-answer session on the Starbound subreddit, Brice wrote a post that included the 

wording “what you're playing right now feels like more of a tech demo compared to what's going on 

internally and our plans for 1.0. “ (2015). The context of that statement is that the version of the 

Starbound software available publically at the time was not as fully developed as the version being 

worked on internally, to a significant extent. In response, a disgruntled customer criticized Chucklefish: 

 

Figure 4: Comment exchange 
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This was the sixth and last comment left by Brice in that thread. This differs from other question-and-

answer sessions where he has answered many, if not most, questions. The notion implied in the 

response being that other companies do not talk unfiltered to their stakeholders. While it is important 

to keep in mind the context – that stakeholders had in fact been very watchful of Brice’s statements, 

often taking stated ideas as promises of features to come – the statement still stands as unfortunate in 

the face of criticism. The response is furthermore unfortunate, since the opening post for the question-

and-answer thread included the statement “I'm quite thick skinned personally, it tends not to get to 

me” by Brice, regarding the drama surrounding the company, the delays and the stakeholder 

interactions. 

Another example of counterproductive communicative interactions on the part of Chucklefish staff 

came from Michael “OmnipotentEntity” Reilly. On June 15, 2014, Reilly engaged with the stakeholders 

on the Steam forum for Starbound, and banned several users from participating in said forum.

 

  Figure 5: Michael Reilly quote 

At first glance, it may seem like a reasonable way to excuse one’s self from a public forum. However, 

the last line “[…] any feeling [sic] I’ve upset and or jimmies I’ve rustled” may have been unfortunate. It 

was almost certainly an attempt to add a bit of levity to the situation, as “rustling jimmies” is online 

slang for upsetting someone. In light of recent events, however, the community was not particularly 

open to levity from Chucklefish staff. 
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Another incident from the same developer had previously occurred on the Steam Community 

discussion page. It involved the same developer and a particularly abrasive member of the stakeholder 

community going by the screen name “Moogan”.  

 

Figure 6: Michael Reilly quote regarding Stakeholder 

This is an example of unfortunate behavior on the part of a Chucklefish staff member that has been 

almost completely scrubbed from the internet. The only record of it I could find exists on the Starbound 

subforum on the webpage 8ch.net where an anonymous user archived it earlier this year. It should be 

noted that at the time this happened, the divide between the positive and negative parts of the 

stakeholder community had become so toxic in its discourse that this incident did not garner the 

negative attention that it might have, had the nature of the discourse not been what it was. As a 

stakeholder to Chucklefish, I recall this incident. At the time, I did not have the presence of mind to 

document the posts and its subsequent edit by Reilly. After only a short time, and a few replies, Reilly 

realized the error of trying to diagnose an abrasive member of the stakeholder community with a 

mental disease, and edited out the worst of the accusations, as well as apologizing for the original post. 

This stakeholder belongs to the very vocal minority that exemplifies the difficulties in discerning 

between a legitimately concerned or abrasive stakeholder and an online troll. The user whom Reilly had 

posted his diagnosis would eventually be banned from every Starbound forum, and claim that these 
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bans were unwarranted or out of the blue, despite her behavior on the forums. Regardless of the 

behavior of the stakeholder(s), however, this was an unfortunate action on the behalf of Reilly. 

Finally, one attempt by Chucklefish to inject some levity into the stakeholder community was made 

with regards to a proposed change to the game which would implement a companion to one of the 

Starbound software’s races. This companion was a humanoid woman with a horse’s head, and a sizable 

part of the stakeholder community did not think this companion was contextually right for the race it 

would be companion to. The companion was first announced on May 27, 2014 on the official blog. 

Chucklefish did not help the situation when they held a poll on the forums to determine whether the 

horsehead companion would be implemented, or if another companion would take its place. This 

occurred on July 1, 2014 – over a month after the announcement was originally made. 

