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Preface
Brand management is, and remains, an exciting research and management topic. Technological, social and legal
changes lead to new challenges and research topics. Even if these sometimes disruptive and continuous changes
are difficult for brand management to master, it is exciting for researchers because there are always new and
exciting questions.
This special issue "Innovative Band Management II" contains four papers covering a broad spectrum.
However, what makes the contributions particularly interesting is that the authors are all master students of the
HWR Berlin who wrote the articles in the summer semester of 2020. As part of the course "Advanced Brand
Management", twelve groups chose research questions and worked on scientific papers. This was done under
my supervision. At the beginning of the course, students were taught the basics of scientific publishing (e.g.
journal rankings, databases, double-blind review process, structured abstract, IMRaD: Introduction, Methods,
Results and Discussions structure, etc.). Afterwards, researchers (Prof. Dr. Jörn Redler, Alexandra Kirkby, Prof.
Dr. Carsten Baumgarth) presented current brand research projects. Furthermore, the students were able to
participate in scientific sessions of the 14th Global Brand Conference. Based on this input and a call for papers,
the students developed a research topic in small groups, conducted a literature search and derived hypotheses
and/or models. After a further input phase on empirical master techniques, the students developed a design and
conducted an empirical study. Due to the Covid 19 situation, the students implemented online surveys and
online experiments. The papers were then reviewed by a peer review with the help of a review form. Based on
this feedback, the groups improved their contributions and submitted the final versions. The seminar ended with
a virtual poster session of all papers. Based on the quality of the contributions, four papers were selected for
this special issue "Innovative Brand Management". What is remarkable about these is, that despite time,
financial, and methodological limitations, students succeeded in developing, carrying out, evaluating and
documenting good studies within about four months.
I am convinced that this very labor-intensive teaching format for lecturers and students has brought great
learning progress and represents a perfect preparation for the master's thesis. I wish you, the reader, an inspiring
read. If you have any questions or feedback, please do not hesitate to contact me as the editor or the students.

Berlin, March 2021

Prof. Dr. Carsten Baumgarth
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Abstract
Purpose - the purpose of this paper is to test whether rebellious marketing campaigns may serve as a tool to
increase an individual’s perception of a brand’s coolness.

Design/Methodology/Approach - the quantitative survey was designed to measure an individual's overall
perception of a brand’s coolness, and also the perception of a brand’s coolness after being exposed to a rebellious
campaign. The traits or components of brand coolness discovered in a recent study by Warren et. al (2019) were
used for the measurements. To verify whether the brand's coolness could influence certain individual behaviours
after the rebellious campaign, buying behaviour and WOM were also evaluated. Three different rebellious
campaigns were chosen for this study, selected after carrying out a brand and campaign pretest. A set of t-tests
and SEM were used to verify the hypotheses of this paper.

Findings - the study shows that rebellious marketing campaigns do indeed increase an individual's perception
of brand coolness, however, our study does not manage to show this in all cases. Rebellious campaigns do not
necessarily impact the individual’s buying behaviour but do contribute positively to WOM.

Research limitations/implications - the study was conducted among participants from various cultural
backgrounds, which could influence the results if one culture perceives the brand coolness differently than
another one. Moreover, the study looked only at the ‘buying behaviour’ and the ‘WOM’, leaving room to
explore how other aspects can influence or be influenced by rebellious campaigns.

Practical implications - a brand may use a rebellious marketing campaign as a communication tool to enhance
its coolness. Even though it can sometimes be risky because a lot depends on the message of the campaign and
the perceptions of different individuals, brands can still win in WOM, which is considered one of the most
valuable marketing channels at present.

Originality/Value - various studies highlight the importance of brand coolness, but there is still a lack of
practical guidance as to how to embrace it. This study tests the specific communication tool which is rebellious
campaigns and confirms that this is one of the ways a brand can use to be perceived as cool.
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1

Introduction

The abundance of products and services on the market makes it crucial for brands to find its USP (Unique
Selling Proposition) (Budzanowski, 2017), as nowadays the consumers do not only purchase products for their
functionality but for what they symbolise (Bellezza & Keinan 2014). For instance, the consumers are highly
susceptible to the brands that symbolise coolness (Warren et al., 2019). Therefore, the topic of “Brand coolness”
has caught the attention of many researchers throughout the time, discovering that it is truly a symbolic currency
adding value and driving trends in the marketplace (Heath & Potter, 2004). Consequently, “coolness” has
transformed from the school’s backyard topic into a topic for boardrooms discussing its significance in social
desirability and brand’s performance (Warren et al., 2019).
Different studies attempt to crack the recipe of “brand coolness” by identifying various antecedents as its
ingredients: extraordinary/useful, high status, aesthetically appealing, rebellious, original, authentic,
subcultural, popular, iconic, energetic (Warren et al., 2019), and norm-breaking, innovative, identity or
technology (Budzanowski, 2017), adding uniqueness, excitement, and congruity with self-image to this list
(Sriram Murthy & Hodis, 2010).

While the study of Warren et al., 2019 discovers the characteristics of brand coolness, it does not utilise them
to verify specific marketing tools that may increase brand coolness. However, it suggests to do so, because it
may confirm which tools may make it easier for brands to embrace coolness. Therefore, this paper takes an
opportunity to test a specific communication tool based on those characteristics. The study by Warren et al.,
2019 while defining “rebellious” as a characteristic of coolness, claims that it does not necessarily affect it. At
the same time “rebellious” is the most mentioned and influential attribute, when describing a brand's coolness
(Warren et al., 2019; Budzanowski, 2017; Biraglia & Brakus, 2015; Sriram Murthy & Hodis, 2010). This
conflict encourages the researchers to take rebellious marketing campaigns as a marketing tool to test in this
study.

2

Conceptual background and proposed model

Across various literature streams, “coolness” has been linked to rebellious and norm-breaking behaviour
(Biraglia & Brakus, 2015, Sriram Murthy & Hodis, 2010). According to the definition of “cool”, it is a rebellious
attitude, an expression of a belief that the mainstream mores of society have no legitimacy and do not apply to
you” (Pountain & Robbins, 2000, 8). Usually being rebellious means being difficult to control and behave in a
way that is not expected (Cambridge Dictionary, n/a). From a marketing perspective, rebellious campaigns are
those that have such content that does not meet people’s expectations. Also known as controversial marketing
campaigns, such campaigns should be used with caution since if they are perceived as offensive, they can have
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harmful effects on the brand (Waller, 2004). A brand that is rebellious resists conformity and drops those fashion
trends that catch on, but at the same time seeks for emerging innovations (Thompson & Haytko, 1997), and
might have the goal of uncovering social injustices (Verena, 2014). For instance, consumers found Apple cool,
because buying its products was considered a rebellion against corporate capitalism (Belk & Tumbat, 2005).
Brands are bringing rebellion in their marketing campaigns with the hope of being perceived cool and boost the
brand image in a shorter period of time, because people tend to share their opinions more about something
rebellious rather than conforming (Waller, 2004).
The researchers aim to evaluate brand’s rebellious marketing campaigns as the way designed to increase the
brand’s perceived coolness and, thus, state the research question of this paper: “Do rebellious marketing
campaigns impact how individuals perceive a brand in respect to coolness?”.

On the basis of the theoretical explanation and the empirical finding discovering the direct connection between
brand coolness and brand affect (Sriram Murthy & Hodis, 2010), it is assumed that if a controversial marketing
campaign is perceived as cool, then its brand is also perceived cool. Therefore, the first hypothesis is formulated
as follows:

H1: Rebellious campaigns make consumers perceive a brand as cool.

Curtis et al. (2017) observed how favourable or unfavourable judgments of individuals after watching
controversial Spirit Airlines campaigns, influenced on the purchase intention. Their results show that if a
controversial advertising campaign provokes positive emotions, individuals will be more likely to buy the brand
than individuals who did not express those positive emotions (Curtis et al., 2017). This is also supported in
Budzanowski (2017) study, confirming the economic value of brand coolness and its influence on consumer
buying behaviour. Therefore, the authors expect that rebellious campaigns, if perceived as cool, will have a
positive impact on buying behaviour, and formulate the second hypothesis as:
H2: Rebellious campaigns that positively impact on the brand coolness increase buying intention.

Word of Mouth (WOM) is one of the most influential channels of communication with consumers and of great
value for any business (Allsop et al., 2007). People tend to share their thoughts and opinions about controversial
campaigns more than they do with conforming campaigns (Budzanowski, 2017). Furthermore, controversy has
shown to increase interest, which increases the likelihood of discussion, but at the same time to decrease the
likelihood of discussion if it increases discomfort (Chen & Berger, 2013), while brand coolness has also
demonstrated to influence the willingness to discuss about the brand (Warren et. al, 2019). Therefore, the authors
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would expect that if rebellious campaigns can positively impact on the brand coolness, it will also increase the
WOM for the brand. Thus, the third hypothesis is stated as follows:

H3: Rebellious campaigns that positively impact on the brand coolness trigger WOM behaviour for that
brand.

The researchers of this paper examine these three hypotheses by conducting an experiment in which three
rebellious marketing campaigns of three different brands are evaluated with respect to coolness.

3

Methods and model

3.1

Design, methodology and sample

The researchers of this paper attempt to verify whether rebellious campaigns may increase the consumers’
perception of a brand’s coolness. A quantitative survey is designed to measure both the overall perception of
the brand’s coolness and the perception of the brand’s coolness once the respondents were exposed to the brand's
rebellious campaign. Three different brands and their rebellious campaigns are chosen after carrying out a brand
pretest: the low-cost carrier (LCC) Ryanair, the fashion brand United Colors of Benetton, and the fast food chain
Burger King. To test hypothesis H1 the overall coolness of the brands and the coolness of the brands after being
exposed to their rebellious campaigns are measured by utilising the brand coolness traits discovered by Warren
et al. (2019). These traits are extraordinary, aesthetically appealing, energetic, original, authentic, rebellious,
high status, subcultural, iconic, and popular. By increasing any of them, the brand tends to seem cooler (Warren
et al., 2019). The respondents are asked to rank those characteristics on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly
disagree” and 5 = “Strongly agree”) when evaluating the overall brand coolness without viewing the rebellious
campaign and the brand coolness after viewing the rebellious campaign. All of the respondents are randomly
divided to participate in these two evaluations to ensure that the same person does not evaluate a brand and its
corresponding rebellious campaign in order to prevent affecting the accuracy of the survey results.
Hypotheses H2 and H3 suggest that buying behaviour and WOM behaviour are triggered if the respondents’
perception of brand coolness increases after viewing the rebellious campaign. Therefore, the researchers aim to
capture whether seeing rebellious campaigns influence any of the two behaviours. The buying behaviour is
evaluated with respect to the behaviour when comparing the brand’s offer to the offer of the brand's competitors
and the willingness to pay more for the brand than for the competitors’ brands. The researchers verify WOM
attitude based on the willingness to discuss the campaign with friends/family/surroundings and to refer
positively and recommend the brand.
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Ninety-nine respondents participated in the survey, among which 69.7% were women and 30.3% were men,
42.4% were in the age range from 18 to 24 years old, 35.4% from 25 to 29, and 18.2% from 30 to 39.
Furthermore, 45.5% of the respondents were students, 42.4% were employees and 12% had other occupations.
After the elimination of the respondents on the premises of not knowing the brands used in the survey, responses
from 93 participants for the questions about the overall brand perception and 92 participants for the perception
after being exposed to rebellious campaigns were considered for the analysis. Each participant evaluated one
brand in terms of the overall brand coolness without having watched the brand's rebellious campaign, followed
by the questions to evaluate the rebellious campaign of another brand. This approach allows to eliminate the
possibility of having the same person evaluating the brand coolness and rebellious campaign of the same brand.
Therefore, 28 respondents evaluated the rebellious campaign of the LCC Ryanair, 31 evaluated United Colors
of Benetton, and 33 evaluated the Burger King campaign.

3.2

Pretest

As the first step of the empirical part, a brand pretest was designed in order to determine which rebellious
campaigns were more suitable for the experiment. The suitable campaigns shall be considered rebellious and
shall not be easily recognisable in order to reach the maximum number of respondents who have not seen the
campaigns before. If the respondents have seen the campaigns before, their perception may be influenced and,
therefore, affect the accuracy of the survey. The researchers detected 10 different campaigns from various
sources that could be perceived rebellious based on the findings from the conceptual background. A preliminary
test was conducted, in which a total of 24 participants evaluated the rebelliousness of each campaign. Firstly,
the respondents were asked whether they had seen the campaigns before. Secondly, they assessed their
rebelliousness by rating characteristics of being rebellious, defiant, not afraid of breaking the rules and
nonconformist (Warren et. al, 2019) on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly disagree” and 5 = “Strongly
agree”). The pretest indicated that a campaign by Ryanair, Burger King and United Colors of Benetton were the
most suitable for the survey.
Figure 1 shows the rebellious campaign of Ryanair with its controversial slogan “With prices this cheap, shut
the f*ck up” (Brandingmag, 2013). It was ideated by students from the Miami Ad School (Trend Hunter, 2013).
Although this campaign was neither created nor used by the low-cost airline, it achieved great recognition and
was considered to be a bold (Trend Hunter, 2013) and provocative effort of re-defining the brand in a rather
honest way of communicating with their customers (Brandingmag, 2013).
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Figure 1: “With prices this cheap, shut the f*ck up” campaign of Ryanair
“The moldy Whopper” campaign, displayed in Figure 2, reveals that Burger King has moved away from
preservatives and artificial ingredients by showing a moldy whopper (Business Insider, 2020). While it has
received mixed responses on YouTube (Vice, 2020) and divided marketing experts (CNBC, 2020), Burger
Kings’ controversial ad debuted in February 2020 scores high on subversion (Marketing Dive, 2020).

