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Customers as advocates in times of brand crises: Why, when, and how?

Abstract:

Existing literature showed that motivating consumers to defend a brand during a brand crisis
can be an effective approach to deal with brand crises. However, antecedents of consumers’
motivation to defend a brand and the feasibility of co-creation during a brand crisis are not
well explored. The study explores the antecedents which influence consumers’ motivation to
defend a brand. The results indicate that brand attitude and perceived ethicality influence
brand crisis evaluation positively. Brand familiarity and perceived importance impact on
brand crisis evaluation negatively. We did not find enough evidence to support the effect of
attitude certainty on brand crisis evaluation. Moreover, brand attitude and brand crisis
evaluation affect consumers’ motivation to defend a brand positively. Finally, the type of firm
response has an effect on consumers' motivation to defend a brand. While an appropriate firm
response increases consumers’ motivation to defend a brand, an inappropriate response

decreases the motivation.
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1. Introduction

A brand crisis may have devastating effects on different brand-related outcomes (e.g.,
Dawar & Pillutla, 2000), it can even threaten the brand’s survival (Coombs & Holladay,
1996). Most of existing research in the area of brand crises focuses on consumer-related
consequences of crises caused by a company and on the evaluation of possible post-crisis
corporate responses that could help to restore confidence in the brand (e.g., Ahluwalia et al.,
2000; Cleeren et al., 2007; Huber et al., 2010). However, recent developments in brand
management and branding argue that a brand can be regarded as a continuous social and
dynamic process and brand is dynamically constructed through social interactions between
the legal brand owner and various stakeholders (e.g., Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Iglesias et al.,
2018; Kristal et al., 2020). Hence, firm-centric approaches in brand theory and management
are challenged since the creation of meaning and identity becomes a joint task based on
interactions and negotiations (e.g., Ind et al., 2017). Social media provides consumers with
additional tools to not only voice their opinions about brands (Rauschnabel et al., 2016), but
also to be increasingly empowered to co-create brands (Ind et al., 2017) and possibly also to
defend them in times of crises (Kristal et al., 2017; Pfeffer et al., 2013).

The typical perspective on crises management considers only the company as possible
“brand-defender” and regards crisis-management as a management task (Stockmeyer 1996).
However, motivating consumers to engage in co-created brand defense could be a powerful
and “modern” way to successfully deal with crises and overcome shortcomings of solely
relying on corporate actions (Kristal et al., 2017; Scholz & Smith, 2019). To the best of our
knowledge, existing research lacks attention on (1) evaluating the feasibility of co-creation as
a way of dealing with brand crises and (2) how to motivate consumers to engage in co-created
brand defense.

The purpose of the paper is to approach these points and extend existing literature on
brand crises management by one of the most dominant pillars in current brand management
literature: co-creation (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017). Also, practitioners should be acquainted
with engagement strategies and ways of mobilizing consumers to defend a brand. Thereby,
the paper extends the typical crises responses that are usually discussed in research (e.g.,

Coombs, 2007).

2. Theoretical framework



Based on previous research, brand crisis evaluation is possibly influenced by the
following five factors: brand attitude (Pullig et al., 2006; Rea et al., 2014), brand familiarity
(Dawar & Lei, 2009), attitude certainty (Pullig et al., 2006), perceived ethicality (Scholz &
Smith, 2019), and perceived importance (Keller & Block, 1996; Dawar & Lei, 2009; Dutta &
Pullig, 2011; Chiou et al., 2013). A strong brand attitude may directly affect customers’
motivation to defend the brand during the brand crisis (Cheng et al., 2012). Moreover, we
hypothesize that firm response and brand attitude have a direct effect on customers’
motivation to defend (Pfeffer et al., 2013; Scholz & Smith, 2019). The conceptual model is
displayed in Figure 1.

