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Abstract

In recent years, brand crises are becoming increasingly prevalent in the global marketplace. Given
that brand crises have many devastating effects, how to manage them effectively has become a hot
topic among marketing researchers and practitioners. Based on the review of literatures con-
cerned, this paper first analysed the concept and types of brand crises. Then this article summa-
rized the response strategies that corporations can take during that hard time. Furthermore, this
paper identified some factors that influence the effectiveness of those response strategies. Given
all of this, the review highlights some promising directions for future research.
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1. Introduction

Brand crises are becoming increasingly prevalent in today’s marketplace. Some notable examples include
Volkswagen’s emissions scandal, McDonald and KFC’s food scandal, labor violation of Apple’s suppliers in
developing countries. Such brand crises can be extremely devastating for the involved brands. For example, af-
ter American’s Environmental Protection Agency ordered Volkswagen to recall about half a million vehicles,
the company’s stock price fell nearly 20 percent and may well be slapped $18 billion in fines, according to
Reuters. Except for the tremendous immediate loss from sales and costly compensation, brand crises can also
have some far-reaching detriments on the involved brands in the long run such as consumer trust and brand eg-
uity (Van Heerde et al., 2007; Xu, 2015) [1] [2]. Considering the tremendous negative impact of brand crises, it
is imperative to understand what brand crisis is and how to manage it in order to save the valuable yet fragile
asset.
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To summarize and classify extant research and to better understand the past and present states of brand crisis
management, this paper presents a comprehensive review of the literature, especially in Marketing. Starting with
discussing the meaning and types of brand crises, this article systematically summarizes the response strategies
that can be used during brand crises. Through reviewing the literature, we find four broad categories of crisis
situational factors that may affect which crisis response to take and the effectiveness of the response. Finally,
this article points out the implications for marketing researchers and practitioners, and proposes the further ap-
plications and extensions.

2. Brand Crisis
2.1. Definition and Negative Effects of Brand Crisis

Although the term brand crisis often appears in the commercial media, it was not got many empirical researches
until Dawar and Lei (2009) formally proposed it in academic journal. Initially Dawar and Lei (2009) define
brand crises as instances of well-publicized claims that a key brand proposition is unsubstantiated or false [3].
Given that the diversity of negative brand publicity, Dutta and Pullig (2011) conceptualize brand crises as un-
expected events that threaten a brand’s perceived ability to deliver expected benefits [4]. In this paper, we also
use the latter definition to contain more related research. It is worth noting that some researchers also use the
concepts such as product harm crises, brand misconduct, brand scandal, brand failure interchangeably (Dawar
and Pillutla, 2000; Huber et al., 2010; Roehm and Tybout, 2006; Cheng et al., 2012) [5]-[8].

Brand crises are among a firm’s worst nightmares, causing both short- and long-term negative effects such as
immediate loss in own-brand sales, reduced effectiveness of marketing instruments, consumer trust (\Van Heerde
et al., 2007; Xie and Peng, 2009) [1] [9]. What’s worse, brand crises also may spill over to the whole industry,
even destory consumer’s trust in society (Cleeren et al., 2013; Humphreys and Thompson, 2014) [10] [11]. In
short, the negative effect of brand crisis has been proved constantly.

2.2. The Types of Brand Crises

There are two major theoretical perspectives to conceptualize brand crises into different types: 1) attribution
theory perspective; 2) brand equity theory perspective.

According to the attribution theory (Weiner, 1985) [12], Coombs (2007) suggests each crisis has specific lev-
els of crisis responsibility and his SCCT (Situational Crisis Communication Theory) has identified three crisis
types based on attributions of crisis responsibility: 1) victim crisis, which the brand has very weak attributions of
crisis responsibility and the brand is viewed as a victim of the event; 2) accidental crisis, which the brand has
minimal attributions of crisis responsibility and the negative event was considered unintentional or uncontrolla-
ble; 3) intentional crisis, which the brand has very strong attributions of crisis responsibility and the event was
considered to be purposely [13].