Figure 2: “The moldy Whopper” campaign of Burger King
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Figure 3: “Unhate” campaign of United Colors of Benetton
Figure 3 presents United Colors of Benetton “Unhate” campaign, which already deserved its place in the article
“The rise of the rebel brand” in the Campaign magazine (Campaign, 2016). The theme of Benetton’s November
2011 campaign is the kiss between world political and religious leaders. With this campaign, as the brand itself
stated, they try to inspire action and reconciliation with a touch of “ironic hope and constructive provocation”
(Benetton Group, 2011).

4

Findings

As a first step, a factor analysis utilising Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) to measure the sampling adequacy for the
different brand coolness components with and without the rebellious campaign, which resulted in values
superior to the acceptable 0.6 (KMOBrand Coolness=0.659; KMOBrand Coolness after rebellious campaign=0.775), was performed.
As a second step, Cronbach’s α was used to check the internal consistency of the different brand coolness
components for the ‘brand coolness’ group and for the ‘brand coolness after rebellious campaign’ group. The
results (Cronbach’s αBrand Coolness=0.715; Cronbach’s αBrand Coolness after rebellious campaign=0.795), demonstrate adequate
consistency by showing superior values to the recommended 0.7 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).
Then, a set of t-tests for independent samples was carried out to contrast hypotheses H1. As the P value is
statistically significant at an alpha level of 0.05, the null hypothesis can be rejected. Therefore, hypothesis H1
succeeds in showing significant levels by increasing the brand coolness perception after the rebellious campaign
(PFull model=0,024). However, it is noteworthy that in the case of the Burger King campaign (PBurger King=0,255),
no increase in the brand coolness perception can be observed as in the rest of the campaigns (PBenetton = 0,004;
PRyanair = 0,030).
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Brand coolness

N (sample
size)

Benetton

Ryanair

Burger King

Full model

30

34

29

93

3.13

2.86

3.12

3.03

31

28

33

92

3.57

3.15

2.96

3.22

0.00*

0.03*

0.26*

0.02*

t=2.96, df=59

t=2.22, df=60

t=1.15, df=60

t=2.28, df=183

0.44 ± 0.15

0.28 ± 0.13

-0.16 ± 0.14

0.19 ± 0.08

Index (mean)
Brand coolness
after rebellious
campaign

N (sample
size)

t-test

P value*

Index (mean)

t, df
Difference
between means
(B - A) ± SEM
*P<0.05; **P>0.05

Table 1: T-test for independent samples

The software ADANCO was used for the analysis of the empirical research and testing of hypotheses H2 and
H3. PLS modelling is considered to be one of the most developed and general structural equation model (SEM)
methods (McDonald, 1996). Therefore, it was used for this analysis. The model was built based on guidelines
and recommendations by Benitez, Henseler, Castillo, and Schuberth (2020).
As seen in the figure 4 below, the researchers identified four variables that were measured in the empirical
research. They are the rebellious factor of the campaigns, the brand coolness, the buying behaviour and the
WOM. The model shows that the rebellious factor directly affects brand coolness, and brand coolness has a
direct effect on both buying behaviour and WOM. The rebellious factor was measured with the help of two
questions that demonstrated to what extent the respondents perceived the campaign as being rebellious. Brand
coolness, being the main part of the model, was measured in accordance with 10 traits: extraordinary,
aesthetically appealing, energetic, original, authentic, rebellious, high status, subcultural, iconic, and popular
(Warren et al., 2019). Each of these characteristics was evaluated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly
disagree” and 5 = “Strongly agree”). The effect of brand coolness on buying behaviour was measured with two
questions, whereas the effect on WOM was identified using three specific questions.
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Figure 4: Structural Equation Model
In a first step, the overall model was evaluated with the help of standardised root mean squared residual (SRMR)
(Hu & Bentler, 1998, 1999), 95%-percentile (“HI95”) and the 99%-percentile (“HI99”). In addition to that, two
goodness of overall model fit criteria dULS and dG (Benitez et al., 2020) were also considered. If all three criteria
SRMR, dULS and dG do not exceed the values of HI95 and HI99, it is likely that the setup of the overall model
is approved to proceed further. All three criteria requirements are fulfilled as shown in Table 2.
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Value

HI95

HI99

SRMR

0.10

0.09

0.10

dULS

1.61

1.30

1.65

dG

0.53

0.60

0.92

Table 2: Model quality
As a second step, the reliability of the construct scores was checked using Dijkstra-Henseler's pA (cut-off: pA >
0.7) and Cronbach's α (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994; cut-off: α > 0.7). In addition to these reliability measures,
the convergent validity by using the average variance extracted (AVE) (cut-off: AVE > 0.5) was checked as
well as the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) (cut-off: HTMT <1). As displayed in table 3, all
four variables show a value for Cronbach’s α and Dijkstra-Henseler’s of at least 0.7. Consequently, the
measurement of those variables is validated with good or at least acceptable values. Considering the values of
the AVE, all variables except the one for brand coolness with a value of 0.28 fulfil the measurement criteria of
the AVE with a value of at least 0.5. Therefore, the measurement of brand coolness is not perfect and could be
adjusted by taking a closer look at the measurement methods. In a next step, the acceptance of the correlations
was tested with the help of the HTMT model. The three independent variables rebellious, buying behaviour and
WOM show average results that can be accepted due to the fact that the value is below 1. Table 3 summarises
the results and confirms the overall quality of the measurements.
Cronbach's (α)

Dijkstra-

AVE

HTMT

Henseler's (pA)

Brand coolness

0.79

0.81

0.28

-

Rebellious

0.80

0.80

0.66

0.60

Buying behavior

0.71

0.87

0.64

0.42

WOM

0.78

0.81

0.57

0.67

Table 3: Construct scores quality

12 | I n n o v a t i v e B r a n d M a n a g e m e n t

Given these results, the empirical data and model specifications are suitable for the third step which focuses on
the verification of hypotheses H2 and H3 through the evaluation of the structural model.
The evaluation of the structural model starts with verifying the variances r2 and adjusted r2 followed by
examining the significance of the path coefficients.
Construct

Coefficient of determination

Adjusted r2

(r2)
Brand coolness

0.37

0.36

Buying behavior

0.16

0.15

WOM

0.51

0.51

Table 4: r2 and adjusted r2
As shown in Table 4, brand coolness has an r2 value of 0.37, which means that rebelliousness is indeed an
important influencer on brand coolness. However, the impact of brand coolness on buying behaviour is not that
strong, which is indicated by the low r2 value of 0.16. The opposite situation could be seen in respect to WOM
having a high r2 value of 0.51.
The values of path coefficients, presented in Table 5, also indicate a very strong impact of brand coolness on
WOM behaviour with a path coefficient of 0.71. Therefore, hypothesis H2 can be accepted (p-value = 0.0000).
Furthermore, even though the effect of brand coolness on buying behaviour is rather weak (path coefficient =
0.41), it is still detected. Therefore, hypothesis H3 can be verified.
Total effects

Path coefficient

p-value (2-sided)

Acceptance

H2: Brand coolness →

0.41

0.00

Accepted

0.71

0.00

Accepted

Buying behavior

H3: Brand coolness →
WOM

Table 5: Evaluation of hypotheses
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Additionally, the path coefficients demonstrate that rebellious campaigns do have a strong direct impact on
brand coolness (path coefficient = 0.61). Although the indirect impact on the buying intention is quite weak
with a value of only 0.25, the impact can still be accepted due to the p-value of 0.01. Lastly, the indirect effect
of the rebellious campaign on the WOM has been measured. The value 0.43 indicates an average impact on the
WOM.

5

Discussion

Coolness has become a highly desirable trait for many brands seeking to stand out among the abundance of
players in the market. Although many of them still do not have a clear picture of how to be perceived as cool,
they still strive to achieve it. More and more research is being conducted in this field proposing various methods
of communication with customers, and brands that are not afraid to take risks even resort to methods such as
rebellious and controversial marketing campaigns. However, do rebellious marketing campaigns impact on how
individuals perceive brands with respect to coolness? This paper took on the challenge of answering this
question.
After conducting the empirical research, it can be stated that rebellious campaigns have a significant impact on
brand coolness. Launching non-conforming campaigns that defy social norms is one strategy that brands can
use if they want to be perceived as cool. Even though it does not necessarily impact the consumer buying
behaviour, as an attribute such as the price may have more influence on the buying intention, it does contribute
positively to WOM, which is currently one of the most valuable channels of communication with customers.
Another aspect that brands should keep in mind when using rebellious campaigns is the risk associated with it.
In this research, the three rebellious campaigns of Ryanair, United Colors of Benetton and Burger King were
all evaluated using the same procedure and measurement scale. Only the Burger King campaign showed no
significant influence on brand coolness despite the fact of having the maximum number of respondents. We
could also argue that the hypothesis H1 may not be fully accepted if we take into account the individual results
of the Burger King campaign. Although all three campaigns altogether raised the perceived coolness of the
brands, it cannot be stated that all types of rebellious campaigns will raise the perception of a brand in regard to
coolness based on our results.
Based on the findings, this paper states that the message of the rebellious campaign plays an important role in
how people perceive brand coolness. If a message is not understood, agreed with, or simply not liked, it can
lead to insignificant influence or no influence on brand coolness, or, in the worst scenario, even in its decrease.
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6

Limitations and further research

As the scope of this research is limited to rebellious campaigns, the authors would encourage brand researchers
to further investigate how other types of campaigns can influence the perception of a brand in regards to
coolness. In addition, as each campaign can be perceived differently, it would also be interesting to examine
which products or industries can achieve a greater perception of brand coolness when using rebellious
campaigns. As already seen, in the case of Burger King the rebellious campaign did not show significant levels
for increasing the brand coolness perception. It would be interesting to find out the reason behind it, and if this
could be due to the type of campaign, the type of product, or to other reasons, such as for instance, the dynamic
nature of coolness, as the individual’s perception about what is cool can vary over time (Belk, Tian & Paavola,
2010). Additionally, disgust appeals, for example, have shown to lead to a more negative attitude towards the
advertisements than non-disgust advertisements (Dens et. al, 2008), and thus, it would also be interesting to
explore if this could be one of the reasons why “The moldy Whopper” campaign did not manage to increase the
perception of the brand’s coolness. An additional limitation of this paper lies in the size of the sample group,
which consisted of a total of 93 participants, and which might not be large enough to draw major conclusions.
Moreover, religious and historical factors can play an important role in determining attitudes (Waller at. al,
2005), which is why it would be interesting to find out if different cultural backgrounds could influence how
individuals perceive rebellious campaigns. Furthermore, only the ‘buying behaviour’ and the ‘WOM’ were
considered. It remains to be seen how other behaviours can be influenced by rebellious campaigns, or how other
mediators such as, for instance, the brand loyalty or the brand reputation, can influence the brand coolness
perception after viewing a rebellious campaign.
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Abstract
Purpose- This study investigates the impact of two different influencer characteristics, namely credibility and
congruence with the promoted brand, on the behaviour of Instagram users in the context of sustainable low
involvement products. Practical implication derived from the results of this research could assist companies in
making better-informed choices of influencers for their marketing.
Design Methodology- After developing the research model, the authors use an online survey with 202 data sets
of Instagram users for the investigation of the derived hypotheses. The hypotheses refer to the question of
whether the analysed influencer characteristics have an influence on user behaviour. After validation of the
measurement scales, the hypotheses are evaluated e.g. through variance and regression analyses.
Findings- The credibility of an influencer can have strong impacts on its marketing effectiveness which is
measured via Instagram user behaviour. However, the congruence between an influencer and the promoted
brand has almost no significant impact on consumer behaviour and therefore, on its effectiveness. Moreover,
no interaction effects appeared between the components of the research model.
Research limitations and implications- The findings help managers to understand the importance of a suitable
influencer as a marketing instrument. The appearance might directly and indirectly affects the company and can
in turn increase its value and success.
Originality and value- Currently, there is a considerable lack of research on influencer marketing in the context
of sustainable products with low involvement of customers. Therefore, this study focuses on this particular field
of research.