Brand attitude
H3
Attitude certainty
Ha,

H2

Motivation to defend

Figure 1. Theoretical framework

3. Methodology

The dataset was collected by an online survey which was distributed through multiple
channels, i.e., survey forums (“SurveyCircle” and “SurveySwap”), the University of Twente
SONA system, social media groups and an additional Facebook dissertation survey exchange.
In total, we received 388 responses on the included items which were measured on a 7-point
Likert scale. In the first step, respondents were asked to answer items on their existing brand
attitude, brand familiarity, attitude certainty and perceived ethicality on the Apple brand.
Apple was chosen as a treatment brand based on a ranking of the most valuable brands
(Forbes, 2019). Additionally, we included a question about “public transportation” which is
not directly related to our research to be able to assess the common method variance later in
the analysis (Williams et al., 2010). Subsequently, respondents were exposed to a scandal
related to Apple retrieved from The Guardian (Hern, 2019). After the respondents read the
newspaper article, perceived importance and overall brand crisis evaluation were measured.

Finally, the motivation to defend the brand was measured.



The data analysis consisted of two parts. Firstly, we examine the factors which influence
the customers’ motivation to defend a brand before they encounter the firm response with
structural equation modeling (SEM). In doing so, we applied Mplus using the maximum
likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) (Muthén & Muthén, 2017).
Secondly, we conducted repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS to explore the effect of firm
response on customers’ motivation to defend. The analysis investigates the change in

customers’ motivation to defend a brand during a brand crisis.

4. Findings

Brand attitude positively affects customers’ brand crisis evaluation during a brand crisis
(Bstd = 0.215, p <0.01). Brand attitude also positively impacts customers’ motivation to
defend a brand during a brand crisis (Bstd = 0.383, p < 0.01). Brand familiarity negatively
influences customers’ brand crisis evaluation during a brand crisis (Bstd = -0.148, p < 0.05).
The relationship between attitude certainty and brand crisis evaluation is not statistically
significant (Bstd =-0.051, p > 0.1). Perceived ethicality impacts on customers’ brand crisis
evaluation positively during a brand crisis (Bstd = 0.498, p < 0.01). Perceived importance has
a negative effect on brand crisis evaluation (Bstd =-0.109, p < 0.01). Customers’ brand crisis
evaluation has a positive relationship with customers’ motivation to defend the brand during a

brand crisis (Bstd = 0.360, p < 0.05). Table 1 summarized the results of direct effects.

Dependent Independent

/ X - "
it vl Estimate S.E. Est/S.E. P-Value R-Sguare Hy pothesis

BCE BA 0215 0.078 2723 0.006 0375 H1: supported
BF -0.148 0073 -2.029 0.042 H3: supported
AC -0.051 0.045 -1.128 0.259 H4: not supported
PE 0.498 0.059 Ba4s 0.000 H5: supported
Pl -0.109 0.044 -2.486 0.013 HE: supported

MB BCE 0.360 0.053 6.573 0.000 0.384 H7: supported
BA 0383 0.049 7.811 0.000 H2: supported

Table 1. Results of direct effects

The results of repeated measures ANOVA (Table 2) shows that customers’ motivation
after an appropriate firm response has the highest mean (M = 4.08), while motivation after an
inappropriate firm response has the lowest mean (M = 2.86). The mean of motivation before a
firm response is 3.41. Obviously, there is a significant change in customers’ motivation to

defend the brand during the brand crisis.



Tests of Within-Subjects Effects

Measurs MEASURE_1

Table 2. Results of repeated measures ANOVA

5. Implications
5.1 Theoretical implication

This study investigates (1) the factors which influence the motivation to defend a brand
during a brand crisis and (2) the effect of firm responses on the motivation to defend. Based
on our study, brand attitude and perceived ethicality impact the brand crisis evaluation
positively. Moreover, brand familiarity and perceived importance influence the brand crisis
evaluation negatively. However, we found no evidence that attitude certainty impacts
customers’ brand crisis evaluation. Furthermore, brand crisis evaluation and brand attitude
affect the motivation to defend a brand positively. Notably, perceived ethicality of a brand has
the highest positive effect on brand crisis evaluation. Besides the brand crisis evaluation,
brand attitude largely affects the motivation to defend a brand as well.