According to the brand equity theory (Keller, 1993) [14], consumers can potentially derive functional and
symbolic benefits from a brand, thus Dutta and Pullig (2011) conceptualize brand crises as being two broad
types [4]: 1) performance-related crises, which are also called product-harm crises, commonly involves defec-
tive or dangerous products that may reduce a brand’s perceived ability to deliver functional benefits (Dawer and
Pillutla, 2000) [5]. Lenovo’s power cord recall in 2014 is an example of this crisis type. 2) Values-related crises,
which do not directly involve the product, but involves social or ethical issues surrounding the values espoused
by the brand. Carrefour’s price gouging, Nike’s sweatshop problem, Colgate’s false advertising are examples.
Similarly, based on research of how consumers process negative information, Votolato and Unnava (2006) iden-
tify two types of brand crises: 1) competence-based crises, which concern companies’ competence in making a
product. For example, a company may use cheaper raw materials that results in product failure; 2) moral-based
crises, which stem from a compromise of moral standards. For example, a company may use sweat shop labor to
enhance its profits [15]. It should be noted that the two crisis types are better understood as being aligned in a
continuum, where many factors should play to pull a crisis to one direction or the other. For example, after re-
ceiving some complaints about Nikon D600, Nikon denied its products had flaw which pushed the crisis to the
values-related crisis as consumers got angrier and upset about this famous company’s failure in meeting its so-

cial obligation to provide qualified products.
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3. Corporate Response Strategies to Brand Crises

After a brand crisis, how the firm responds eventually determines the extent to which the brand can be saved.
However, there is no standardized response typology as firm response to crises varies a lot. For instance,
McLaughlin et al. (1983) suggest all strategies can be arrayed along a mitigation-aggravation continuum as fol-
lows: silence, concession, excuse, justification and refusal [16]. Benoit (1997) summarizes five broad categories
of image repair strategies after crises: deny, evasion of responsibility, reducing offensiveness of event, correc-
tive action, mortification [17]. Using the accommodative-defensive continuum, Coombs (1998) classifies crisis
communication strategies into seven categories: attack the accuser, denial, excuse, justification, ingratiation,
corrective action, full apology [18].

As we can see, there is no consensus among researchers about the details of crisis response strategies, how-
ever, all those response strategies can be placed between a deny-apology continuum, where the involved brand
accepts responsibility or not. Along this method, Dawar and Pillutla (2000) suggest firm response can be con-
sidered along a continuum from unambiguous support to unambiguous stonewalling. Unambiguous support
consists of accept responsibility, an apology to consumers or other affected stakeholders, and some form of
remedy, such as a voluntary product recall or free replacement. On the contrary, stonewalling consists of a de-
nial of responsibility and absence of remedial measures or no communication at all [5].

Besides those broad response strategies mentioned above, some researchers also explored some specific re-
sponse strategies further. Ahluwalia et al. (2000) discuss two kinds of deny strategies: counter argumentation
and diagnosticity. The former response strategy focuses on providing consumers with counterarguments that ar-
gue against the brand scandal by questioning its validity. The latter one, in contrast, focuses on reducing the value
of the negative information for discriminating between alternative brands in the product category [19]. Xie and
Peng (2009) also examined the roles of three kinds of apologetic response strategies aiming at repairing cus-
tomer trust. Affective repair efforts include a corporate apology toward consumers and the general public, as
well as expressions of regret and compassion toward victims. Functional repair efforts often involve financial
compensation in order to remedy what has occurred, which can be in the form of a voluntary product recall,
coupons for next purchase. Information repair efforts include appropriate communication, such as demonstrating
evidence, clarifying facts, and disclosing updated news during the crisis handling process [9]. By looking into
the specific response strategies, researchers can gain insights about how to use those response strategies more

properly.

4. Factors That Influence the Effectiveness of Response Strategies

As various response strategies have their own advantages and disadvantages, researchers have come to the
agreement that the relative efficacy of response strategies depends on crisis situation. Through a comprehensive
review of the literature, this paper identifies that there are four broad categories of crisis situational factors that
affect which crisis response to choose and the effectiveness of the response. Managers should evaluate the situa-
tion to determine which crisis response is best for the situation (Coombs, 2007) [13].

4.1. Characteristics of Brand Crisis

The characteristics of the brand crisis, such as the crisis responsibility, involved domain of the crisis, may influ-
ence the best type of response.