21 | I n n o v a t i v e B r a n d M a n a g e m e n t

1

Introduction

The marketing strategies of companies are currently undergoing a major change. Due to the establishment and
further development of the Internet, web-specific and innovative communication with consumers is the
prerequisite for ensuring the competitiveness of companies. As a result of this technical progress, traditional
marketing has retreated into the background. In particular, the use of traditional advertising, such as TV
commercials, lost its importance and effectiveness with consumers. As consumers are now paying more
attention to recommendations and reviews within their own environment and the digital world, confidence in
these marketing instruments has declined (Kaplan, 2012; Lazarsfeld et al., 1948; Weiss, 2014). For companies,
this results in a new opportunity to get in touch with their customers, to build and strengthen relationships, but
also to acquire new customers (Barger and Labrecque, 2013; Felix et al., 2017). Social networks support the
growing exchange between users about information, products and brands, resulting in an increasing importance
of social media for companies (Horx et al., 2012). Therefore, many companies are now focusing on new types
of marketing channels, such as influencer marketing on social media, with influencers acting as multipliers who
distribute advertising messages and product recommendations (Deges, 2018; Jahnke, 2018). The term
“influencer marketing” describes the cooperation of companies with online personalities (i.e. “influencer”) who
have a high number of followers on at least one social media platform and are instrumentalized as brand
ambassadors. Influencers often share sponsored content with their followers and influence within a specific
consumer segment (Faßmann and Moss, 2016; Papasolomou and Melanthiou, 2012). Especially on the social
media app Instagram, influencer marketing is experiencing high effectiveness and popularity (Hu et al., 2014).
Choosing an appropriate endorser is not straightforward, as many factors have to be taken into account to match
up an endorser for a brand or product. The match-up hypothesis is an important and well-studied subject in
advertising (Zhou and Whitla, 2013). Part of the match-up hypothesis states that in order to broadcast a
convincing advertising message, congruence between the message emanating from the influencer and the
advertised product is necessary (Fanderl, 2005). Consequently, an incongruent match between brand and
endorser could lead to less favourable consumer reactions as it does not match consumer expectations. Such
inconsistency may lead to negative effects such as consumer distrust, loss of customers, deterioration of brand
image and ultimately campaign failure (Kim et al., 2013; Koernig and Boyd, 2009; Marshall et al., 2008; Till
and Busler, 2013). To avoid this, companies must consider a number of factors when choosing an influencer.
The model of this study investigates the impact of the influencer characteristics "credibility" and "congruence
with a brand" on Instagram user behaviour. This model was derived and modified from several literature sources
(Casaló et al., 2017, 2018; Ohanian, 1990; Moulard et al., 2015). However, previous research did not refer to
sustainable products, which are becoming increasingly important. A German study conducted by Accenture
(2019) shows that 70 percent of the participants stated that they buy more environmentally friendly products
today than they did five years ago. In addition, 79 percent of the participants plan to increase their consumption
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of sustainable products in the next five years. The statistics show that the demand for sustainable products is
increasing. This suggests that influencer marketing in the sustainable sphere is also becoming increasingly
important. Currently, there is only limited research regarding the impact of influencer characteristics on the
success of influencer marketing in the area of sustainable low involvement products. Consumer product
involvement is defined as "The product's level of concern and attention for consumers" (Liang, 2012, p. 327).
Therefore, this study aims to contribute to this field of research.
Based on the above, this research examines the following questions: “In the context of sustainable low
involvement products, to which extent do both the credibility and the congruence between an influencer and the
promoted brand have an impact on the endorser effectiveness in terms of the Instagram user behaviour?”.
Furthermore, this raises the second research question: “Do interaction effects between the constructs of
credibility and congruence occur in terms of their impact on user behaviour?”.

2

Theoretical Background

The research model on which the empirical investigation is founded investigates the impact of above discussed
relations between the constructs. Figure 1 shows the interactions between the various components, together with
the identification of the hypotheses. A plus sign illustrates the assumption of a positive correlation.

Figure 1: Research model
Working with celebrities who promote a brand, product or service and thus transfer their positive image to it, is
a popular and common method used by marketers to trigger consumers' intention to buy or use the recommended
product or service (Atkin and Block, 1983). Previous academic studies have confirmed that the endorsement of
celebrities significantly increases advertising effectiveness (Atkin and Block, 1983; Erdogan, 1999; Amos et
al., 2008; Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016). In order to increase and support their brand value, in addition to traditional
celebrities, companies are progressively using social media influencers as endorsers (Marwick, 2015). As this
study focuses on the effects of endorser (i.e. influencers) marketing within the Instagram environment, the
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effectiveness of an influencer is measured by its impact on Instagram user behaviour. The research model of
this paper was constructed using components from previous research for example by Casaló et al. (2017, 2018).
In their studies, they examined the impact of various factors on the effectiveness of influencer marketing by
analysing user behaviour. Since the models just adopted have measured and proven the positive effect
relationships between the constructs in general, but not in the framework of sustainable low involvement
products, the present study focuses on the effects in this context. The model of the present study considers three
components of user behaviour. Namely, the intention of an Instagram user to interact with an influencer, the
intention of an Instagram user to recommend a brand promoted by the influencer and the intention of an
Instagram user to buy a product promoted by the influencer.
The intention to interact entails the Instagram users' intention to interact with an influencer, which can appear
in different ways: Users can follow an Instagram account, like published posts, comment on and share them,
consecutively allowing Instagram users to distribute content to others (Eng, 2017). The willingness of Instagram
users to interact with an account, in turn, has consequences for the awareness and distribution of the posted
content of the influencer. Posts that have a high interaction rate receive a better position due to the newsfeed
algorithm and thus generate higher visibility within the newsfeed of other Instagram users (Jahnke, 2018). The
resulting accelerated posting distribution, again, has a positive effect on the effectiveness of the influencer as a
marketing instrument (Hettler, 2012).

The degree of recommendation describes the extent to which an Instagram user intends to recommend content
from an Instagram account to other users (Casaló et al., 2017). The dissemination of information by social media
users is called electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). Hennig-Thurau and colleagues (2004, p. 38) define eWOM
as “a positive or negative statement by potential, actual or former customers about a product or company that is
available to a large number of people and institutions via the Internet". Consumers search for information posted
by former customers to make themselves comfortable before buying products or services (Pitta and Fowler,
2005). According to that, eWOM influences the purchasing behaviour of users through social media and thus
represents an effective marketing instrument (Zhang et al., 2010).

The intention to follow a recommendation (i.e. to buy a product or brand) of an influencer is one of the most
relevant indicators regarding user behaviour, as it is a signal for their purchasing behaviour (Choudhury et al.,
2002). Thus, this consequence refers to the advertising effect achieved by the influencer, which has
corresponding effects on the client of the advertising (Casaló, 2017). The previously mentioned facts
demonstrate the value of making an informed choice on the advertising medium (i.e. the influencer) by a
company.
According to Erdogan (1999), an effective endorser is defined by three criteria: credibility, attractiveness and
congruence between the endorser and the brand. Credibility means that someone is considered suitable to be
believed (Götsch, 1994). This implies that there is no possibility to confirm the content of the statement for its

24 | I n n o v a t i v e B r a n d M a n a g e m e n t

correctness. Rather, the statement or person simply must be trusted. Accordingly, credibility is not a measurable
characteristic but is merely attributed to the person making a statement (Köhnken, 1990). Furthermore, Köhnken
(1990) assumes that the communicator only passes on information which he believes to be true. Credibility can
be understood as a multidimensional construct of trustworthiness, expertise and authenticity. For the research
model of this research paper, the credibility models briefly presented below were taken into consideration. The
source-credibility theory of Ohanian (1990) comprises the construct of credibility consisting of expertise,
trustworthiness and attractiveness. This model was supplemented by the component of authenticity derived from
the study by Moulard et al. entitled "What Makes a Human Brand Authentic?” (2015). The term sourcecredibility is used to imply the positive qualities of a communicator who influences the recipient's response to
a statement about a product or service (Ohanian, 1990). The basis of the source-credibility theory according to
Ohanian (1990) are the research findings on source-credibility by Hovland and colleagues (1953). The theory
is primarily concerned with the perception of the communicator's credibility and how the recipient's assessments
and opinions are influenced and thus cause a change in attitude. According to the authors, the degree of
credibility of a communicator depends on the trustworthiness and expertise perceived by the recipient of the
message.

Expertise refers to the extent to which a communicator is perceived as a source of valid assertion and has the
knowledge, experience or skills to promote a product (McCracken, 1989). As long as the recipient assumes that
the communicator has the expertise to market the product, it is irrelevant whether the communicator in fact does
so or not (Erdogan, 1999; Hovland et al., 1953). Thus, the higher the expertise of the communicator is perceived
by the recipient, the more credibility is attributed to a statement.
Trustworthiness is mentioned as another component of credibility. Ohanian formulates the following definition
in her article "Construction and Validation of a scale to Measure Celebrity Endorsers' perceived Expertise,
Trustworthiness, and Attractiveness" (1990, p. 41): "The trust paradigm in communication is the listener's
degree of confidence in, and level of acceptance of, the speaker and the message”. Hovland et al. (1953) explain
trustworthiness as the listener's confidence in a speaker. Trustworthiness is further considered to be the degree
of reliance on the communicator's intention to pass on information he or she considers valid without distortion.
Therefore, trustworthiness refers to the communicator's honesty and credibility and thus represents a subjective
judgement of the target group of a message (Erdogan, 1999; Hovland et al., 1953). According to Smith (1973),
trustworthiness is the most important component of credibility, because a person who is not trustworthy is
considered a questionable source.

In the present research, the construct of credibility, consisting of expertise and trustworthiness, is extended by
the component of authenticity. The basis for this assumption serves the publication of Moulard et al. (2015),
which figured out the evidence for the authenticity of a brand or a celebrity. According to that, a person is
considered authentic if other individuals perceive him or her to behave in line with his or her own self (ibid.).
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In the context of social media, the authenticity of a celebrity is also defined by postings that demonstrate some
aspects of the celebrity's true self (Kowalczyk and Pounders, 2016).

On the basis of the existing literature and the derivation just made, it is assumed that credibility as the sum of
the three components explained above has a positive effect on the user behaviour of Instagram users. This results
in the following hypotheses:

H1a: The higher the credibility of an influencer is perceived, the stronger the intention of a user to interact with
the influencer.
H1b: The higher the credibility of an influencer is perceived, the stronger the intention of a user to recommend
an advertised brand or product.
H1c: The higher the credibility of an influencer is perceived, the stronger the intention of a user to buy an
advertised product.

In the present model, in addition to the component of credibility, the component of congruence between the
influencer as an endorser and the promoted brand is assumed. Firstly, it is necessary to point out that promoting
a product through an endorser does not automatically lead to the expected success. Previous research has shown
that the effectiveness of an advertisement distributed by an endorser depends on the extent to which the image,
personality or knowledge of the endorser matches the advertised product (Kamins, 1990; Kamins and Gupta,
1994). The congruence models, also known as match-up, fit or similarity models, explain that there should be
harmony between a product, brand or endorser, and the existing scheme of how it is perceived through the
advertising (Lee and Schumann, 2004). The congruence between the influencer and the promoted brand implies
that the relevant personality traits of the influencer are in harmony with relevant attributes of the brand (Misra
and Beatty, 1990). In practice, therefore, the choice of the influencer promoting a brand or product should
depend on how strongly the association a brand or product evokes, matches those of the influencer (Thwaites
et al., 2012). In fact, if the image of the influencer is consistent with the desired image of the brand, this may
evoke the associations with the brand or product in consumers desired by a given company (Seno and Lukas,
2007). The stronger this congruence between influencer and brand, i.e. the so-called "fit", is accentuated, the
more the consumer can be affected by the endorser (Kamins and Gupta, 1994). The congruence between an
influencer and promoted brand is, therefore, the second component in the research model, which exerts an
influence on Instagram user behaviour and can in consequence be considered a success factor for influencer
marketing. This leads to the following hypotheses:

H2a: The higher the congruence between an influencer and the promoted brand is perceived, the stronger the
intention of a user to interact with the influencer.
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H2b: The higher the congruence between an influencer and the promoted brand is perceived, the stronger the
intention of a user to recommend an advertised brand or product.
H2c: The higher the congruence between an influencer and the promoted brand is perceived, the stronger the
intention of a user to buy an advertised product.

3

Methodology

3.1

Design

Using a 2 x 2 factorial experimental design enables an investigation of effects from more than one independent
variable on a given outcome (Campbell and Stanley, 1963; Churchill, 1999). An experiment is defined as
“manipulating an independent variable to see how it affects a dependent variable, while also controlling the
effects of additional extraneous variables" (Burns and Bush, 2014, p. 79). The manipulation, in this case the
researchers' active intervention in the investigation process, takes place at three points in the questionnaire. In
preparation for the experiment, a fictitious Instagram profile was created. To do so an existing profile was
modified regarding the name, postings, biography and story highlights. As part of the manipulation, the
biography and story highlights, as well as the scenario description, were varied in relation to the independent
variables, which are the credibility and congruence in the current research. The original manipulations for the
respective groups in the final survey are attached in Appendix A. To avoid translation errors, a translation of
the manipulation material into English has been waived. The scales for the model query were derived from
several existing publications. The dependent variable consists of the three elements of user behaviour. All other
factors, such as the name, postings or number of followers, were kept constant. The pictures on the Instagram
account show the influencer from afar and without any labelling of other brands. In addition to the component
of the influencer, a sustainable, German brand “Nambus” which is a provider for products for everyday use,
was selected. The product portfolio, consisting of sanitary, not gender-specific products, belong to the category
of low involvement products (Nambus, 2020). Therefore, our criteria of choice, namely sustainability and low
involvement, were met. The previously described manipulations were modified in such a way that the presence
or absence of the credibility and congruence with the respective influencer characteristics were combined.

The research survey, which is conducted in German, was disseminated via communication platforms such as
Instagram, WhatsApp and Facebook. When accessing the link of the questionnaire, the participants were
randomly allocated to one of the four experimental conditions. The online survey, consisting of 17 questions,
was divided into four parts. The participant restriction of the survey concerns Instagram users. These were
identified by a filter question. For those who indicated that they were not Instagram users, the survey was closed
at this point. The first part of the questionnaire inquired about the general user behaviour as well as preferences
towards influencers on Instagram. In the second part, a fictional profile of a female influencer together with one
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of the four various descriptions about the person itself was depicted. Additionally, the sustainable company
“Nambus” was presented with its product portfolio of sanitary products. Lastly, a picture of a sustainable
toothbrush from “Nambus” was posted on the fictional Instagram account. The post entails the influencer’s
reporting on her product experience and recommending the product warmly to her followers. Within the next
part of the survey, participants were then asked specific questions about the credibility and congruence of the
influencer with the brand. Consequently, the intention to interact with the influencer, to recommend the
promoted brand and to buy the promoted product was analysed. To measure this, a 7-point Likert scale, ranging
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7) was used. The final step included questions towards
demographic information such as gender, age, employment, net income and educational attainment. The
questionnaire containing items and constructs were translated into English and attached in Appendix B. The
several scales used in the questionnaire and their sources are provided in Appendix C.

3.2

Pre-test

Before the final study took place, the main part of the questionnaire was pilot tested by 59 randomly selected
participants. The pre-test was used to examine the stimulus materials consisting of the fictional influencer
profiles and the scenario descriptions which manipulated the constructs of credibility and congruence of the
influencer. After reaching a sufficient number of participants, an analysis was conducted using the software
program SPSS.