The type of firm response impacts the motivation to defend a brand. Particularly, the
motivation to defend a brand decreases when encountering an inappropriate firm response. In
contrast, their motivation to defend increases when an appropriate firm response is
encountered. Furthermore, this study contributes to investigating motivational factors in brand
defense field and customer behaviour field and therefore, fills in this research gap.

Additionally, existing literature conceptually suggests that co-creation in brand defense is
an effective firm response tactic, but there is no empirical evidence to support it. This study
provides evidence that motivating customers to defend a brand during a brand crisis is
feasible and co-creation defense can be regarded as a creative approach during a brand crisis.
The results support the studies from Kristal et al. (2017) and Scholz and Smith (2019).
Regarding brand co-creation field, customers as co-creators are willing to participate in
preventing a brand during a brand crisis. The brands are not constrained to be defined by
brand owners about what the brand really is, brands are also opened to be defined by their

stakeholders (Kristal, 2019).

5.2 Practical implication



This paper provides a deeper insight to brand managers about what are the focal factors to
care about when it comes to motivating their customers to defend a brand during a brand
crisis. From a long-term strategic planning perspective, this study helps firms to understand
the antecedents that impact on customers’ motivation to defend a brand, which helps firms to
prepare themselves beforehand. For instance, our study shows that perceived ethicality
influences customers’ brand crisis evaluation to a large extent. Therefore, firms can improve
customers’ perceived ethicality towards a brand, such as being sustainable, using recycled
materials, supporting charities. When customers perceive higher ethicality from a brand, they
are more motivated to participate in co-creation defense process.

From a short-term tactics perspective, an appropriate firm response towards a brand crisis
is crucial. Firm responses affect customers’ motivation to defend a brand directly. Motivating
customers to defend a brand can be a new approach to overcome a brand crisis. Our study
provides practical support to the co-creation defense approach for brand managers to

overcome a brand crisis.



References.
Ahluwalia, R., Burnkrant, R., & Unnava, H. (2000). Consumer Response to Negative Publicity:
The Moderating Role of Commitment. Journal of Marketing Research, 37(2), 203-214.

Cheng, S. Y.Y., White, T. B., & Chaplin, L. N. (2012). The effects of self-brand connections
on responses to brand failure: A new look at the consumer—brand relationship. Journal of

Consumer Psychology, 22(2), 280-288.

Cleeren, K., Dekimpe, M., & Helsen, K. (2007). Weathering product-harm crises. Journal of
the Academy Marketing Science, 36(2), 262-270.

Chiou, J.-S., Chi-Fen Hsu, A., & Hsieh, C.-H. (2013). How negative online information affects

consumers' brand evaluation. Online Information Review, 37(6), 910-926.

Coombs, W. T. (2007). Protecting Organization Reputations During a Crisis: The Development
and Application of Situational Crisis Communication Theory. Corporate Reputation Review,

10(3), 163-176.

Coombs, W., & Holladay, S. (1996). Communication and Attributions in a Crisis: An
Experimental Study in Crisis Communication. Journal of Public Relations Research, 8(4), 279-

295.

Dawar, N., & Pillutla, M. M. (2000). Impact of Product-Harm Crises on Brand Equity: The
Moderating Role of Consumer Expectations. Journal of Marketing Research, 37(2), 215-226.

Dawar, N., & Lei, J. (2009). Brand crises: The roles of brand familiarity and crisis relevance in

determining the impact on brand evaluations. Journal of Business Research, 62(4), 509-516.

Dutta, S., & Pullig, C. (2011). Effectiveness of corporate responses to brand crises: The role of
crisis type and response strategies. Journal of Business Research, 64(12), 1281-1287.