 

Figure 7: Joke poll 

(Ehksidian, 2014) 

The poll has since been removed from the discussion thread, but while it lasted, the options for what to 

vote for were changed several times. It was later confirmed both on the official Twitter account and by 

Carroll at the end of the thread that it was a joke: “Haha, you guys, it was never really going to be the 

horse. It was fun while it lasted, though” (2014). 

This occurred during the longest period of time between updates to the Starbound software, and as 

such, a sizable part of the stakeholder community did not enjoy being pranked – or, indeed, “trolled” – 

by Chucklefish on this matter.  

It is arguably a mistaken attempt at humor, which could easily be seen as being at the expense of 

disgruntled stakeholders rather than attempt to lighten the mood. Additionally, since the horsehead 

companion ended up being a joke, it might have served Chucklefish well to reveal said fact earlier than 
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over a month after the joke was initially made. The argument could also be made that the horsehead 

companion was not originally intended as a joke – which would explain why it was allowed to divide the 

community for over a month before being confirmed as a joke. 

4.4.6 on the topic of unreasonable stakeholders 
While there are certainly reasonable criticisms to level at Chucklefish for the development and Early 

Access stage of the Starbound software, this thesis does not focus on those criticisms. There have 

certainly been valid complaints, posted in a constructive manner – all of which have resulted not in the 

banning of the stakeholders who posted them. The worst that can be said on that topic is that 

Chucklefish has not been clear enough in its communication on whether they take those concerns 

seriously. 

There are certain criticisms of the company that are arguably unreasonable. In some cases, giving 

reasonable explanations for the factors that stakeholders unreasonably criticized the company for was 

not effective. 

An example of a re-occurring criticism levelled at the company is its status as publisher for video games 

developed by other companies. The main reason this is unreasonable to criticize the company for is due 

to the fact that such business is usually handled by a business manager. In short, this means that 

publishing video games developed by other companies does not take time away from active 

development, but it does help secure a continual cash flow for the company – which would actually 

help development of their flagship software. 

On the topic of moderation efforts by Chucklefish staff in regard to abrasive users, a point might be 

made that sooner or later, some stakeholders might prove to be completely unable to participate in a 

constructive manner. It might simply be untenable to let these particular individuals continue to 

participate, in which case the administrative staff must make that choice. In the case of Chucklefish, as 

a stakeholder, I can recall incidents where particularly abrasive users denied acting in an unconstructive 

– and frankly, unacceptable – manner when they discussed being banned from one or more of the 

official forums. In these cases, the overwhelming majority of the stakeholder community was accepting 

of the fact that these stakeholders had to be denied the ability to participate. 

One place that stakeholders who were deemed too abrasive to participate in any of the official forums 

congregated was the “Dissenters Anonymous” group on the Steam Community forums. This group is, 

according to its description, dedicated to being a consumer watchdog group for companies that 
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develop games in Early Access. It has a subforum devoted to stakeholders whose main focus is on 

Chucklefish and Starbound.  

A few examples of the discourse in this group show the reason these stakeholders were not deemed 

able to participate civilly on the official forums. 

“[…] Yay or nay, we assemble at the Chucklefish office and burn it to the ground?” (T-Bone Biggins, 

2014) The context for this quote was a blog update detailing a minor addition to the game. 

“[…] Oh and finn [sic] is nothing but another shithead like the actual shithead...” (EldritchΣigma, 2014) 

The context for this quote was a volunteer moderator from the forum on the Playstarbound.com 

website being added as a moderator on the Steam Community forum.  “The actual shithead” refers to 

another volunteer moderator who goes by the screen name “Shoehead”. 

One final example of the level of discourse from this forum is by the user “LMSB© " 내가해야  "” in 

2015: “Isn't Isebola the greatest Shekelphish mod ever? So wise and fair. is one of the best examples of 

forum cancer available.” The context for this comment is another user creating a thread to complain 

about being banned from the Playstarbound.com forum after breaking forum rules.  The comment 

refers to the volunteer Izzabelle as ebola and combines in the derogatory name for Chucklefish 

antisemitism by referring to Chucklefish as “Shekelphish” with the concept of phishing.  

