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Abstract 

Keywords: Storytelling, Marketing, Crisis Management, Customer Trust, Customer 
Loyalty. 

Background: Storytelling is an uprising tool in the marketing context. Due to its ability 
to evoke emotions and illustrate concepts, storytelling can make information be 
perceived more valuable, memorable and believable. Storytelling, as it is used in 
companies today, is often of positive character. However, we believe that in some cases 
it should be possible to use stories of negative character in order to put a current 
negative event in perspective. In a business context, a problem that all companies will 
face is different levels of crises. Therefore, we suggest that negative storytelling can be 
used as a tool in crisis management to ease some of the negative consequences that 
crises bring with them. 

Purpose: This study aims to determine which effects negative storytelling has on 
customer trust and loyalty in crisis situations. In previous research, it has been found 
that storytelling has an ability to explain information in a way that is relatable for many 
people. Furthermore, storytelling with negative events (negative storytelling) has been 
proven to be effective within organisations in times of crisis. This study will broaden 
the view of negative storytelling found in previous research and possibly expand the 
field of usage to a customer context. 

Research questions: What kind of impact does negative storytelling have on customer 
trust and customer loyalty? How can severity and customer closeness of the crisis and 
the negative storytelling influence the relations between negative storytelling, customer 
trust and customer loyalty? 

Research method and execution: The study is of a quantitative nature and an 
experiment was carried out with surveys. The surveys consisted of five fictive vignettes, 
in which negative storytelling was used in the crisis responses of the companies. The 
results of the surveys have then been analysed and conclusions have been drawn. 

Conclusion: Negative storytelling is an effective crisis management tool, however, not 
under all circumstances. If the crisis response (negative storytelling) is perceived less 
severe than the crisis itself, negative storytelling will have a positive effect on customer 
trust and loyalty. Moreover, the study finds that if the severity of the crisis and the crisis 
response is on the same level, no positive effect is observed. Consequently, negative 
storytelling is not an effective tool under such conditions. 

Contribution of the study: This study finds that negative storytelling can be used as a 
crisis management tool, which is a contribution to the fields of crisis management and 
marketing. However, the most important contribution is the tool for companies in crises.  
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1 Introduction	

1.1 Background	

Stories are told to us from the day we are born. Through, for instance, fables with 
talking animals we learn what behaviour is acceptable and not. We also understand how 
the world functions through explaining stories illustrating how the world is built up and 
how things work. In fact, stories are very powerful in the way they make us understand 
different contexts and it has been found that stories can be used as an effective 
marketing tool. Dowling (2006, p. 83) states that corporate storytelling can:  

”[…] explain the behavior of a company in terms of its mission and morality, and 
in this way create an emotional bond with key stakeholders that will help to foster 
their trust and support”. 

In this study, the storytelling technique will be used in a marketing context between 
company and customer. Storytelling is a quite new term for a method that has 
previously been used under the terms PR, communication or marketing (Fog, Budtz, 
Munch and Blanchette, 2010). Fog et al. (2010) emphasize the use of storytelling as a 
tool for brand building, presenting that brands are built up of values and storytelling is 
the tool to communicate those values in a way that everyone can understand. The 
method often aims to arouse positive emotions, for instance make customers draw 
connections to their own past and feel nostalgic. The ability stories have to illustrate 
intangible and more abstract concepts, is what makes storytelling a powerful tool for 
companies to use.  

Two reasons for a company to use storytelling is to gain trust and to create 
understanding among customers. An example of this is the company Airbnb 
(McDonald, 2016) that engages in storytelling with a positive perspective. Airbnb 
manages a website where individuals can rent out their property, or part of their 
property, to other individuals. This concept of customer to customer services is 
becoming more and more common. But there is a downside to it, customers have 
trouble trusting that the people they rent the properties from are genuine and good and 
vice versa. Therefore, Airbnb has engaged in storytelling, among other measures, by 
asking their customers for stories of their experiences and then publishing them on their 
website (Airbnb, Inc., 2017). This has helped the company to strengthen the 
trustworthiness towards the company and trust among the customers. 