Forbes. (2019). The  World's  Most  Valuable  Brands.  Retrieved  from
https://www.forbes.com/powerful-brands/list/

Hatch, M., & Schultz, M. (2010). Toward a theory of brand co-creation with implications for
brand governance. Journal of Brand Management, 17(8), 590-604.

Huber, F., Vollhardt, K., Matthes, 1., & Vogel, J. (2010). Brand misconduct: Consequences on

consumer-brand relationships. Journal of Business Research, 63(11), 1113-1120.

Hern, A. (2019, July 26). Apple contractors 'regularly hear confidential details' on Siri

recordings. The Guardian. Retrieved from



https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/jul/26/apple-contractors-regularly-hear-

confidential-details-on-siri-recordings

Ind, N., Iglesias, O., & Markovic, S. (2017). The co-creation continuum: from tactical market
research tool to strategic collaborative innovation method. Journal of Brand Management,

24(4), 310-321.

Iglesias, O., Markovic, S., Bagherzadeh, M., & Singh, J. (2018). Co-creation: A Key Link
Between Corporate Social Responsibility, Customer Trust, and Customer Loyalty. Journal of

Business Ethics, 163(1), 151-166.

Keller, P. A., & Block, L. G. (1996). Increasing the Persuasiveness of Fear Appeals: The Effect
of Arousal and Elaboration. Journal of Consumer Research, 22(4), 448-459.

Kristal, S., Baumgarth, C., & Henseler, J. (2017). Let’s defend our brand! A typology of
response strategies to restore brand equity in non-collaborative brand co-creation. Conference
Proceedings of the 12th Global Brand Conference of Academy of Marketing, Kalmar (Sweden),
251-255.

Kristal, S. (2019). Theory and practice of brand co-creation. Enschede: University of Twente.

Kristal, S., Baumgarth, C., & Henseler, J. (2020). Performative corporate brand identity in
industrial markets: The case of German prosthetics manufacturer Ottobock. Journal of Business

Research, 114, 240-253.

Muthén, L., & Muthén, B. (2017). MplusUserGuideVer 8.
https://www.statmodel.com/download/usersguide/MplusUserGuideVer 8.pdf

Pfeffer, J., Zorbach, T., & Carley, K. M. (2014). Understanding online firestorms: Negative
word-of-mouth dynamics in social media networks. Journal of Marketing Communications,

20(1-2), 117-128.

Pullig, C., Netermeyer, R.G., & Biswas, A. (2006). Attitude Basis, Certainty, and Challenge
Alignment: A Case of Negative Brand Publicity. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science,
34(4), 528-542.

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J.-Y., & Podsakoff, N. P. (2003). Common method
biases in behavioral research: A critical review of the literature and recommended remedies.

The Journal of Applied Psychology, 88(5), 879-903.



Rauschnabel, P. A., Kammerlander, N., & Ivens, B. S. (2016). Collaborative Brand Attacks in
Social Media: Exploring the Antecedents, Characteristics, and Consequences of a New Form

of Brand Crises. Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice, 24(4), 381-410.

Rea, B., J. Wang, Y., & Stoner, J. (2014). When a brand caught fire: The role of brand equity
in product-harm crisis. Journal of Product & Brand Management, 23(7), 532—542.

Scholz, J., & Smith, A. N. (2019). Branding in the age of social media firestorms: how to create
brand value by fighting back online. Journal of Marketing Management, 35(11-12), 1100—1134.

Veloutsou, C., & Guzman, F. (2017). The evolution of brand management thinking over the
last 25 years as recorded in the Journal of Product and Brand Management. Journal of Product

& Brand Management, 26(1), 2—12.

Williams, L., Hartman, N., & Cavazotte, F. (2010). Method Variance and Marker Variables: A
Review and Comprehensive CFA Marker Technique. Organizational Research Methods, 13(3),
477-514.