According to Situational Crisis Communication Theory, there are three clusters of crisis types, differing in
organizational responsibility and there are also three clusters of response strategies that match these crisis types,
differing in the amount of responsibility that the organization takes for the crisis by means of communication
(Coombs, 2007) [13]. Crisis managers should utilize crisis response strategies with the requisite level of accept-
ing crisis responsibility. In other words, the SCCT advises corporates to use deny strategies in case of a victim
crisis, diminish strategies in case of an accidental crisis and rebuild strategies in the case of a preventable crisis.
For instance, Claeys and Cauberghe (2014) confirm that for a preventable crisis, the best response strategy is
taking full responsibility and apologizing to consumers (i.e., rebuild strategy) [20].

For crises occurred in different domains, researchers also find corporates need to take different response
strategies. Dutta and Pullig (2011) find that for performance-related crisis, corrective action is the best response
strategy, but for values-related crisis, reduction of offensiveness has the same effect compared to the costly cor-
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rective action. They infer that is because consumers value functional benefits more than symbolic benefits when
they consider buying a product [4]. But Raju and Rajagopal (2008) find moral-based crisis is more harmful than
competence-based crisis in term of decreasing consumers’ trust. Thus, corporates should deny for moral-based
crisis to avoid the potential negative outcomes and apology for competence-based crisis. However, when the
crisis allegation is found to be true, even for moral-based crisis, corporates need to accept the fault and start to
work on repairing the damage [21].

4.2. Characteristics of Brand or Corporate

As relationship principles have virtually replaced short-term exchange notions in both marketing thought and
practice, branding theory has been built on relationship theory to a great extent (Fournier, 1998) [22]. Just like
interpersonal interaction, the characteristics of the brand or corporate may influence consumers’ reaction to its
response strategy and then affect its effectiveness.

Aaker et al. (2004) find consumers’ relationships with sincere brands suffered in the wake of transgressions
(i.e., brand crisis), whereas relationships with exciting brands showed signs of reinvigoration after such trans-
gressions. In other words, after apology and recovery, consumers’ relationship strength with exciting brands be-
come even higher than the status before the transgression happened, but no signs of recovery with sincere brands
despite subsequent reparation attempts [23]. The results reveal that consumers have different expectation and
form different relationship pattern with brands owning different personality.

Puzakova et al. (2013) find negative downstream consequences of brand humanization, that is, consumers’
brand evaluations toward humanizing brand will decrease more heavily than non-humanizing brand. This is be-
cause consumers perceive brands endowed with human features as being mindful and possessing intentions.
Thus, after a brand crisis, consumers will attribute more responsibility to humanizing brand [24].

Besides the personality or human features of the brand, the brand reputation or brand equity may also influ-
ence the effectiveness of response strategies. For example, Brady et al. (2008) find that high brand equity lead to
more favorable satisfaction evaluations and behavioral intentions than low brand equity. The brand equity effect
is identified as a prevailing advantage that spans the entire failure and recovery sequence [25].

4.3. Characteristics of Consumers

As the receiver of corporates’ response strategy, consumers have the right to determine whether to forgive the
brand or not. Researchers have found some interesting characters of consumers that may influence the effec-
tiveness of the corporate response strategies.

Laufer is the first scholar that systematically studies the role of demographic variables in sharping consumers’
reaction to brand crises. Laufer and Gillespie (2004) explore differences in blame attributions between men and
women after brand crises. They find women blame a company more than men for that negative experience.
What’s more, they discover the underlying mechanism is women feel more personally vulnerable to the crisis
occurring to them [26]. Samaraweera et al. (2014) examine whether the national culture can shapes consumers’
reaction to corporate crisis response strategies. They find that duo to the difference of uncertainty avoidance
between China and Sri Lanka, the scandal brand has to take a supper effort response in Sri Lanka whereas the
voluntary recall response in China is sufficient in order to maintain moral reputation [27].