At first, the reliability and validity of the measurement instrument were verified. In order to test the reliability
of the scales, Cronbach’s alpha values were analysed (Cronbach, 1951). Existing research and literature often
premise on the threshold value of α = 0.7, proposed by Nunnally (1978). In each scale the value of Cronbach’s
alpha is above α = 0.9 (credibility: α = 0.985; congruence: α = 0.983). The same applies to Cronbach's alpha
values if the respective item is removed from the question. This indicates that the items are internally consistent
with the result that the scale exhibits high reliability.
For the factor analysis, only factors with an eigenvalue > 1 were taken into account. An acceptable factor
reliability has a value > 0.6 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Since the constructs of credibility and congruence were
each examined by several items in the questionnaire, the factorial validity must also be evaluated. With values
of extraction greater than 0.822 (credibility) and 0.982 (congruence), the requirement was met. Therefore both
reliability and validity are given.

An independent sample t-test for a 95% confidence interval was conducted to examine if the results of the
manipulated variables differed significantly between the different groups confirming successful manipulation.
Due to the highly significant two-sided p-values (credibility: t (57) = 3.755, P = 0.000; congruence: t (57) =
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14.509, P = 0.000), the null hypothesis “H0: There is no significant difference between the respective groups”
can be rejected regarding both constructs. Therefore, the respondents perceived the characteristics as intended.

4

Results

In the period from 30th of June 2020 to 4th of July 2020, a total of 234 participants took part in the online
questionnaire. Before starting the data analysis, the data was cleaned by excluding participants who indicated
they did not have an Instagram account. The filter question "Do you have an Instagram account?" at the
beginning of the questionnaire eliminated 31 respondents. The cleaned data set, consisting of four experimental
groups (Group 1 (n = 53), Group 2 (n = 52), Group 3 (n = 43), Group 4 (n = 54)), finally contained 202
participants for further analysis. More than 98% of the participants were younger than 36 years. Regarding the
educational background, 57% of the participants have a University degree (Bachelor’s Degree or MBA Degree),
whereas 39% of the participants absolved at least upper secondary education. The gender distribution consisted
of 138 female and 64 male participants.

Analysis of the Cronbach's alpha values show that all scales - credibility, congruence, intention to interact,
intention to recommend, intention to buy - have values greater than α = 0.878. The internal consistency of the
items and therefore high reliability of the scale are given. Since the three constructs of user behaviour in the
questionnaire are each questioned by several items, the factorial validity must also be evaluated by using the
factor analysis. As in the pre-test, the factor analysis of the constructs of credibility and congruence was already
investigated, in the final survey, the three constructs of the user behaviour were additionally inspected. The
factor validity by several values of extraction greater than 0.675 is given. The factor analysis thus confirms the
existence of the three components, consisting of several items. This results in the confirmation of the reliability
and validity of the scales.

Using an independent sample t-test for a 95% confidence interval, it was possible to verify whether the
manipulation worked out successfully. The null hypothesis H0 can be rejected again because of highly twosided significant p-values (credibility: t (200) = 2.649, P = 0.009; congruence: t (200) = 9.008, P = 0.000).
Therefore, it is proved that the respondents perceive the (non-)existence of the credibility or the congruence as
intended. This confirms the correct experimental manipulation.

Based on a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), the effect of two independent variables on a dependent
variable was tested. The results, containing p-value and degrees of freedom, are presented in table 1. H2a posed
that the higher the congruence between an influencer and the promoted brand is perceived, the stronger the
intention of a user to interact with the influencer. As a result of the ANOVA, H2a is the only hypothesis that
can be confirmed. As opposed to this, hypotheses H1a, H1b, H1c, H2b and H2c are rejected. Furthermore, there
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are no interaction effects, which means that the impact of one factor does not depend on the level of the other
factor.
Intention to
interact

Intention to
recommend

Intention to
buy

F(1, 198)

P

F(1, 198)

P

F(1, 198)

P

Credibility

2.224

0.137

0.292

0.590

2.144

0.145

Congruence

9.181

0.003

2.094

0.149

2.859

0.092

Credibility * Congruence
(Interaction Effect)

1.448

0.230

1.934

0.373

0.115

0.735

Table 1: Results of ANOVA, degrees of freedom and p-values
When looking at the mean values of the groups, it is noticeable that the mean values in all four groups are very
low. Despite a 7-point Likert scale, the averages are all less than 3.5. All means (M) and standard deviations
(SD) can be seen in Table 2.
Intention to
interact

Intention to
recommend

Intention to
buy

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Credibility + Congruence

2.14

1.171

3.15

1.593

3.06

1.365

Non-credibility + Congruence

2.09

0.987

3.07

1.468

3.27

1.296

Credibility + Non-congruence

1.86

1.272

2.64

1.656

2.69

1.369

Non-credibility + Non-congruence 1.46

0.799

2.95

1.519

3.02

1.189

Table 2: Results of ANOVA, means and standard divisions
However, before rejecting almost all hypotheses, it is necessary to perform a linear regression. Indeed, there is
a possibility that the insufficient significance values within the variance analysis result from the fact that the
manipulation of the respondents may have been too weak. Subsequently, the significance of the four groupings
is not given.

A linear regression, on the contrary, measures whether there is an effect between the influencer characteristics
and user behaviour in general. The analysis demonstrates highly significant values towards credibility. All the
results of the linear regression are presented in table 3.

Credibility

Si Significance:
P-value

Intention to
interact

Intention to
recommend

Intention to
buy

0,000

0,000

0,000
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Congruence

UnStandardized coefficient:
Regression coefficient

0,599

0,658

0,525

Standardized coefficient:
Beta

0,673

0,517

0,491

SigSignificance:
P-value

0,380

0,094

0,396

UnStandardized coefficient:
Regression coefficient

-0,400

-0,127

-0,054

St Standardized coefficient:
Beta

-0,066

-0,147

-0,074

Table 3: Results of regression analysis
Hence, the hypotheses H1a, H1b and H1c are partly confirmed.

5

Discussion and managerial implications

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the influence of different influencer characteristics on the behaviour of
Instagram users in the context of sustainable low involvement products in order to find answers to the research
questions mentioned at the beginning. After the previous section pointed out that almost all of the hypotheses
could at least partly be rejected, this section aims to provide possible reasons for their rejection. In the data
evaluation it is noticeable that analysis of variance and regression analysis come to different conclusions. The
analysis of variance rejects hypotheses H1a, H1b and H1c, whereas the regression analysis leads to highly
significant values for the impact of credibility on user behaviour. As already mentioned, a partial rejection of
the hypotheses could be justified due to the fact that the manipulation through the questionnaire was not strong
enough. This would mean that the participants of the respective groups did not perceive their assigned influencer
profile as intended by the authors. For example, participants who were assigned a credible and brand fitting
influencer who nonetheless was not perceived credible or congruent to the brand. Nevertheless, the calculations
of the analysis of variance specifically refer to such classified groups. In contrast, regression analysis measures
the general influence of credibility on user behaviour without considering the manipulation of the experiment.
It evaluates how the user behaviour of the participants behaves if they perceive the influencer as credible. Here,
it does not matter whether the authors of the paper classify the influencer as credible. This analysis suggests a
highly significant effect of credibility on user behaviour, which is in line with the model and thus confirms its
validity.
In order to give practical implications, it can be argued that companies will experience both indirect and direct
positive effects from credible influencers, since this will affects the respective intentions of Instagram users.
Nevertheless, the presence of credible influencers increases both the intention to interact and recommend, which
again enhances the reach of the influencer. In turn, a wider scope implies that the advertising message or product
placement of the brand or product reaches more Instagram users. Thus, indirect positive effects are created.
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Furthermore, the company's turnover can be increased directly, since Instagram users are more likely to follow
the recommendations of credible influencers and buy the promoted product. The importance of selecting
credible influencers with the widest possible reach is therefore an important component of successful marketing.
The component of congruence, on the contrary, shows almost no significant values in both analysis, which
means that the construct is not assigned too much importance for marketing according to this study. However,
a correlation of congruence between the influencer and the advertised brand as well as the intention of the user
to interact with the Instagram account could partly be confirmed within the variance analysis.
In summary, the practical implication for influencer marketing is that companies focus primarily on credible
influencers, whereas the fit to the company does not seem to be decisive. This means that an influencer who is
perceived as credible can be a successful advertising medium despite a lack of congruence with the brand. These
trains of thought are necessary when choosing an influencer in order to strengthen companies in the long run.
Finally, the two research questions can be answered. The first research question: "In the context of sustainable
low involvement products, to what extent does both, the credibility and the congruence between an influencer
and the promoted brand, have an impact on the endorser effectiveness in terms of the Instagram user behaviour?"
aimed to work out how the effectiveness of influencers differs in terms of the presence or absence of credibility
and congruence. The evaluation of the results does not allow to prove a clear effect of credibility on user
behaviour with regard to sustainable low involvement products, yet it reinforces the strong presumption of a
positive correlation.
Furthermore, unfortunately, there was almost no confirmation of an effect of congruence between an influencer
and promoted brand on user behaviour. Only regarding the intention to interact, a significant effect of
congruence between influencer and brand could be confirmed. This consideration led to the second research
question: “Do interaction effects between the credibility and congruence occur in terms of their impact on user
behaviour?”. This means, whether one construct reinforces or weakens the other construct. The empirical
investigation did not reveal any interaction effects here either.

6

Limitations and future research opportunities

This study faces several limitations which should be taken into account when interpreting its methodical
application and results. First, the empirical investigation is subject to methodological limitations. On the one
hand, the self-selection of respondents, resulting from their voluntary participation in the survey, creates the
risk of bias and the possibility of multiple interviews. The conditions of implementation during the anonymous
online survey cannot be controlled, which can also lead to dubious answers at times (Homburg and Krohmer,
2006; Thielsch and Weltzin, 2009). On the other hand, the fact that there is insufficient available information

32 | I n n o v a t i v e B r a n d M a n a g e m e n t

on the participants must be regarded as a disadvantage. In other words, online surveys often provide only limited
representativeness (Homburg and Krohmer, 2006).
In addition to that, the credibility of a fictional person, only depicted through an Instagram profile as well as an
individual scenario description, is difficult to be evaluated by the participants. Having such limited access to
background information or knowledge about the influencer leaves the participants dependent on the stimuli of
the conducted experiment. This might be a reason for the low manipulation effect which led to weak results
within the variance analysis regarding the impact of credibility. To get a more informed impression of the
influencer and her attributes, future research should extend the available information on the influencer by
including personal stories or further insights into the latest postings for example.
It could also be problematic to transfer the findings based on the observation of a single influencer to a general
context. Thus, the participants were presented a sample influencer in the questionnaire and the results, obtained
from the evaluation of the survey, were extrapolated to influencers in general. Therefore, this study could be
expanded in the future.
Another significant limitation could be the composition of the participants. On the one hand, only 57 and 58
(each corresponding to approx. 28%) participants stated that they were interested in contributions and postings
concerning “Environment & Nature” or “Sustainability”. On the other hand, according to the survey 116 and
112 respondents, respectively, show a great interest in “Lifestyle & Design” and “Sport & Fitness”. Due to the
multiple answers option of the questionnaire design, it cannot be precluded that people who have an interest in
“Lifestyle & Design” or “Sport & Fitness” may not also have an interest in “Sustainability”. Nonetheless, the
difference between the groups is extremely large, so that compared to the interest in “Sustainability”, more than
double the number of participants has an interest in “Lifestyle & Design”.
The results may also have been affected by the fact that the participants did not feel addressed by the presented
product, namely a sustainable toothbrush. Therefore, the investigated posting could not trigger any intentions
regarding interaction, recommendation or purchase among the participants, even if they perceive the influencer
as credible and congruent to the brand. It is conceivable that the participants may have more distinctive
intentions when it comes to high involvement products, and which in fact match their area of interest, for
examples lifestyle products or sports equipment/clothing. The choice of toothbrushes as an endorsed low
involvement product could have contributed to the insignificant outcomes in this study.
Last but not least, the design of the applied research may limit the study results. As already mentioned, no
response reaction, regarding the S-O-R model, can be measured in this research. However, future research may
be able to design an experiment with a direct response instead of simply an "intention". The limited
measurability of intentions compared to direct actions/responses can be solved by applying actual purchase
options and calls to action, e.g. using a link to an online shop checkout cart in the form of a field experiment.
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Appendix
Appendix A: Influencer Profiles

Fit & glaubwürdig

Kein Fit & glaubwürdig

Fit & nicht glaubwürdig

Kein Fit & nicht glaubwürdig
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Appendix B: Constructs, Items, Scales of the questionnaire
Construct

Credibility

Congruence between brand and
influencer

I nstagram user behaviour

I tem

Scale

Trustworthiness
(I consider this influencer to be...)

* honest
* dependable
* Sincere
* trustworthy
* reliable

7-step Likert Skala
(1) stimme gar nicht zu
(7) stimme voll zu

Expertise
(I consider this influencer to be...)

* an Expert
* knowledgeable
* qualified
* experienced

7-step Likert Scale
(1) do not agree at all
(7) fully agree

Authenticity
(I consider this influencer to be...)

* genuine
* real
* authentic
* unique
* standing out

7-step Likert Scale
(1) do not agree at all
(7) fully agree

Congruence
(Please evaluate how much the influencer
fits the presented brand.)

* There is a strong congruence between the brand and the influencer.
* The influencer seems compatible with the brand.
* The influencer seems to match the brand to me.