Some of the dysfunctional stakeholders took to the Steam review feature to voice their negativity 

towards the game and the developer. A few examples of user reviews which I would personally mark as 

abusive if I were Chucklefish can be seen here: 

“Chucklefish are too greedy and lazy to make this game actually fun before porting it to the xbox. ♥♥♥♥ 

you chucklefish.” (SpaceCorgi, 2016) For context, this user has spent almost 176 hours of time in the 

game at the time of writing. 

“Update: Enjoyed toying around with the community for a long time. That plaything got old and I 

moved on. Being a pain in the ♥♥♥♥ to CF and the community was worth the 15 dollars. The game itself 

is not worth it though.” (EldritchΣigma, 2014) This review is by a stakeholder who is also part of the 

Dissenters Anonymous group.  The review was originally posted in 2014, and was updated as late as 

May 6, 2016. 
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One aspect of the dysfunctional minority of the stakeholder community which is worth focusing on for 

further research might be the tendency for trolls and dysfunctional commenters to target women 

online. A study done in 2016 by The Guardian on its commenters found that their commenters 

increasingly wrote disrespectful or hurtful comments towards its female journalists (The Guardian, 

2016)  

This is relevant because several of the volunteer moderation staff alongside paid Chucklefish staff 

(including both the lead developer and the community manager) are women. 

4.4.7 On vocal majorities and minorities 
While a firestorm situation may seem all-encompassing while the situation is on-going, the nature of 

the online environment is important to keep in mind. Specifically, the reality of how many stakeholders 

actually exists in vocal minorities as well as majorities.  

While sales numbers have not officially been released by Chucklefish since a Tweet on January 6, 2014 

where the Twitter account for the software confirmed that over a million copies had already been sold 

(Chucklefish, 2014), sites exist to mine that sort of data from the Steam platform. One such is the well-

trusted SteamSpy.com site, from which I have gathered data on how many copies of Starbound have 

been sold to date. Data is not available for how many users subscribe to the Steam Community forum, 

unfortunately.  

Number of 

purchased 

copies of 

Starbound 

(Steamspy, 

2016) 

Number of users on 

the forum on 

Playstarbound.com 

(Chucklefish, 2016) 

Number of 

users on the 

Starbound 

subreddit 

(Reddit, 2016) 

Number of 

positive 

reviews on 

Steam 

(Steam, 

2016) 

Number of 

negative 

reviews on 

Steam 

(Steam, 

2016) 

Number of 

users in 

“Dissenters 

Anonymous” 

(Steam, 

2016) 

2,032,159 577,885 52,233 44,240 4,996 1299 

These numbers were all accurate as of the time of writing on May 10, 2016.  

On the topic of Steam reviews, it is worth noting that developers have the option to flag reviews of 

their products as abusive (Valve Corporation, n.d.) – but not to outright delete them. Instead, users on 

the platform can mark reviews as “helpful”, “unhelpful”, or “funny”. It is then up to moderators from 

Valve Corporation to decide if reviews flagged as abusive warrant deletion. This is a prime example of 
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letting a stakeholder community determine the worth of negative opinions, and only intervening in the 

case of rule breaking reviews. 

The point of comparing these numbers is to create a context for the firestorm situation which 

Chucklefish has found itself in during the years since the release of Starbound into Early Access.   Out of 

the group that were invested enough to even create a profile on the Playstarbound.com site, many 

have never even created a single post on there. The number might even be incorrect, if one takes into 

account the possibility of banned users creating new accounts to circumvent bans. The number does 

also not take into consideration those who have created users on said site to discuss the other games 

published by Chucklefish. Out of a potential pool of stakeholders of just north of two million people, a 

combined approximate of fifty thousand have cared enough to post a review – whether positive or 

negative.  By the same process of elimination, the number of disgruntled stakeholders who are invested 

enough to join the “Dissenters Anonymous” group on the Steam Community might be even smaller 

since the group is dedicated to more than just consumer experiences with Chucklefish. This is not to 

diminish the effect a firestorm situation can have on a company, or the effects said situation can have 

on their employees. It is merely meant to showcase that in cases like these where there is no physical 

harm done; the vocal minority and majority all combine to be a minority of the entire pool of 

stakeholders. 