Vetenskapsradion Historia (2016) defines storytelling as using a company’s own history 
in its marketing. Furthermore, Vetenskapsradion Historia (2016) claims that the use of 
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storytelling in marketing is a current trend and that many companies are starting to 
integrate their past in marketing and other activities. They mention that companies like 
Volvo and IKEA are examples of companies that use storytelling. For instance, they 
have museums, where their history is told, that customers as well as employees can visit 
to understand what the companies stand for and how they have changed over time 
(Vetenskapsradion Historia, 2016). 

Ben Wops (Vetenskapsradion Historia, 2016) acknowledges that storytelling might 
have an ability to ease crisis situations that may appear for a company. He applies his 
theory on the emission scandal of Volkswagen and suggests that Volkswagen should 
have focused more on its history and its great and long lasting cars. This, he means, 
would have shown that the crisis was just a small part of the company and in turn eased 
the pressure from society during this particular crisis (Vetenskapsradion Historia, 2016). 
This indicates that storytelling would put current events into a greater perspective and 
ease crises, which would further extend the usefulness of storytelling.  

A crisis can be defined as something that is harmful for the company, happens 
unexpectedly and that the company must react fast to, in order to avoid further damage 
and try to recover (Hermann, 1963). Crises can vary in severity, however, all crises need 
to be taken care of and managed carefully. Answering to a crisis is called crisis 
management and is something that all companies will have to engage in, since all 
companies at some point during their existence will be confronted with crises (Coombs, 
2010). One way to communicate during a crisis, that has increased during the last 
decade, is through the internet (Taylor and Kent, 2007). The internet makes it possible 
for companies to fast reach out to their stakeholders to provide them with their own 
view of crisis events. In this way, the crisis may be explained and the situation might 
appear less severe than when first revealed in media or newspapers (Taylor and Kent, 
2007). However, having access to the internet and a website or similar to communicate 
is not enough to calm the stakeholders and avoid severe damage when in crisis. The 
content and style of the message are essential factors to consider in order to convince 
stakeholders and through storytelling the communicated message could seem more 
authentic (Dowling, 2006). 

Furthermore, storytelling as it is used today often focuses on positive stories from the 
past. This might be due to the willingness of the company to bring out positive feelings, 
such as nostalgia and recognition among the customers. However, the effects that 
negative past events might have on the present, in the form of stories, are still 
unexplored. In this study, the definition of negative storytelling will be in line with how 
Vetenskapsradion Historia (2016), Allen (2005) and Blombäck and Brunninge (2009) 
define storytelling, namely that it is stories from the company’s own past that are used 
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in a marketing context. However, our definition of negative storytelling also requires 
the events in the stories to be perceived negative or harmful during the time they 
occurred. This definition can be applied to the case that Ted Ryan (Vetenskapsradion 
Historia, 2016) recognises about Coca-Cola. In 1985, they introduced a new formula of 
their drink, which their American customers did not approve of. The leadership of the 
company had to apologise 79 days after the new formula was introduced to the market 
and the company changed back to the original recipe. This event could be considered 
shameful and bad for the Coca-Cola Company, however, instead the company took 
responsibility and today they use the story to show that they learned something and are 
more aware of the company’s core concept (Vetenskapsradion Historia, 2016). This 
action indicates to stakeholders and the public that Coca-Cola is a reliable and strong 
company that today is very aware of who they are. Coca-Cola took a negative event, 
where their response showed their attentiveness towards their customers, and used it to 
strengthen their brand. Therefore, it seems suitable to assume that negative storytelling, 
in at least some cases, can be connected to customer trust and customer loyalty. 

Cambridge dictionary (2017) defines the word trust as: “to believe that someone is good 
and honest and will not harm you, or that something is safe and reliable”. When 
applied in the corporate context someone can be considered the company. In this study, 
trust will be considered as the feeling of reliability and safety the customer feels towards 
a company, as well as the risk the customer is willing to take by trusting the company. 
Consequently, this study will look at trust in the direction of customers trusting 
companies and not the other way around. Sasaki and Marsh (2012) mean that trust is 
only possible because there is some uncertainty in the relation between the truster and 
the trustee. They continue by saying that if there is no uncertainty there is no trust, since 
trust is based on the evaluation of reputation, experience and conditions of trust among 
other things. One factor that affects the uncertainty is that it is impossible to know 
everything and, therefore, it is hard to measure uncertainty and trust (Sasaki and Marsh, 
2012). However, people choose to trust for different reasons and previous experiences 
as well as knowledge influence that decision. According to Kramer and Tyler (1996) 
openness is one of four dimensions of trust. If a company is open to its customers and 
the society, the uncertainty level for trust would presumably decrease. However, the 
company’s openness must be honest and that honesty is also evaluated by the customers 
themselves when they choose whether to trust a company or not.  