7-step Likert Scale
(1) do not agree at all
(7) fully agree

* I would follow that Instagram account
* I would share this Instagram post.
* I would like this Instagram post
I ntention to interact with the influencer
* I would comment on this Instagram post.
(Please indicate how much you agree with
* I will most likely recommend this Instagram account to friends and family with
the following statements.)
similar interests.
* I intend to interact with this Instagram account in the near future.
* I will prefer this Instagram account to other Instagram accounts.

7-step Likert Scale
(1) do not agree at all
(7) fully agree

I ntention to recommend the promoted
* I would recommend this brand to my friends and relatives with similar interests.
brand
* I would promote this brand in communication with other people.
(Please indicate how much you agree with
* I would recommend this brand in good conscience to other people.
the following statements.)

7-step Likert Scale
(1) do not agree at all
(7) fully agree

* I'd like to try the advertised brand
* I would buy the promoted brand's products if I spot them by chance.
* I would actively search for that brand to buy.
I ntention to buy the promoted product
* I would be willing to buy products of that brand
(Please indicate how much you agree with
* I would not hesitate to consider the product recommendations I see in the images
the following statements)
from this Instagram account.
* I would trust the product recommendations seen on the images from this Instagram
account.

7-step Likert Scale
(1) do not agree at all
(7) fully agree

Appendix C: Scales and Sources
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Abstract
Purpose – This paper aims to link the concepts of cost transparency (CT) and consumer-based brand equity
(CBBE) and empirically demonstrates the influence of CT on CBBE. Further, it seeks to investigate the
mediation role of price fairness in the relationship between CT and CBBE.
Design/methodology/approach – The study is conducted in the form of a comparative online survey and in the
context of a smartphone product. A pretest was carried out to determine fair and unfair profit margins.
Following, a questionnaire was designed according to the theoretical conceptualization and the measuring scales
of CBBE. Afterward, the conclusion was drawn based on the data analysis of 103 respondents mainly based in
Germany and European countries.
Findings – The research shows that CT has a positive impact on CBBE. Results also indicated that price fairness
plays and insignificant role in mediating the influence of CT on CBBE.
Research implications – Although CT does not make a major improvement on CBBE, it still can be used as a
differentiating feature or a step towards a more transparent brand.
Limitations/Future Research – The research has some limitations regarding the sample size, the perception
of price fairness of respondents, and transferability to other product categories. Since only a few studies on CT
have been conducted to date, a broad field of research is available. There are possible topics such as comparison
of CT from different product categories, comparison of CT with other areas of brand transparency.
Originality/Value – This paper contributes to the knowledge of brand transparency in general and CT in
particular. By applying and adapting branding concepts and measuring scales, the paper provides pioneer study
on the influence of CT on CBBE of a smartphone company.
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1

Introduction

In the digital era, power has shifted to consumers since they can easily access to many sources of information
about the products and services which enables them to make smarter decisions (Lowe, 2015). In this business
context firms are focusing on building their image and reputation through transparency strategies (Lee, 2018).
A study from Label Insight in 2016 reveals that nearly 40 percent of consumers will switch to a more transparent
brand, and 94 percent of people say they are likely to be more loyal to a brand that offers complete transparency.
To improve transparency, businesses usually focus on diversity and inclusion data, growth and performance,
internal processes, hiring practices, revenue, and pricing breakdowns (Lee, 2018).
If operational transparency helps strengthen customer sense of gratitude and sympathy by revealing companies'
"behind-the-scene" works, cost transparency (CT) can help increase consumer purchase interest by 21% by
enhancing their trust in the firms. However, the disclosure of unit cost is still not prevalent in reality. Firms that
implement CT are virtually neophytes or unknown. In addition, there are many debates about the effectiveness
of this model concerning its negative effects such as it may confuse consumers or for some company revealing
unit cost also means revealing their competitive advantages. (Mohan et al., 2020)

The amount of research on brand transparency is comprehensive and diverse but the number of in-depth studies
on CT is only given little consideration. We identified four main directions of research about CT, which are CT
as a part of supply chain transparency, brand transparency, CT in in-depth industries (medical and education),
and other general research. However, research to date has not analyzed the impact of CT strategy on brand
equity, which is one of the key measures of a brand's success. Not only could the purchase decision be influenced
by a CT, but also the perception of a brand. To this end, this research aims to examine how different that
consumers evaluate the brand equity’s attributes, depending on receiving and not receiving cost information.
Further, it also extends previous research on the role of perceived price fairness (Ferguson and Scholder Ellen,
2013) in mediating the impact of CT. Some hypothetical scenarios of the product Fairphone were used in this
paper to test the effect of the CT model.
Cost transparency: Part of a brands core
According to Mohan et al. (2020), CT is defined as a firm’s disclosure of the costs that the firm incurs to provide
a given product or service. In the present research, we operationalize CT as the practice of revealing the unit
costs of production to consumers. This definition must be delimited to transparent pricing, in which not only
the costs but also the price is communicated. This was at the center of research, especially at the turn of the
millennium. Information on the prices of products and substitutes could now be researched online transparently
by logistics experts and consumers (Sinha, 2000).
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Only for about 10 years, the term cost transparency and its use as we understand it in this paper have become
more common. In recent years, a trend in the medium price segment for fashion brands could be observed.
Among the best-known representatives are Everlane, Private White, and Oliver Cabell. Other established brands
are able to sell their products with higher turnovers and therefore lower costs. CT is then used as a tool to
communicate higher prices than competitors. It is also a reaction to wholesale and discount prices.
Concerning the fashion industry, direct sales are much more reliable in communicating the respective cost
margins together with the final price. At the same time costs are saved. However, there are differences between
companies in the way CT is placed. Often a CT is more part of the brand core than explicitly explaining the cost
structure for each product. At Everlane, for example, this is described together with the brand values. In order
words, CT is used for brand bonding, not as part of a promotion to sell a certain article. Many fashion companies
communicate their supply chain more transparently. For example, H&M indicates that the production location
and factory account for 98.5% of the product costs. A general CT is missing for most brands. (H&M Group,
2018)
Some conclusions can already be drawn about the general effect of CT on the purchase decision. A study by
Mohan et al. in 2020 showed a 21.1% higher purchase decision. In the study, soup was sold alternately with and
without CT in a university canteen. A similar result was previously shown in a case analysis by Egels-Zandén
and Hansson (2016) in cooperation with the brand Nudie Jeans. Only 4.1% of the visitors to the websites
informed themselves about the transparent supply chain on the website. For those visitors, however, the
willingness to buy doubled (0.84% to 1.91%), the average number of items purchased increased from 1.6 to
1.75 and orders also rose from 1480 SEK to 1711 SEK. It can, therefore, be concluded that the interest in
information on brand transparency is less pronounced. However, it has a very positive effect on those people
who are interested.
Understanding brand equity in the context of a transparent brand
Since brand equity has been considered as one of the most important resources of an organization, a large
amount of research on this topic with diverse definitions and approaches has been conducted. Among all
findings, the definition of Aaker (1991) which defines brand equity as “a set of assets such as name awareness,
loyal customers, perceived quality and associations that are linked to the brand and add value to the product or
service being offered” has gained significant attention from academic scholars. Although there are many
different views and approaches, brand equity is approached based on two main perspectives: financial
perspective and consumer-based perspective (Kim et al., 2003). In particular, when the financial perspective
underlines the “financial value that brand equity provides to the firm” (Nguyen et al., 2013), the consumerbased perspective aims “to determine how consumers respond to a brand” (Hanaysha et al., 2013). Based on
this perspective, brand equity has been defined by Keller (1993) as “the differential effect of brand knowledge
on consumer response to the marketing of the brand”.
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Based on the theories, CBBE is often measured by the following components: brand loyalty, perceived quality,
brand awareness, and brand image. Brand awareness refers to the power of a brand's presence in the mind of its
customers (Keller, 1993). Although brand awareness is one of the fundamental components of brand equity,
however, this will not be part of this study. Measuring brand awareness is measuring the customer’s ability to
recognize and recall the brand (Keller, 1993), this is only suitable for those who have been exposed to the brand.
Hence, it is not appropriate in the context of this paper because the study also includes people who have not
been encountered with the brand.
Perceived quality is the perception of customers about the overall quality of products or services of a brand
without any knowledge of detailed information. A brand that achieved a satisfactory level of perceived quality
will have an advantage over its competitors, especially when consumers do not have enough motivation or are
not able to search and compare alternatives. (Aaker, 1991)
Brand trust is built from customer past experiences with the brands and it has a positive effect on customer
loyalty. Putting trust in a brand means that customers expect that they will receive positive results from that
brand (Delgado‐Ballester and Luis Munuera‐Alemán, 2005). Although common brand equity models and scales
usually do not include the brand trust aspect, Morgan and Hunt research (1994) has shown that brand trust has
a key mediating role to develop brand loyalty and consequently develop brand equity. Furthermore, one of the
core advantages of pursuing a transparency strategy is to enhance customer trust. With these arguments, this
paper will reckon brand trust as a characteristic of CBBE.
Brand loyalty is a deep and consistent commitment to the purchase of a favorite product or service in the future
(Oliver, 2010). It can be said that brand loyalty makes customers refuse to switch to other competing brands,
thereby increasing brand equity (Yoo et al., 2000).
Brand Image is the perception of customers about a brand reflected through the brand's companion attributes;
are other informational nodes related to the brand node in consumer memory and contain the meaning of the
brand to consumers (Keller, 1993). The reason for including brand image as a component of CBBE arises from
its important role in determining the differential reaction that creates brand value (Kim et al., 2003). However,
in this paper, we will adopt Lassar et al.’s (1995) point of view which links brand image to social dimension. In
this way, “it includes the attributions a consumer makes and a consumer thinks that others make to the typical
user of the brand” (Lassar et al., 2015).
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2

Hypotheses & model

H1: CT has a positive effect on CBBE
As described before, studies have been able to prove an increased purchase decision. The aim of further work
is to break down these into influencing components. At the same time, we can analyse the mutual influences.
Here we assume that a CT has a positive effect on CBBE:

H1a: CT increases perceived quality
H1b: CT improves brand image
H1c: CT increases brand trust
H1d: CT increases brand loyalty

Figure 1: Theoretical model for the influence of CT on CBBE

In the chosen conceptual model (figure 01) we assume that CT will be influenced in all four areas. At the same
time those factors are interrelated. If there is a high perceived quality, we assume that this also influences the
other fields such as brand trust, brand image and loyalty. Brand trust is also a relevant influencing factor. In one
study of Alwi et al. (2016) a high impact on brand loyalty was observed.

H2: Price fairness plays an important role in determining
the influence of CT on CBBE.
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We assume that the share of the published production cost in the total sales price has an influence on the CBBE
factors. If the costs are kept close in relation to the sales price, the test subjects will assess them more positively.
Companies where the actual production costs only make up a small proportion and a high margin is taken at the
same time, will not be received so positively by consumers. In particular areas such as trust in the brand or the
brand image would have to be less strongly, if not negatively, influenced by a rather excessive CT. Here, a CT
could also lead to a negative effect. For example, trust could be lost if a company takes high margins outside
the actual production costs. We see this appropriate ratio between production costs and final retail price as price
fairness.

3

Methodology

Research Settings

The overall idea of the empirical study is to compare the CBBE performance of a group with CT to a group
without CT for H1 and to compare a group with a fair CT with a group with an unfair CT for H2. Therefore 3
different groups have to be evaluated: “Fair CT”, “unfair CT” and “No CT”. If there are no discrepancies
between the survey results, we can conclude that CT has no effect on CBBE and vice versa. Further, based on
the extent of differences, we can also conclude how strong CT influences CBBE.

In addition to the questions measuring CBBE, participants were also provided with general information about
the Fairphone company, the specifications of the product as well as a retail price of 525 euros (Fairphone, 2015).
The survey was made in 3 versions with a little different in the product information section and randomly
distributed to the interviewees. The first version of the survey only shows information about the technical
properties of the product along with some cost items such as raw materials, operation, manufacturing, and
investment costs but contains no detailed numbers. In the second version, the cost breakdown of Fairphone was
declared with a total of 433 euros, which means the profit margin of the manufacturer is equal to 20% (figure
02). Following, the third version of the survey was created with an unfair profit margin of 70% by remaining
the price and manipulating the cost figures with a production cost of only 299€.

In order to answer the first research question, we compare the results of people who receive the cost breakdown
with fair profit margin and people who do not receive detailed figures of production cost. Next, we will compare
the outcomes of those who receive the second and the third versions to find the result for the second research
question.
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Figure 2: At the beginning the respondent is informed about the company Fairphone. The cost section is
modified (Fairphone 2020)

Pretest: Before starting the actual survey, a pretest was built in the form of an online survey to help determine
what profit margins that consumers thought were reasonable and unreasonable for smartphones. 20 people who
took part in this pretest were provided with the technical specifications and actual cost of the Fairphone 2 model,
excluding the tax and reseller commission. Following, they were asked to give specific percentages of profit
margin for the consumer price to be considered as fair and unfair. Based on the results, a profit margin of 20%
was selected for the fair price, which is equivalent to lower quartile (25%) and a markup of 70% was selected
for the unfair price, which is equivalent to upper quartile (75%) of the data set.

Data collection

Following the quantitative methods, the questionnaire was designed in the form of an online survey to help
collect primary data. The questionnaires were administered in English and German and sent individually to 249
people on July 1st, 2020. This survey was not limited to those who do not know the Fairphone brand because
the authors believed that it is important for a brand to understand the perceptions of new customers over their
efforts of implementing transparency strategies. Furthermore, this also helps to keep the survey results less
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biased or being affected too much by the high extreme of positive or negative experiences from the people who
already were Fairphone customers. Additionally, to keep the survey results to be intensely objective, people
who already took the pretest were not invited to join this survey. Since invitations were thus distributed
individually, a pretest control question was not included in the main study.