Besides these demographic variables, researchers also have explored some individual factors that may play
roles in brand crises. Monga and John (2008) explore the impact of consumers’ thinking style on the effects of
brand crises. Through 3 studies, the results reveal that holistic thinkers are less susceptible to brand crisis than
analytic thinkers. Thus, after a brand crisis, holistic thinkers” brand attitude and beliefs are higher than analytic
thinkers. This is because holistic thinkers are more likely to consider external context-based explanations for
brand crises [28]. Haselhuhn et al. (2010) find implicit beliefs will influence trust recovery in the interpersonal
interaction context. Their experimental results indicate that individuals who believe moral character can change
over time (incremental beliefs) are more likely to trust the transgressor following an apology than are individu-
als who believe that moral character cannot change (entity beliefs) [29]. Along this logic, Puzakova et al. (2013)
explore three firm response strategies (i.e., denial, apology, and compensation) that can affect consumers’
evaluation for anthropomorphized brands. Again, the result shows that consumers with entity beliefs are more
difficult to satisfy than consumers with incremental beliefs. For entity beliefs consumers, compensation is the
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only effective response because they think it’s hard for humanizing brands to change and behave well in the fu-
ture [24].

4.4. Characteristics of Consumer-Brand Relationship

As mentioned earlier, recent research in consumer behavior indicates that consumers become attached to various
brand and form relationships with them (Fournier, 1998) [22]. The relationships that consumers have for such
brands are expected to vary in strength and may influence consumers’ reaction to the response strategy.

Ahluwalia et al. (2000) find that commitment of the consumer toward the crisis brand can moderate the nega-
tive effect of brand crisis. In their studies, they find that consumers who are high commitment toward the brand
are more likely to counter argue the negative information than consumers who are low commitment toward the
brand, thus high commitment consumers’ brand attitude are less likely to decrease. For corporate response
strategies, the experiment results reveal that for high commitment consumers, a response strategy focusing on
the perceived diagnosticity of the crisis information is more persuasive than the counter argumentation response.
But for low commitment consumers, the counter argumentation response is more effective than the diagnosticity
response [19].

Similarly, Dawar and Pillutla (2000) find that consumers interpret firm response on the basis of their prior
expectations about the crisis firm. No matter which response strategy the firm takes, high expectation consumers
are more likely to forgive the brand and the loss of brand equity are smaller than low expectation consumers [5].

Recently, researchers also find other relationship factors between consumers and the crisis brand, such as
consumers’ brand trust and crisis involvement can affect the effectiveness of corporate response strategies
(Hegner et al., 2014; Claeys and Cauberghe, 2014) [20] [30].

5. Conclusions and Future Directions

In the uncertain markets, due to the increasing complexity of products, more demanding customers and more
prevalent social media, brand crises occur more frequently (Dawar and Pillutla, 2000) [5]. Those brand crises
have brought a lot of negative effects to the involved brands. Thus, it’s very important for managers to response
properly in order to restore trust and rescue a brand in crisis.

The goal of the present article is to summarize and integrate the literature on brand crisis management in
marketing. Our findings highlight a contingency-based view on brand crisis management, which suggests that
the relative efficacy of responses depends on crisis situational factors. And through the literature viewing, this
article identifies four broad categories of crisis situational factors, namely brand crisis related factors, brand or
corporate related factors, consumer related factors and the relationship related factors. This is very meaningful
for brand managers who need to be ready to respond to unpredictable negative brand publicity. The current arti-
cle provides a framework for brand managers to craft just-right, just-in-time responses. It offers brand managers
a systematic way to gauge what they should say and do during that hard time. Brand managers can analyze a
brand crisis along the four broad crisis situational factors and then tailor their response according to the crisis
situation.

Although previous researches reviewed in this paper have provided a great deal of insights to handle brand
crises, this review highlights the fact that research on brand crisis in marketing is at a relatively early stage of
development, especially considering the poor performance of so many brands in reality around the world. Thus,
this review proposes some promising directions for future research.