Some researchers suggest that trust is a factor that can lead to loyalty (Matzler, Grabner-
Kräuter and Bidmon, 2008). Loyalty can be divided into two different types: Attitudinal 
and behavioural loyalty (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Behavioural loyalty refers to 
the actions that loyal customer take, such as purchase decisions, and attitudinal loyalty 
refers to the attitude of the customers, such as sharing their experience with others and 
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referring companies. If a company loses loyal customers, the company also loses future 
profitability and word-of-mouth advantages (Griffin, 2002; Hallowell, 1996). It is, 
therefore, essential for companies to nurture long term relationships with customers 
(Vlastelica, 2006) in order to keep them loyal. 

1.2 Problem	formulation	

Many researchers, such as Dowling (2006), Lundqvist, Liljander, Gummerus and van 
Riel (2013), have promoted the use of storytelling to strengthen reputation and build 
trust. Airbnb, IKEA and Volvo are examples of companies that have adopted 
storytelling in their marketing. These companies mostly use positive aspects in their 
stories to get a positive effect. One perspective that has, so far, not been thoroughly 
investigated is whether negative aspects in storytelling can affect customers as well, as 
in the previously mentioned case of Coca-Cola. 

Furthermore, Kopp, Nikolovska, Desiderio and Guterman (2011) investigate negative 
storytelling on an organisational level in crisis situations and conclude in their study that 
negative storytelling within a company does have some positive effect in crisis 
situations. However, the effects of negative storytelling in crisis situations on customers 
and other stakeholders are still unexplored. 

When investigating storytelling in crisis situations, the severity and the customer 
closeness of the crisis may influence how the storytelling is perceived. Elliot (2010) 
claims that the higher the closeness is to a customer’s personal life, the more they pay 
attention to the company’s actions during a crisis, since those actions could affect the 
customer personally. Based on this, we have analysed how customer closeness may 
have influenced our results. The severity of the situation has also been added as a 
possible influencing factor, since Benoit (1997) and Birkland and Nath (2000) mean 
that the severity of a crisis can affect how customer react to it. 

To sum up, this study will investigate negative storytelling in crisis situations and its 
impact on customer trust and loyalty, along with how severity and customer closeness 
can influence these effects. 

1.3 Purpose	of	the	study	

The purpose of this study is to investigate what effects negative storytelling can have on 
customer trust and loyalty in crisis situations. 
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1.4 Research	questions	

What kind of impact does negative storytelling have on customer trust and customer 
loyalty? How can the severity and customer closeness of the crisis and the negative 
storytelling influence the relations between negative storytelling, customer trust and 
customer loyalty? 

1.5 Limitations	

This study will be customer oriented, therefore, crises which do not have a direct impact 
on customers will be excluded. Examples of crises that do not directly affect customers 
are economic fraud, bribery and illegal actions outside of the customer market. Crises 
that do affect customers directly are linked to goods and services that customers use in 
their everyday life. Such crises can be bad food quality, misbehaving employees and 
when a service is not performed as promised. These types of crises often lead to 
dissatisfaction among customers, which in turn can affect the company negatively. An 
example of such a negative effect is a decrease in customer retention. 
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2 Theoretical	framework	

2.1 Storytelling	

Every company has a history and every history consists of several stories that can be 
used in both internal and external marketing (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2009). These 
stories can in turn be told through various types of storytelling. Blombäck and 
Brunninge (2009) also mention that if a company refers to its own history it can have an 
impact on the company’s external audiences. For example, the endurance that the 
company displays through using its own past events in their marketing and the increase 
in trustworthiness that the illustration of the endurance can lead to, are two possible 
advantages (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2009). Both of these advantages can in turn 
decrease perceived risks connected to the company (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2009). 
In relation to the endurance through past events that Blombäck and Brunninge (2009) 
refer to, Denning (2006) mentions that in order for storytelling to be effective, 
companies should not only tell good things but also stories of failures that they have 
made in the past. However, according to Spear and Roper (2013), many organisations 
avoid mentioning past failures even though it could increase their credibility. 