4.5 Partial conclusion 
When examined, the communicative actions taken by Chucklefish are the following: 

 Choosing unrealistic deadlines for release and updates of the software, leading to a continued 

disappointment of expectation for the stakeholders. 

 Choosing a stakeholder strategy that resembles Stakeholder Response Strategy, with the 

probable intent of one resembling the Stakeholder Involvement Strategy. 

 Choosing to give excuses and rationalizations for continued delays and exceeded deadlines, 

rather than simply apologizing and making new, more reasonably attainable deadlines. 

 Choosing to ban abrasive vocal minority users from their forums, rather than letting the rest of 

the community grow tired of them, and letting the Spiral of Silence work in their favor. 

 Choosing to let a joke that was contentious to a large part of the stakeholder community go on 

for longer than it needed to. 

 Choosing a high level of initial interaction with stakeholders, and subsequently “burning out”, 

leading to counterproductive interactions with their stakeholders. 
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Chucklefish could have leveraged members in the dysfunctional part of their stakeholder community by 

convincing them that the software was still being worked on, and that the content was worth waiting 

for, as was done by Valve in the case mentioned earlier in the analysis section. The company could also 

have leveraged their community in either convincing dysfunctional stakeholders to behave more 

reasonably instead of banning them from participating. The final result seems to be the same, as the 

various and sundry forums are now generally more positive and constructive in their tone. Leveraging 

the community instead of outright banning dysfunctional stakeholders could potentially have saved the 

company from having negative word of mouth and reputational damages in later endeavors, once the 

Starbound software is released. 

The choice to release larger content updates at a slower rate was not a direct communicative action. It 

could, however, be seen as nonverbal communicative choice – and Chucklefish could have made 

communicative choices to frame the situation in a more positive light. In the eyes of the abrasive vocal 

minority, the slower rate of updates was given sinister undertones – had Chucklefish “taken the money 

and run”? Was it all a scam? Would the software linger in a sort of pre-release limbo, never to be 

completed? 

More realistically, the delays between updates could be argued to be a sign that perfectionism, or a lack 

of the ability to “kill your darlings” leads to longer times between updates.  Other, less critical 

stakeholders saw it as a sign that the company was going for content rich updates at the cost of longer 

time between them, and were accepting of that. 

As of the time of writing, the Starbound software has not been updated to version 1.0 and the final 

release. 

 



CHAPTER 5 
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5.0 Conclusion 
The thesis provides a case study on online stakeholder communication and firestorm situations in an 

online environment. 

It has made the argument that current stakeholder communication theory is over dependent on the 

notion that stakeholders, especially in an online environment, always act in good faith. Furthermore, it 

argues that the possibility that stakeholders do not act in good faith can escalate firestorm situations, 

and that it can be difficult for a company to effectively discern whether a stakeholder acting in bad faith 

is a troll or a stakeholder who acts in bad faith due to the online disinhibition effect. 

The literature from current stakeholder communication theory has been discussed, and has been given 

a new lens for future additions from neighboring fields of communication theory as well as the lens 

from social psychology by Suler. The findings from the case study indicate that social media and 

internet forums have opened the possibilities for companies and their stakeholders to communicate, 

and that this heightened degree of accessibility has led to an increased sense of entitlement to both 

dialogue with companies and access to their citizenship arenas.  