Although no incentives were offered, 113 returned in a given time frame, yielding a response rate of 45%. After
removing 6 incomplete answers, we finally had a sample size of 103 respondents. Among the respondents, 85%
are based in Germany, 5% are based in France and the other 10% are living in other European countries. Since
the 3 versions of the survey were assigned randomly to the participants using Qualtrics’ randomization
technique, the total respondents for “no CT”, “CT with fair price” and “ CT with unfair price” group are 33, 34
and 36 respectively.

To measure consumer-based brand equity as a single construct, we selected the perceived quality dimension
from the three-dimension scale of CBBE as developed by Yoo and Donthu (2001) then united with the brand
image and brand trust scale inspired by Lassar et al. (1995) and the brand loyalty scale constructed by Bobâlcă
el at. (2012). However, the widely accepted scales were not perfectly suitable for our survey since the product
used is from a novice brand. It makes no sense to ask someone who does not know about the Fairphone whether
he or she considers him/her to be loyal to Fairphone. Therefore, some items were removed, modified, and added
to the survey.

Cost transparency: Since there were no relevant scales for measuring this independent variable, the items were
built based on the objective of measuring customers’ consensus toward the CT model. The first item was used
to investigate whether the participants saw it positive when Fairphone disclosed all of their production cost
factors and the main purpose of the second item is to find out if the interviewees want this transparency model
to be applied by the other smartphone manufacturers. There also were 2 indicating items that were used to study
the evaluation of participants about the transparency and the price fairness of the disclosed cost information.

Perceived quality: The first 2 items were selected based on the previous research of Yoo and Donthu (2001).
Nonetheless, the evaluation of the quality of a smartphone is based not only on the physical quality of the
product or its’ overall performance but also its’ durability and the additional services offered by the
manufacturer (customer services, warranty, etc.). Accordingly, 2 more items were added to this part.

Brand trust: The scales that introduced by Lassar et al. in 1995 for measuring trustworthiness consists of 3
items, out of which 2 items were adopted in this survey and the other one was replaced by the statement “I trust
the brand Fairphone”, which can simply gauge the trustworthiness of a brand which embraces transparency
strategies from the customer perspective.
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Brand loyalty: As already mentioned above, this survey is opened for people who encounter Fairphone for the
very first time. The three-items scale of Bobâlcă et al. (2012) is a good fit for measuring this variable. The first
item was inspired by the idea of Net Promoter Score, which asks how likely the customer recommends this
brand to their friends (Reichheld, 1993) . Following, the second item was slightly modified to cope with the
mobile industry, where the participants were asked whether they would consider Fairphone as their first choice
when looking for a new smartphone. The last item was developed to gain insights about the possibility that the
customer will choose Fairphone instead of a similar product, in terms of functionality.

Brand image: Similar to brand loyalty, it is difficult to measure brand image by asking people who are clueless
about the brand. Hence, the first item was designed to measure the favorite level of the image of Fairphone
based on the given information about the company and the product or their past experience. The second item
was adopted from Lassar et al.’s scale (1995), which asked whether the image of Fairphone would fit their
personality. The last item was inspired by the research of Tong and Hawley (2009), which asked whether the
participants would respect and admire those who owned a Fairphone.

4

Results

Assessment of the study

The study is based on an analysis with structural equation modeling (SEM) with partial least square path
modelling (PLS) using the software ADANCO. A composite measurement is used for all groups. In the case of
the CT question group, a single indicator measurement is used. One question is not used to increase the
reliability of the model (CT2: more companies should publish their cost transparency). Bootstrapping was
applied to both groups with CT (figure 03).
Subsequently, the scales were tested for reliability through the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients. Overall, the
values of Cronbach’s Alpha were ranging from 0.85 to 0.90, The recommended 0.8 in Cronbach Alpha
according to Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) is exceeded in all constructs. Thus the model has an acceptable
convergent and discriminant validity. However, the reliability of the construct is violated in brand loyalty for
the Jöreskog's rho (ρc). According to Chin (1998), the recommended value is over 0.7. Only 0.67 is reached in
brand loyalty. Here we assume that this is caused by the strong differences in each question of brand loyalty.
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Figure 3: Model cost transparency (fair and unfair group)

Also for the assessment of the study, a two sample t-test is conducted in SPSS (see table 05 & 06 in appendix).
The significant differences of both groups are measured. Once with CT and without CT and once a fair CT
compared to an unfair one. For the independent sample test, a significance level of α=.05 was used with a
significance value of <1.67 based on 68 degrees of freedom. All groups have a one-tailed Sig>0.2635min to
Sig<0.87. The significance level of Levene’s Test for equality of the variances p<0.05 indicates that the data is
not significantly different and therefore the variances are statistically not different. We can thus assume that
there are equal variances in both test groups. The same can be assumed for the comparison of both groups of
CT and No CT. The value is also below the critical value above Sig>0.13 to Sig<0.92.

Hypotheses testing

H1: CT has a positive effect on CBBE

To determine whether the influence of CT is statistically significant, bootstrapping is applied to both groups
with CT. A direct statistical significance (p>0.05) of the CT can only be demonstrated with p-value (1
sided=0.00) in relation to brand trust in figure 03. All other direct effects that CT has exceeded the p-value and
are therefore not statistically significant. H1c can thus be confirmed.
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In the indirect effects, we can confirm models like Alwi et al. (2016). Thus, perceived quality has a significant
influence (p=0.00) on brand trust and brand loyalty (p=0.00). However, it must be added that in our model the
coefficient of determination in the form of R² of the perceived quality is 0.047 and therefore only inaccurate
predictions can be made in conjunction with CT.

Table 1: Combined means of the CBBE sections of the groups with a fair and unfair CT compared with the
group without a CT

On the basis of the confirmation of H1c and the evaluation of the individual constructs in comparison with
groups with and without CT, the first hypothesis H1 can be verified. A positive improvement in the brand
perception of all parts of the questions between both test groups was measured in table 01. Each value is at least
0.19 points on the Likert scale away from the group that did not receive CT. The effect that a CT has is therefore
only slightly noticeable.

With regard to the individual questions, the highest correlation can be seen in the purchase decision. This is in
the case of Fairphone the probable purchase is rather unlikely. Nevertheless, the statement "If I buy a
smartphone, a Fairphone would be my first choice." with 4.47 was received much more positively by the group
with CT than the group without CT with 4.97 approval.

H2: Price fairness plays an important role in determining the influence of CT on CBBE.

Since both groups (fair and unfair CT) perform similarly in the perception of the brand through all questions in
table 02, this hypothesis can not be verified. In the area of brand loyalty, the group with unfair transparency
performs even better. Also, the pretest could not provide a clear picture of when a profit margin is perceived as
fair and unfair by the smartphone manufacturer. The CT indicator questions scored on average 0.2745 better in
the fair CT group. The deviation in the question whether the price calculation of Fairphone is fair is 0.13 points

51 | I n n o v a t i v e B r a n d M a n a g e m e n t

with CT Fair=2.68 and unfair=2.81. This can be interpreted from the pretest, the indicator question, as well as
in the impact on the CCBBE that a price fairness does not play an important role in the CT.

Table 2: Combined means of the CBBE sections of the groups with a fair and an unfair CT

Additional findings

Based on the findings of Egels-Zanden and Hannson from 2016, we examined the data set within the CT group
for respondents who were very responsive and compared them with the rest of the group (table 03 in the
appendix). Persons who found it both positive (value=1) that a CT was shown and who also indicated that more
companies should do so were compared to the respondents who agreed less with the statements (value 2-7). On
average, the respondents who were more amenable to a CT saw the Fairphone brand 0.63 more positively than
the members of the second group. Only a very small difference can be seen in the perceived quality. Both CT
indicator questions and the statement "I trust the brand Fairphone" (0.83 difference) perform above average.
From this, it can be deduced that people who are more positively disposed towards CT also trust the brand more.
All areas of our CBBE scale perform better in the first group.

That CT for the buyer is a rather abstract, lesser-known matter is also indicated by the differences between the
groups in table 01. Respondents who had come into contact with the information about a CT rather endorse it
(Differences CT & No CT= 0.43).

However, the biggest difference in the analysis was the division of the groups into knowing Fairphone and not
knowing Fairphone in table 04 (Appendix). Here not only the group that knew Fairphone scored better in all
areas. In the fields of brand loyalty, this group was 1.05 points lower on the 7 points Likert scale and in brand
image, it was even 1.30 points lower.
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5

Discussion

Inspired by the idea that revealing cost breakdown is a form of intimate disclosure which could help "consumers
become more attracted to the brand and more likely to purchase” (Mohan et al., 2020), we expected to enlarge
the knowledge about the topic of CT with this research paper by examining the comprehensive influences of
this strategy on a brand, namely brand equity. The results from quantitative data analysis showed that our
prediction on the positive effect of CT strategy on CBBE is accurate. This result also extends Mohan et al.
(2020) research that CT not only positively affects consumer purchasing intentions but also comprehensively
improves CBBE of the companies. Accordingly, CT has the most direct influence on brand trust and perceived
quality but very little direct influence on brand image and brand loyalty, instead indirectly through brand trust.

In another aspect of the paper, we aimed to investigate whether consumers' response to CT is affected by the
company's profit margin. In other words, will the CBBE be negatively impacted by companies with high profit
margins? Although the profit margins of fair and unfair price differed by 50% and were defined by a pretest of
20 respondents, we obtained an unexpected finding that there is barely differences in evaluations of people who
received a cost structure with low profit margin and those who see cost breakdown with high profit margin.

6

Managerial implications

Considering the use cases, a CT can be a step towards a more transparent brand and a differentiating feature.
Although the overall positive impact on the CBBE is small, the study showed a tendency to improve all factors.

Especially the group of people who are accessible to it can be more strongly influenced by their brand
perception. That a disclosure of the cost of a product is rather an abstract topic for end consumers has not only
shown our feedback from the pretest, but also the answer to the first two transparency questions. At the same
time, we had to reduce the volume of information of Fairphones CT to ensure the usability of the second survey.
Instead of 4 pages of detailed information, only 1 summarized version was presented. This raises the question
of how companies should communicate a CT for their product.

With regard to which companies are predestined to use it, we cannot make any definitive statements. Secondary
research indicates, however, that lifestyle products may be more appropriate. Here is the brand transparency a
more important differentiator. In the chosen example of the telephone, technical factors play a greater role in
the CBBE areas than transparency.

Furthermore, the question arises for which companies a CT is suitable. A large number of brands promote a CT
harmoniously with their brand core. These examples show that companies in the mid-price segment can benefit.
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Companies in the lower price segment do not necessarily have a particularly high need. Premium companies,
on the other hand, run the risk of showing the exorbitant margins outside the pure production costs. In the middle
price segment it is possible to promote why a product has higher manufacturing costs than a cheap one. This
could be higher quality materials, lower circulation or regional production.

7

Limitations & Opportunities for future research

The provided research is limited in three areas:

1.

The underlying sample size is sufficient but could be larger to provide more reliable data especially in
this comparative area. The compared areas are therefore less prone to interference.

2.

Buyers' knowledge of CT is limited. Especially in the product area, it is difficult for consumers to judge
whether a margin is fair.

3.

Since Fairphone is a smartphone, the product type is rather complex and more technical.
Generalizability to other product categories is not necessarily given. In more lifestyle-oriented brands,
CT effects could appear differently.

Future research could include a comparison of CT from different product categories. Furthermore, it is possible
to compare the strength of CT with other areas of brand transparency. This could include supply chain
transparency such as working conditions. In the future, other areas could be analyzed under the influence of CT.
According to the model of Lehman et al (2008), value for money, overall attitude and attachment could be added
as dimensions as examples.

8

Conclusion

In conclusion, we were able to show various effects that affect CBBE. A difference between fair and unfair CT
could hardly be proven. For companies, a CT is rather a novelty. However, it is certainly conceivable as a
differentiating feature towards a transparent brand. Especially for smaller brands, it can be a tool to justify its
higher costs while maintaining consumer confidence. This is also the case if the actual production costs are low
and a higher margin is taken. Consumers either do not perceive these as too high or are unable to assess them.
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Table 3: Combined means of people more positive towards CT and less positive:

Table 4: Combined means of people who know and don’t know about Fairphone (CT group)

Table 5: Independent samples t-test for the groups with a fair and unfair CT

Table 6: Independent samples t-test for the groups with and without CT
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Table 7: Sample distribution

Table 8: Overview questions and results
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Figure 4: Different CT impressions
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Abstract
Purpose- This paper aimed at uncovering the relationship between brands’ response strategies and brand equity
during the current COVID-19 pandemic, based on the investigation of brands’ crisis communication strategies.

Design/Methodology- Most common COVID-19 communication strategies were identified through a content
analysis and utilized for a scenario testing to measure their effects on brand equity. The selected brand was the
personal care brand Dove. Five different questionnaires were distributed and answers from 151 participants
were measured with a 14-item brand equity model and analyzed with the statistical technique ANOVA.
Findings/Implications- Most brands’ COVID-19 communication strategies focus on active solidarity, stay
home, stay positive and thank you messages. The scenario testing showed no positive effect on brand equity,
which means that brands should not invest too many resources for the implementation of such strategies as they
mainly help to mitigate risks and to maintain brand equity. Nevertheless, all of the tested strategies except for
the stay home one increase brand awareness of brand opponents, which means that brands can improve these
relationships during the current crisis.

Limitations- Dove's strong image might be a possible explanation for the lack of impact of the tested crisis
communication strategies on brand equity.