As mentioned before, this study will focus on storytelling in a marketing context. In this 
context, Allen (2005) mentions that storytelling involves a story that carries information 
about a company. Moreover, as a communications tool storytelling can be used by a 
company in many ways. For instance, it can be used to spread a company’s values and 
mediate complex messages (Collison and Mackenzie, 1999). It can also be used to 
strengthen a brand, increase employee loyalty, decrease the impact of bad publicity and 
attract new customers (Allen, 2005). Furthermore, when a company uses storytelling 
they are repackaging company information into a format that the general public finds 
more understandable and relatable. However, since information is more readily 
available today because of the internet, it has lost some of its value. According to Allen 
(2005), company information should, therefore, be presented in the form of storytelling. 
Moreover, she claims that storytelling evokes an emotional response from customers 
and, therefore, the information that is presented through storytelling is perceived to be 
more valuable and can increase customer loyalty. Furthermore, the information is also 
perceived to be more memorable and believable if it is presented as a story (Lundqvist 
et al., 2013; Dowling, 2006). Moreover, if the story is appealing for the public, they will 
take in that information more easily and remember it (Fenger, Achemann-Witzel, 
Hansen and Grunert, 2015). This, according to Fenger et al. (2015), might also have an 
influence on the customer’s purchase choice in the future. 
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The role of storytelling can also be to improve a company’s reputation by creating an 
emotional bond with customers that leads to trust and support (Dowling, 2006). The 
reputation of a company may even increase if the stories that the company tells are 
perceived to be authentic and sincere (Dowling, 2006; Lundqvist et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, Lundqvist et al. (2013) specify that the story does not need to be true, but 
it has to be considered authentic in order to be accepted and not perceived as 
manipulative marketing. Holt (2002) observes the same tendency, saying that marketing 
that is perceived as authentic can affect the company positively.  

Moreover, reputation is an asset and it depreciates over time if the company does 
nothing to uphold it (Dowling, 2006). Additionally, companies should use storytelling 
since it can help decreasing the speed of the depreciation and could sometimes even 
improve the company’s reputation (Dowling, 2006). Dowling (2006) also mentions that 
companies who do not share their stories with the public, tend to have lower reputation 
and, therefore, lose support from the public which can be of disadvantage in times of 
crisis. Heugens (2002) mention that storytelling can compensate and even make the 
public justify a company’s controversial activities. However, Kaufman (2003) mentions 
“the damage the wrong stories can do to an organization’s reputation” (p. 14). 

2.2 Crises	

A crisis is defined as an ill-structured situation where something that threatens the 
system of a company happens unexpectedly (Turner, 1976; Kramer and Tyler, 1996; 
Hermann, 1963) and the company has to respond fast (Hermann, 1963). In other words, 
a crisis requires the company to react, in order to ease the consequences and avoid going 
bankrupt. Furthermore, Hermann (1963) considers terms like stress, panic and disaster 
to be closely related to the crisis term and Benoit (1997) defines a crisis event as an 
attack on a company that is considered to be responsible for an offensive act. Moreover, 
a simplified definition of a crisis is: “[...] crisis harms someone or something” (Heath, 
2010 p.6). Heath (2010) also says that a crisis can harm both a company’s reputation 
and its image. Coombs (2009) agrees that reputation can be harmed by crises and adds 
negative effects on sales and production to the list of negative consequences. 
Furthermore, Ulmer, Sellnow and Seeger (2011) recognise two kinds of crises: Those 
that are caused with intention and those that are uncontrollable and caused by nature. 
Some examples that they suggest to be intentional crises that affect organisations are 
sabotage, poor risk management and unethical leadership. For crises that are 
unintentional they provide examples including natural disasters, unforeseeable technical 
interactions and product failures. 
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Moreover, according to Coombs (2009), a crisis can be divided into three stages: Pre-
crisis, crisis and post-crisis. During the pre-crisis period a company should prepare for 
and try to prevent a future crisis. In the post-crisis phase, a company returns to normal 
while trying to prevent that a similar crisis happens in the future. As mentioned by 
Coombs (2009, p. 99): “The learning from a crisis helps to prevent future crises and to 
improve future responses”. Thus, in the crisis phase the knowledge gathered from past 
crises could help the company to decrease the damage of the current crisis. Ulmer, 
Sellnow and Seeger (2011) identify crises as being not only threats to the organisation, 
but they are also opportunities since crises create circumstances that are normally not 
available and these can lead to growth and development opportunities. 