The thesis has found that the line between a troll and a sincere stakeholder who expresses themselves 

in an unfortunate manner can be hard to distinguish, and that companies then utilize the power of the 

Spiral of Silence to let their stakeholder community help to minimize the effect of those who cannot 

voice their concerns or criticisms in a reasonable manner. In this regard, a well-functioning stakeholder 

community can also work with the company to which they are stakeholders in order to identify trolls, 

and help minimize their effectiveness. 

The thesis has found that due to the nature of clustering and echo chambers, it is easy for like-minded 

stakeholders to find each other, and diminish the effects of the spiral of silence. Likewise it has become 

easier for dysfunctional stakeholders to organize their efforts, which requires increased care and 

attention for a company that exists online to manage. Through said clustering and echo chambers, 

combined with martyrdom for dysfunctional stakeholders by way of being banned from participating in 

citizenship arenas, Chucklefish helped fan the flames for the extended firestorm situation they have 

found themselves in. 

The thesis emphasizes the importance of choosing a strategy for stakeholder communication that is 

consistent, especially if said company chooses to engage in a business practice which calls for a high 

level of stakeholder interaction.  
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This master’s thesis contributes to the field of stakeholder communication by providing a new lens 

through which to view both the stakeholders and the new platforms and citizenship arenas in which 

interactions between stakeholder and company can be found. 

In short, these are the factors found by the thesis which inhibit or foster firestorm situations: 

Inhibit firestorm Foster firestorm 

Clear, honest communication Opaque communication 

Leveraging  the power of  community in dealing 

with dysfunctional minorities in a stakeholder 

community 

Excluding stakeholders from participating, unless 

absolutely necessary for the safety and well-being 

of the staff / company 

Taking stakeholder concerns seriously, and 

communicating that this is the case 

Mocking or making light of stakeholder concerns, 

even if voiced in a dysfunctional manner by the 

stakeholders 

Expressing adequate apologies when necessary Making excuses and rationalizations when simple 

apologies are needed 

Respectful communication, even in the face of 

dysfunctional and / or disrespectful stakeholders 

Counterproductive and / or disrespectful 

communication, even in the face of dysfunctional 

and / or disrespectful stakeholders 

Prevent negative clustering of stakeholders by 

letting the stakeholder community silence the 

voice of the unreasonable minority 

Provide unreasonable negative stakeholders  a 

reason to cluster and form echo chambers by 

disallowing them access to citizenship arenas 

Counteract the potential effects of the online 

disinhibition effect by fostering a community with 

a sense of permanence 

Reinforce the effects of the online disinhibition 

effect by forcing dysfunctional stakeholders to 

create new accounts to participate in the 

community 

 

5.1 Reflections and limitations 

This thesis was based on a case study which the author was familiar with beforehand. Despite a 

generally positive outlook on Chucklefish and their efforts both in development of Starbound and their 

communicative efforts, I have done my best not to let that bias affect the way I have analyzed their 

case. 
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 Unfortunately it was not possible to secure an agreement with Chucklefish. Had I been able to secure 

an agreement with them, I might have been able to secure quantitative data in the form of interviews 

and surveys on both the paid and volunteer staff at Chucklefish. I might also have had access to more 

examples of dysfunctional behavior on the part of the stakeholder community. As previously 

mentioned, the moderation staff has been very diligent in its efforts to uphold the rules on the various 

and sundry forums dedicated to Starbound, and as such it has been hard to find hard evidence of said 

dysfunctional behavior.   

With the new lens on stakeholder communication I propose both a more lenient approach to officially 

excluding dysfunctional members of a stakeholder community, and even more stakeholder involvement 

in efforts to quell the effects of such a vocal minority, and its ability to affect a stakeholder community. 

The thesis also proposes a need for greater clarity and availability of communication on behalf of 

companies who wish to take advantage of the greater possibilities of stakeholder involvement 

presented by the internet and social media-augmented citizenship arenas. 