Originality/Value- The paper is the first to scientifically investigate the effect of COVID-19 communication
strategies on brand equity, providing profound insights into the current market situation and managerial
implications for external crises related situations.
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1

Introduction

Due to the unpredictability of global occurrences, organizations are forced to react to the vast changing market
requirements and to adapt their overall operations and marketing activities. The core of crisis management is
based on the maintenance of valuable long-term customer relationships, and the protection of brand equity
(Hegner et al., 2014). The implementation of appropriate communication strategies has always been considered
a vital objective of organizations’ marketing activities during crises (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). This
challenge appears even more difficult when focusing on the current COVID-19 pandemic. The global crisis has
not only been drastically affecting individuals’ everyday lives but also businesses and brands in particular. Since
such global crises do not occur on a regular basis, most brands have not been prepared and thus, might not have
been able to act accordingly or fast enough. The current crisis has proven to also have tremendous impacts on
the psychological state of individuals (Qiu et al., 2020), and past crises have shown that this directly affects
purchase behaviors, brand attitudes and brand loyalty (Ang et al., 2000; Grundey, 2009; Ziliani and Ieva, 2014).
In order to be prepared for similar events in the future, businesses and brands need to learn from the past and
present to keep their overall competitiveness, to maintain strong customer relationships and to protect their
brand equity (Priyadarshini, 2020).
Since it has not yet been researched how brands’ external crisis related communication strategies impact brand
equity during the current COVID-19 pandemic, this paper can be regarded as one of the first scientific studies
aiming at uncovering this relationship. Consequently, the following research questions are being posed:

RQ1: What are common COVID-19 brand communication strategies?
RQ2: To what extent do crisis communication strategies influence brand equity during the current COVID-19crisis?

In order to answer the research questions, this chapter serves as an introduction to the study, outlining the
purpose and context. The second chapter provides a theoretical foundation, considering previous studies and
concepts regarding brand equity as well as crises and crisis communication strategies. As the empirical research
of the present paper is based on a multi-method approach, the third and fourth chapter cover the methodology,
findings and discussion of the qualitative and quantitative studies respectively. Finally, the last chapter
concludes with managerial implications, as well as limitations and further research directions.

2

Literature review

In order to be able to understand the impact of external crisis related response strategies on brand equity, the
nature of crises, crisis management and brand equity need to be properly investigated and clarified.
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2.1

Brand Equity

Brand equity represents one of the most valuable assets owned by organizations (Sharp, 1995). However, it can
easily be damaged by crisis situations (Dutta and Pullig, 2011), which could potentially harm brands’ vital
customer relationships (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). The present study focuses on the brand equity
conceptualization provided by Keller (1993), which states that customer-based brand equity can be referred to
as the differential impact of acquired brand knowledge on consumer response to the brand’s marketing activities.
This brand knowledge consists of two components, including brand awareness and brand image (Keller, 1993).
Brand awareness can be referred to as the customers’ ability to recall and assign a brand to a certain product
section (Aaker, 1991), whereas brand image represents a set of brand associations that are stored in the
consumers’ memory (Aaker, 1991; Hegner et al., 2014). Therefore, consumer-based brand equity is set up on a
consumer’s solid acquaintance with a brand, who in addition possesses a unique set of sound brand associations
(Keller, 1993). Brand awareness and brand associations together with brand loyalty and perceived brand quality
represent the crucial components of consumer-based brand equity (Aaker, 1991; Hegner et al., 2014). Brand
loyalty can be defined as consumers’ preference, commitment and attachment to a brand (Aaker, 1991), whereas
perceived brand quality does not represent objective quality, but rather a consumer’s perception and subjective
judgment of a product’s or service’s superiority and overall quality (Zeithaml, 1988).

2.2

Crises and Crisis Communication Strategies

As defined by Pearson and Clair in 1998, a crisis can be regarded as “high-impact event that threatens the
viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution, as well
as by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly” (p. 60).

Thus, the present paper is based on the belief that such unexpected occurrences need to be taken seriously, since
they might endanger an organization’s brand equity, valuable customer-relationships and its financial stability
at any time. This has also been emphasized by Hegner et al. (2014), who claim that crises do not only disrupt
the flow of a company’s operational processes but might also have a damaging effect on brand equity when
managed inappropriately. Therefore, precise crisis communication strategies shaped by the particular crisis
situation are needed (Coombs, 1995; Coombs and Holladay, 1996). These can be internally or externally caused,
where internal ones include accidental and intentional crisis situations while external crises refer to companies
being a victim of an event (Coombs, 2007).

As the nature of consumer-brand relationships is very complex in regular times (Fetscherin et al., 2014) it
becomes even more fragile in times of crises, especially during those accompanied by an economic recession,
where consumers are becoming more cautious, making smarter buying decisions and reducing their number of
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relevant brands (Ziliani and Ieva, 2014; Haefner et al., 2011). Other studies have shown that brands’
communication strategies that were successful and appropriate before a certain crisis may become ineffective
during a crisis (Ang et al., 2000). Marketing strategies purely promoting consumption or impulsive buying are
counterproductive for companies and do not appeal to crisis-hit consumers (Ang et al., 2000). Therefore,
marketing strategies have to be changed to customers’ new preferences and buying behavior (Notta and
Vlachvei, 2015). Only then, crisis communication strategies help to decrease the damage to a brand’s reputation,
affect the stakeholders’ behavior and attitude towards the brand and impact consumers’ attribution of crisis
responsibility (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). Moreover, some brands might even increase their brand reputation
during a crisis with appropriate crisis communication strategies at hand (Fearn-Banks, 2016). Baumgarth (2020)
supports this statement by claiming that “strong brands not only survive crises, they flourish” (p. 33).
Only little research has been conducted on the impact of crisis response strategies on brand equity (Hegner et
al., 2014). One relevant study is provided by Hegner et al. (2014) analyzing the effects of internal crisis related
response strategies on brand equity and brand trust. The results reveal that different response strategies have an
impact on brand equity and that it does not depreciate when implementing appropriate strategies (Hegner et al.,
2014). Besides, consumers’ pre-crisis brand trust might alleviate negative effects of crises on brand equity, since
it might have the power to reduce consumers’ antipathy towards the particular brand. This leads to the
assumption that implemented communication strategies during external crises will also not depreciate brand
equity as the brand is the victim of force majeure.

A study that directly addresses external crises and the current pandemic and is therefore being considered for
hypothesis development has been provided by Daniel J. Edelman Holdings, Inc. (2020) on brand trust. In this
study, 120,000 respondents from twelve markets were surveyed in the time period of March 23rd to March 26th
2020. The results suggest four main implications for brands to keep consumers’ trust within the pandemic. These
include brands to actively show a response instead of disappearing and using their resources to make a
difference, to focus on collaboration by joining other entities such as for instance the government to help others
during the crisis, to provide meaningful solutions instead of driving sales and ultimately to communicate in an
emotional, compassionate and informative way.

Balis (2020) states that brands have to take certain actions during the current crisis to retain and acquire new
customers and to mitigate the risks. Showing empathy and being transparent, providing generous contributions
not focused on commercial benefits and “feel-good content that alleviates anxiety and promotes positive
messaging will go a long way to enhancing the brand” (Balis, 2020, p.n.a.). Thus, based on the reviewed
literature the following hypothesis is being proposed:
H1: External crisis related communication strategies have a positive effect on consumer-based brand equity.
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The following chapters will describe both, the qualitative and quantitative research that was conducted in order
to answer the research questions and to test the hypothesis.

3

Qualitative Study

In order to identify the most commonly used communication strategies during the current crisis, qualitative
research in terms of a profound content analysis has been conducted. in order to answer the research questions
and to test the hypothesis.

3.1

Methodology

The inductive and exploratory content analysis functions as a foundation for understanding the brand
communication environment within the current COVID-19 pandemic and aims at identifying the most
commonly used strategies implemented by brands. Therefore, a total of 32 different brands from the B2Cindustry was analyzed (Appendix A). The brands were randomly selected but nevertheless ensuring that
different industries are represented. For the analysis, different online channels and sources were used, such as
Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and the companies’ websites, focusing on the brands’ launched
COVID-19 campaigns and overall brand response towards the crisis. By applying a thematic analysis, several
communication strategies could be identified. From these strategies, the four most used ones were selected for
the experimental study.

3.2

Findings

The thematic analysis revealed seven commonly utilized communication strategies, which are summarized in
Table 1 below.
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Table 1: Identified COVID-19 communication strategies

3.3

Discussion

The content analysis has provided a profound insight into the current marketing environment of diverse brands
and industries in times of the COVID-19 pandemic. The investigation revealed that most companies regard it
as highly significant to address the current crisis and thus implemented at least one of the seven identified
communication strategies. The majority of brands have even integrated a mix of different campaigns, in order
to express a high level of solidarity and compassion. Also important to mention is that the majority of the
investigated organizations are striving to actively engage in the crisis, by conducting and participating in
solidarity initiatives, encouraging individuals to support the community and to stay healthy and active
themselves, instead of merely promoting verbal appeals, such as, for instance, sharing ‘stay home’ social media
posts. All identified strategies, excluding marketing omission, follow at least one of the recommendations posed
by Daniel J. Edelman Holdings, Inc. (2020).

4

Quantitative Study

Based on the forgoing content analysis and the identification of the four most commonly used crisis
communication strategies, a deductive quantitative study has been conducted, in which the chosen strategies
ultimately served as scenarios to test their effect on brand equity.

4.1

Methodology

Design
For this experimental study, four scenarios were created, each focusing on one of the previously identified
communication strategies (‘active solidarity’, ‘stay home’, ‘stay positive’, ‘thank you’). In order to test the
scenarios, the personal care brand Dove has been selected, as it is a globally renowned brand that has not been
involved in any type of critical situations or scandals recently and thus possesses a neutral and strong brand
image. As Dove is very active with their marketing activities, especially during the COVID-19 crisis, all
scenarios are based on their real campaigns and initiatives, as they provide real life insights into the current
market situation.
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The ‘active solidarity’ scenario describes Dove’s community assistance initiatives and its efforts to encourage
individuals to become active themselves by supporting their communities. The ‘stay home’ scenario focuses on
verbal campaigns to emphasize the importance of staying home during quarantine and to foster social
connections while being at home. In the third ‘stay positive’ scenario, Dove provides motivational content and
encourages people to take part in their online classes to help them maintain a positive and healthy mindset.
Lastly, in the ‘thank you’ scenario Dove concentrates on expressing gratefulness and respect towards health
care heroes and other workers in the community.

Measurement
As brand equity is a complex and comprehensive construct, it cannot be measured by a single measure, but
rather by using a group of measures (Christodoulides and de Chernatony, 2009, p. 23). Therefore, the consumerbased brand equity model by Yoo and Donthu (2001) was adopted for the present study, as it is based on Keller’s
(1993) conceptualization of brand equity and considered the most elaborate scale. The scale consists of 10 items
for multi-dimensional brand equity, measuring brand loyalty with three items, brand quality with two items, and
brand awareness and association with five items. Additionally, the four-item overall brand equity scale by Yoo
and Donthu (2001) was included. Hence, 14 items were used to measure brand equity. Furthermore, in order to
test participants’ relationship with Dove, one statement item was included (Appendix B).

In addition to the four test groups, one control group was introduced to compare the effects of the four crisis
communication strategies on brand equity with pre-crisis brand equity. Using the online system SoSci, research
participants were randomly assigned to one of the five scenarios. While all respondents got exposed to
demographic questions (Appendix B), an introduction to the brand Dove (Appendix C) and the same questions
regarding brand equity and brand experience (Appendix B), only the test groups were exposed to the specific
crisis communication campaigns (Appendix D), before answering the questions.

Sample and Analysis
The questionnaires were distributed via social media platforms using the method of convenience sampling and
data from 151 participants were collected and analyzed. To test the proposed research hypothesis, that external
crisis related communication strategies have a positive effect on brand equity, and thus to see whether or not
significant differences among the experimental conditions exist, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) for
all participants was performed with the statistics software SPSS. For that, the five scenarios were compared
with one another on brand equity constructs, with the independent variable being the specific communication
strategy and the dependent variable being brand equity. Due to the complexity and fragility of customer
relationships in times of crises (Fetscherin et al., 2014) when it comes to retaining and acquiring customers
(Balis, 2020), the ANOVA was performed a second time to test the effect on brand equity in regards to
participants’ relationship with the brand Dove by dividing the sample into advocates, passives and opponents.
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4.2

Findings

Demographics
As represented in Table 2, a total of 151 people participated in the experimental study with the majority being
20-25 years old (60.3%) and 30.5% between 26-30 years old, of which 57.62% were women and 42.38% were
men. Overall, they represent 19 nationalities from across the globe (Appendix E), with the majority being from
Germany.

Table 2: Demographic information of study participants

Underlying Constructs
In order to identify the underlying factors that explain the pattern of correlations, a factorial analysis was
conducted. By using the varimax method the number of variables could be reduced, which simplified the
interpretation of these factors. As the original item 10 (I have difficulty in imagining Dove in my mind)
represented a reversed control question, it was recoded in coherence with the other questions.
The analysis revealed that there are three underlying constructs that are differently correlated to the items from
the questionnaire, which differ from the original brand equity scale by Yoo and Donthu (2001). Instead of the
four constructs loyalty, quality, awareness/association and overall brand equity, the data from the present study
revealed three constructs only. The first construct showed the highest correlations with items 1-5 and 11-14 and
thus was defined as the brand loyalty/quality construct. The second construct showed high correlations with the
items from questions 9 and 10 and was defined as the brand association construct. Lastly, the third construct
showed high correlations with items 6-8 and was defined as the brand awareness construct. To measure their
internal consistencies, that is, how closely related the set of items are as a group, Cronbach's Alpha was
calculated for each of the three constructs.
All means, standard deviations and Cronbach’s Alphas can be seen in Table 3. Although two of the three
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constructs do not pass the threshold of 0.7, they are still accepted for the analysis, due to the small number of
available items.