5.1. From What to Do to How to Do

As mentioned above, much of the research on corporate response strategy has almost unilaterally focused on the
question of what the scandal brand should do after a brand crisis, namely the scandal brand should deny, or
apologize, or compensate (Dutta and Pillutla, 2011; Puzakova et al., 2013) [4] [24]. But there is very fewer
studies that investigate a later logical stage in a decision tree and a more focused question of how the scandal
brand should deliver a specific response strategy. Take apology strategy as an example, there are many studies
showing that apology is the most effective response strategy for brands that are responsible for a crisis (Raju and
Rajagopal, 2008) [21]; nonetheless, scholars and laypeople alike have recognized the potential for apologies to
fail. For instance, after the negative publicity of Jiugui’s liquor plasticiser, Jiugui Liquor Co apologized to con-
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sumers; however, consumers not only did not forgive this company, but also even became angrier for this com-
pany which did not acknowledge its responsibility in the apology letter. Similarly, Brinke and Adams (2015)
find in the wake of corporate crisis that, how the CEO expresses facial emotion during apologies for corporate
wrongdoing may affect investors’ trust of the scandal brand. They find the expression of deviant affect (smiling)
can be a signal of insincerity and then reduce investors’ confidence in this company [31]. These examples illus-
trate what a company does matters, and also how to do which may be even more important.

Thus, one direction for future research is investigating the best way that corporates execute one specific re-
sponse strategy. Researchers can examine this question in various dimensions by asking what, how, when, who
to execute one response strategy. For example, it’s very interesting to the role of message framing (emotional vs.
rational) in crisis response (Claeys and Cauberghe, 2014) [20], it’s also very meaningful to explore who apolo-
gizes for the crisis is more effective, the CEO or the transgressor (maybe an employee of the scandal brand)
(Hill and Boyd, 2015) [32]. By exploring all these questions, it can dig deeper and give more specific guidelines
for companies to deliver responses properly.

5.2. Focus on Other Potential Crisis Situational Factors

It’s worth noting that the four broad categories of crisis situational factors identified in this review is better to
understand as a trial to form a contingency-based view on brand crisis management, but it may not be complete
and perfect.

As we can observe from this review, characteristics of the brand/corporate and consumers are the two broad
factors that are relatively less researched than other two broad factors. Future studies need to pay more attention
to brand/corporate and consumer factors. For example, most existing research has overlooked the role of brand
positioning in brand crisis context. But as we all know, there are some symbolic brands that highly focus on its
symbolic values and also some functional brands that mainly focus on its functional benefits. It can be specu-
lated that after a brand crisis, brands with different positioning may need different types of compensation
(monetary compensation or emotional compensation). What’s more, consumer related factors, such as consumer
mindset (growth mindset vs. fixed mindset) may also influence trust recovery following brand crises (Murphy
and Dweck, 2016), because growth-mindset individuals believe in people’s ability to change, they were ex-
pected to perceive corporates’ response strategies, such as an apology or promise of change, as sincere and thus
more likely to forgive the scandal brands than individuals with fixed mindset that believe human traits are rela-
tively fixed and hard to change [33].

Beyond the four broad categories of crisis situational factors, future research can also explore other contextual
factors. For instance, researcher can explore the function and meaning of specific response strategy across dif-
ferent cultures. Maddx et al. (2011) find apologies in individual-agency culture (such as United States) are un-
derstood as a way to accept responsibility. But apologies in collective-agency cultures (such as Japan) are un-
derstood as a way to express remorse rather than a means to assign culpability [34]. Thus it would be especially
interesting to examine these culture differences and it would be very useful for those multinational companies to
handle brand crises in different countries.

5.3. From Short-Term Responses to Long-Term Solutions

Inevitably, the findings of this review have limitations, considering we mainly analyzed research that focus on
how to respond instantly when brand crises occur. Even these researches can offer sound advice for managers to
deal with brand crises, they provide little direction for managers to prevent crises and recover from them in a
long term.

Given that brand crises have enormous immediate and far-reaching detriments, future brand crisis manage-
ment studies would benefit from further investigating how to manage brand pre-crisis and post-crisis. Take
post-crisis advertising as an example, existing research just have examined the effectiveness of advertising after
brand crises (Liu and Shankar, 2015) [35], no study has explored the types of post-crisis advertising. It would be
interesting to explore what kind of advertising should corporate use to reintroduce their products to market after
brand crises. Would rational advertising that focus on product features can be more persuasive than emotional
advertising that emphasize they relationship with consumers?

In closing, this review highlights that research on brand crisis management is in its infancy. Researchers have
agreed on a contingency-based view of crisis response. And more research is needed to provide brand managers

long-term solutions.
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