5.2 Further research 

Further research is necessary to improve on the lens I have proposed for stakeholder communication, 

and how to avert or deal with firestorm situations. The nature of trolls and how to combat their efforts 

is still not fully mapped out, nor is the Online Disinhibition Effect and its impact on stakeholder 

interactions fully illuminated. Some corporate entities, such as the British newspaper The Guardian 

have already begun their own studies on how trolls affect them. It would be beneficial for a larger study 

to be done to find which factors lead to trolls finding their targets, and how to distinguish them from 

dysfunctional stakeholders. Further study on the nature of the Spiral of Silence and its efficacy – or lack 

of same – in an online environment would also be interesting.  More research on how the increased 

access to public persons or corporate employees has changed stakeholder attitudes towards 

communication with said persons would also be interesting. Lastly, it would be interesting to research 

the online lives of people, and their attachment to screen names or online personas. The reason for this 

last potential further research being is my privately held belief that many users tend to attach value to a 

semi-permanent online screen name or persona. 
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Appendix – Figure transcripts 
 

In the interest of readability, I have written out the quotes from some of the figures for added 

readability. 

Figure 4: Comment exchange 

 

Original post by Pelussacabe: 

“Tech demo compared to 1.0 stills tech demo. Because I don’t think that “what’s going on internally” is 

beyond 1.0” 

Reply by Finn Brice: 

“This kind of pedantic picking at everything I say is the reason companies hire PR firms to do their 

talking for them. Maybe I should start having everything I say vetted and drafted before I speak.” 

Reply by Pelucassabe: 

“I mean, that’s what I got from your words,  you literally say “Honestly, what you’re playing right now 

feels like more of a tech demo compared to what’s going on internally and our plans for 1.0”, or is it 

that you’re already planning beyond 1.0?” 

 

Figure 5: Michael Reilly quote 

 

“About tonight. 

I'd like to formally apologize. I flew off of the handle. 

 

I've been receiving massive amounts of negative criticism for the last few months and it's been 

especially bad the last few days, that combined with jetlag and personal problems resulted in my 

getting unreasonably upset. Far more upset than I should have considering the situation. 
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I've unbanned everyone that I banned earlier today. And I am retracting my own moderation privileges 

as soon as I figure out how to. I will also be no longer interacting with the community until such time as 

the smoke has cleared and everyone is a field of happy bunnies again.” 

 

I am deeply sorry for any feeling I've upset and or jimmies I've rustled. And it won't happen again in the 

future. 

Figure 6: Michael Reilly quote regarding stakeholder 

“Finally, and I mean this with the utmost sincerity, though I realize it will likely be taken as snide, I 

would strongly recommend seeing a psychiatrist, because from your actions and behavior surrounding 

this event it seems that you may have narcissistic personality disorder or perhaps another cluster B 

personality disorder.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissistic_personality_disorder (Which, please understand, is a real 

disease, and I’m not simply saying you’re narcissistic in a fancy or condescending manner. The 

colloquial understanding of narcissism and the disease which bears the same name are quite different.) 

Of course, I am not a psychiatrist and it is impossible to diagnose over the internet; however, my 

significant other concurs that your behavior fits the pattern, and she is in clinicals currently focusing on 

psychiatric illnesses, for what it’s worth. This suspicion could, of course, be nothing, and coming from 

me, this information may harm more than help, I do not know. 

Now, if you will excuse me, I have to get back to developing this game. This post likely still has problems 

with construction, phrasing and grammar; however, I don’t feel that it’s worth the time for a revision, 

because I’ve already spent too much time on it as it is. So please allow me some indulgence in this 

respect. 

And as mentioned at the top, I have said my piece, and I will not be replying to any posts below this 

one.” 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissistic_personality_disorder
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Figure 7: Joke poll 

The figure depicts a post by the user Ehksidian, in which they quote the poll at the time of writing. The 

poll asks “Should Horse represent the Glitch A.I.?”  The poll options are “Always” and “Of course”. The 

user adds the comment “I certainly hope this is a joke”. 

 