Table 3: Cronbach's Alphas for all three constructs including items, means (M) and standard deviations (SD)
for all participants (N=151)

Effects of Crisis Response Strategies on Brand Equity
Having determined the underlying constructs, a one-way ANOVA was performed. Table 4 displays the results
of the ANOVA for brand equity and its dimensions across the experimental conditions. The results reveal that
there is no significant difference across the communication strategies as all four significance levels (P) are above
0.05.

Table 4: Results of ANOVAs, means and standard deviations for brand equity and its defined dimensions
across experimental scenarios
Although the ANOVA did not show any significant differences, a t-test was performed to directly compare the
four crisis communication strategies with the control group. The results show no significant difference, as all
three significance levels (P) are above 0.05:Overall Brand Equity: t (149) = - 0.60, P = 0.55
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Construct 1 Loyalty/Quality: t (149) = 0.25, P = 0.80
Construct 2 Association: t (43) = - 1.99, P = 0.05
Construct 3 Awareness: t (44) = - 1.10, P = 0.28
Effects

of

Crisis

Response

Strategies

on

Brand

Equity

depending

on

Brand

Relationship

Participants who chose statement 1 or 2 (I absolutely love Dove and regularly buy their products; I like Dove
and sometimes buy their products) were defined as advocates, respondents with statement 3 (I don’t have an
opinion about Dove) as passives and the ones who chose statement 4 or 5 (I don’t like Dove and usually don’t
buy their products; I hate Dove and would never buy their products) were defined as opponents. Table 5 below
illustrates the distribution of these groups within the sample.

Table 5: Distribution of Respondent Groups According to Brand Relationship

In order to see whether there is a significant difference among the strategies’ effect on brand equity and the
three different respondent groups (advocates, passives, opponents), another one-way ANOVA was conducted.
Table 6 portrays the results of the analysis and shows that there is a significant difference among the opponent
group regarding the construct of awareness (F (4, 16) = 5.56, P = 0.005). All of the scenarios reveal higher
awareness means for opponents compared to the control group. These different means of awareness are
illustrated in Figure 1 showing that opponents’ awareness values are the highest in the stay positive scenario
(M=4.44, SD=0.51), very closely followed by the thank you scenario (M=4.42, SD=0.50).

Table 6: Results of ANOVAs, means and standard deviations for brand equity and its defined dimensions
across experimental scenarios clustered by defined brand relationship groups
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Figure 1: Mean of awareness across scenarios for brand opponents

Due to the fact that a significant difference was found within the brand equity’s awareness dimension of the
opponent group, a post hoc test in the form of the LSD was conducted. Even though the ANOVA shows no
overall significant differences on any of the dimensions except for awareness of opponents, the LSD analysis
reveals significant differences between single groups of other dimensions as well as illustrated in Table 7 below.

Table 7: Significant Differences between Groups as found in LSD Analysis

The LSD shows significant differences between the scenario groups for advocates’ awareness and passives’
association. Firstly, the stay home strategy significantly decreases advocates’ awareness (M=3.97, SD=0.50) in
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comparison to the control group (M=4.56, SD=0.50). Secondly, the thank you strategy increases passives’
association (M = 4.31, SD = 0.70), as seen at the significantly higher mean value compared to the control group
(M =3.56, SD =1.22).
Most of the significant differences, however, are found within the opponents’ awareness dimension, as
previously identified by the ANOVA. The results reveal that the highest increase in opponents’ awareness is
accomplished by the thank you campaign (M = 4.42, SD = 0.50), closely followed by the stay positive campaign
(M = 4.44, SD = 0.51) and the active solidarity campaign (M = 4.07, SD = 0.43) in comparison to the control
group (M = 2.73, SD = 0.60).

Additionally, the LSD reveals that there is a significant difference between the stay home and stay positive
strategies and their effect on opponents’ evaluation of overall brand equity. It shows that the stay positive
strategy leads to a higher overall brand equity for opponents compared to the stay home strategy, as seen at the
higher mean value. Furthermore, the active solidarity strategy (M = 4.50, SD = 0.50) as well as the thank you
strategy (M = 4.50, SD = 1.00) both significantly increase the opponents’ association values in comparison to
the control group (M = 3.20, SD = 1.25).

4.3

Discussion

The ANOVA for the total of participants (see Table 4) does not reveal a significant difference across Dove’s
varying crisis communication strategies. Therefore, crisis communication strategies do not have a positive effect
on neither overall brand equity nor either of its identified dimensions, meaning that the paper’s research
hypothesis is disproven. Nevertheless, the classification of participants into Dove advocates, passives and
opponents reveals a significant impact of the communication strategies on brand awareness, when it comes to
opponents. However, due to the fact that this group consisted of 21 people only, the effect is too little compared
to the other groups and thus not shown in the overall ANOVA. Nevertheless, the results reveal that those
participants who have been confronted with either Dove’s thank you campaign, the stay positive campaign or
the active solidarity campaign have an increased brand awareness compared to the control group. This shows
that even though the hypothesis is disproven, some external crisis related communication strategies have the
potential to improve certain dimensions of brand equity. The stay home strategy on the other hand does not
cause a change in brand awareness for the opponents. In fact, the focus on encouraging people to stay home
significantly decreases the brand awareness of those who have a good relationship with Dove and are considered
as advocates. Overall, it can be seen that this strategy alone is not attractive for any of the groups. One possible
explanation might be the missing differentiation value, as most companies apply the stay home strategy and
thus do not set themselves apart from others. As it does not provide any additional value for the consumers, it
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is not appreciated by any of the groups. This ultimately reflects Balis’ (2020) statement about external crisis
related communication having to be focused on generosity, feel-good content and empathy.
The findings suggest that applying different crisis communication strategies does not significantly change
overall consumer-based brand equity, as it neither increases nor decreases. This is in line with one finding of
Hegner et al. (2014), who suggested that the brand equity will not depreciate for brands that are adequately
responding to the crisis. However, three out of the four tested strategies do increase the brand awareness of
those customers who are opposing the brand, which means that brands can improve these relationships during
the current crisis. This finding is similar to the results of Fearn-Banks (2016), who concluded that some brands
might be able to increase their brand reputation during a crisis with appropriate crisis communication strategies
at hand.

5

Conclusion

This study aimed at uncovering the relationship between brands’ COVID-19 communication strategies and their
effect on brand equity, based on the identification of common response strategies implemented by brands. By
doing so, it can be regarded as one of the first scientific studies giving profound insights into the current market
situation, as well as managerial implications for brands in external crisis related situations.

The content analysis revealed that the majority of companies put a lot of effort in addressing the current crisis
by implementing at least one of the seven identified communication strategies in order to express compassion
towards everyone affected. The most commonly applied strategies that were utilized for the experimental study
focus on active solidarity and the support of communities (1), verbal appeals to feel connected while staying at
home (2), providing motivational and engaging content (3), as well as demonstrating gratefulness towards all
workers that keep the community going (4). Less popular strategies include solution orientation (5), informative
marketing (6) and the complete omission of marketing activities during the current crisis (7).

The experimental study, however, showed no significant differences between the four most used COVID-19
communication strategies and their impact on brand equity. Also, compared to the control group and pre-crisis
brand equity, no differential effect was found. This is why the overall research hypothesis, that external crisis
related communication strategies have a positive effect on brand equity, is disproven.

Yet, after grouping the participants based on their relationship with the brand, significant differences were found
within the group of brand opponents between the strategies and their impact on brand awareness. While the
thank you strategy (4) increases opponents’ brand awareness the most, closely followed by stay positive (3) and
active solidarity (1), the stay home campaign (2) does not change opponents’ brand awareness and thus has the
same effect as not implementing a crisis communication strategy, as done in the control group. When it comes
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to brand advocates, however, the stay home strategy (2) even decreases brand awareness compared to the control
group.

6

Managerial Implications

An important implication of these findings for the practice is that brands do not have to invest too much effort,
time and money into the development and implementation of specific COVID-19 communication strategies, as
they do not change overall brand equity, but rather help maintain it. If companies want to increase brand
opponents’ awareness and mitigate the risk of advocates’ decreasing awareness, they should focus on providing
customers some kind of added value as opposed to simply encouraging people to stay home. Therefore, it is
recommended to implement thank you campaigns, as well as motivational and engaging content strategies,
which set the brand apart from competitors and help people to stay happy and healthy.

Another important implication concerns the authenticity of the crisis communication strategies and campaigns,
as their effect is dependent on the fit of the strategy and the brand itself. Consequently, brands should only
incorporate genuine messages and campaigns that fit to their image and the core of the brand.

7

Limitations and Further Research

The thematic analysis of the qualitative research is limited due to subjectivity which might have led to an
inconsistency (Holloway and Todres, 2003) when identifying the main strategies behind the campaigns,
especially because most brands use a mix of strategies.

As Dove is considered a strong and socially committed brand, its solid reputation might be a reason for the lack
of impact of the tested crisis communication strategies on brand equity.
Additionally, the study’s sample size can be regarded as insufficient for the discussed subject, especially
concerning the set of opponents, and thus might lead to shortcomings of representativeness.
During the scenario testing the participants were confronted with short texts only and no visible elements to
avoid altered and biased answers. However, to support further research and experiments in this sector it is
recommended to involve different types of media, such as campaign pictures and videos, which must be
comparable in order to avoid bias and subjective evaluations.
Another limitation is the paper’s sole focus on brands’ communication and advertising measures during the
current pandemic. Thus, further studies might investigate the marketing environment of brands which adapted

79 | I n n o v a t i v e B r a n d M a n a g e m e n t

their business core and extended their range of offerings to the crisis situation (e.g. Nike, Ford).

Finally, it is recommended to extend the study with particular focus on cultural differences and to include brand
trust as an underlying variable, as done in the research by Hegner et al. (2014).
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Appendix
Appendix A: Detailed Results Content Analysis Sorted by Analyzed Company
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Appendix B: Items for Measurement of Experimental Study
Demographic Questions:
How old are you?
What is your gender?
In which country do you live?
Brand Equity Questions:
Please rate the following statements from 1 (=strongly disagree) to 5 (=strongly agree):
I consider myself to be loyal to Dove.
Dove would be my first choice.
I will not buy other brands if Dove is available at the store.
The likely quality of Dove is extremely high.
The likelihood that Dove would be functional is very high.
I can recognize Dove among other competing brands.
I am aware of Dove.
Some characteristics of Dove come to my mind quickly.
I can quickly recall the symbol or logo of Dove.
I have difficulty in imagining Dove in my mind.
It makes sense to buy Dove instead of any other brand, even if they are the same.
Even if another brand has the same features as Dove, I would prefer to buy Dove.
If there is another brand as good as Dove, I prefer to buy Dove.
If another brand is not different from Dove in any way, it seems smarter to purchase Dove.
Brand Relationship Question:
Please choose the statement that represents your opinion best:
I love Dove and regularly buy their products.
I like Dove and sometimes buy their products.
I don't have an opinion about Dove.
I don't like Dove and usually don't buy their products.
I hate Dove and would never buy their products.
Appendix C: Dove Introduction Texts as presented in Questionnaires
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The brand Dove, which was founded in 1957 in the US, is one of Unilever’s biggest global brands in the personal
care industry. Dove offers a variety of products, including skin cleansing, skin care, deodorants, hair care, etc.
for all genders, ages and ethnicities in more than 70 countries worldwide. With its focus on real and authentic
beauty, Dove constantly features women from real life in their marketing activities, promoting self-esteem and
body confidence.

Appendix D: Scenario Campaigns as Presented in Questionnaires

1. Active Solidarity
Dove is providing product donations, food and aiding government initiatives to deliver them to vulnerable
people and medical staff. In addition, Dove participates in its parent company’s initiative to support small
suppliers and customers with cash flow reliefs. Dove also encourages people to become active themselves and
to volunteer to help other vulnerable people in their communities. These could be even small gestures such as
delivering essential products to other people’s doorsteps.
#WorldHealthOrganisation #Community #Care #Support #WereInThisTogether #CaringForOthers #Donations
#SharingIsCaring #SupportYourLocals
2. Stay Home
Dove constantly emphasizes the significance of staying home during the Corona pandemic by changing their
logo by adding a roof above the dove. Also, the brand shares their employees’ pictures while staying at home
holding up posters stating who they are staying home for. In this way, Dove tries to foster social connections
between people even when being physically apart, by creating a feeling of togetherness.
#StayHome
#WereStayingIn
#StayAtHome
#WereInThisTogether #ApartButClose

#TakeCareBeSafe

#SocialDistancing

#StaySafe

3. Stay Positive
By providing motivational, inspirational and interactive content, Dove tries to help people to stay happy &
healthy. The brand initiated a #PowerOfYou campaign, sharing inspiring reminders and tips for self-care with
a focus on wellbeing, mental health, self-love and positivity. Dove also provides a new series of online classes
by the Dove Self-Esteem Project, under the name #SelfEsteemAtHome, focusing on topics such as keeping a
healthy mind, helping parents to support young people’s well-being while schools are closed.
#BodyPositivity #ConfidentGirl #FindingBalance #YouAreEnough #Productivity #TakeTimeForYou
#BalanceIsKey #JustDoYou #PositiveVibes
4. Thank You
Dove is sharing various posts about #HealthcareHeroes with pictures and short stories about them, emphasizing
on showing respect and gratefulness towards health care workers during the current COVID-19 crisis. For the
International Nurse day, Dove launched a campaign under the hashtag #CourageIsBeautiful, in order to thank
all health care workers around the world but also every other individual who is keeping the community going.
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#Celebrate #KeyWorkers #ThankYou #HealthCareHeroes #Love #Support #FrontLineHeroes #Grateful
#NursingLife #Care #AppreciationPost #Clap
Appendix E: Participants’ Country Distribution
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