Moreover, Mason (2016) claims that a crisis divides the public into two levels of 
victimisation: Victims and non-victims. Victims are people who are personally affected 
by the crisis and non-victims are not personally affected. Nevertheless, non-victims 
learn about the crisis through the media and, therefore, the way that the crisis is 
portrayed in the media will affect how non-victims perceive the crisis situation (Mason, 
2016; Coombs, 2007. Furthermore, Park and Len-Ríos (2010) suggest in their study that 
crises that are customer close should be given more attention since the public tend to 
judge customer close crises more harshly. 

Coombs (2009) also mentions that a “knowledge vacuum” (p.103) arises among the 
company’s stakeholders during a crisis. This vacuum should be filled with information 
from the company as soon as possible, preferably before it is filled by information from 
secondary sources. In addition, information that reaches the public from the company is 
called a crisis response (see Crisis management). However, it should be taken into 
account that the information about the crisis that reaches the public is often just a 
fraction of what is going on (Coombs, 2009). 

2.3 Crisis	management	

Theories about how to react to a crisis and manage the external pressure that arises from 
it, have been discussed by several researchers. Crisis management is defined by 
Coombs (2014) as a process that tries to decrease the negative effects on an organisation 
before, during and after a crisis. Moreover, the goal of crisis management is for the 
organisation to return to normal, since the abnormal state that appears during a crisis 
can cause financial and reputational loss for the company (Coombs, 2009; Heath, 2010). 

Furthermore, Coombs (2009) means that a company needs to gather sufficient 
information in order to make decisions on how to proceed with the crisis management. 
The reaction that those decisions create is called a crisis response. A crisis response 
consists of the actions taken and communication methods used by a company in order to 
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regain normality. In general, Coombs (2009) advises companies to respond quickly, 
accurately and consistently to a crisis. In relation to a quick response, he also mentions 
that there is a golden hour within which a company should respond to a crisis before it 
loses the opportunity to break the news to the public. 

One measure to take before and during a crisis situation, is to nurture long-term 
relationships between the customers and the company (see Customer loyalty). 
Furthermore, reputation should be nurtured as well, since Vlastelica (2006) and Rayner 
(2003) argue that a good reputation aids a company in different ways and that a good 
reputation can have a protective function for a company in the event of a crisis. If 
reputation is not nurtured, a crisis can lead to reputational loss, which in turn can harm 
and decrease the competitiveness of the company as well as trust and loyalty of 
customers. However, during a crisis a company can choose to go public with its own 
story and view of the situation in order to ease potential negative effects (Caldiero, 
Taylor and Ungureanu, 2009). Caldiero, Taylor and Ungureanu (2009) point out that 
background information, including past and current achievements, are desirable 
information to share with the customers and public through a press release or similar, 
when experiencing a crisis. Moreover, Rayner (2003) mentions that the more a company 
itself communicates about the crisis, the less opportunities arise for the spreading of 
rumours and speculations. However, Coombs (2010) mentions that a bad or unsuitable 
crisis response could worsen the situation, so the message needs to be well thought 
through. 

Additionally, Kopp et al. (2011) and O’Neill (2002) talk about how organisational 
storytelling can be an effective crisis management tool within firms to meet employees’ 
needs, such as reducing their stress. “We can overcome this, we’ve been through 
tougher challenges before” (Kopp et al., 2011, p. 378) is an example of a success 
mantra that according to Kopp et al. (2011) could arise from the use of organisational 
storytelling. In other words, these organisations use past crises as a guide to manage 
future crises. 

Moreover, Heath (2010) points out that a crisis affects the reputation of a company. 
Rayner (2003), Coombs (1999) and Hall (1992) mention that reputation takes a long 
time to build, but can quickly be lost by a poor crisis response. Furthermore, Dowling 
(2006, p.93) demonstrates that “A bad media story will trump a good internal company 
story”, which means that it is difficult for a company to repair its reputation if the media 
raises awareness about a company crisis and portrays the company as bad. However, by 
the means of a quick and well managed crisis response the reputational damage may be 
eased, since Rayner (2003) suggests that such a crisis response can lead to a reputational 
boost. 
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Both storytelling and crisis communication “[…] seek to inspire confidence by reducing 
risks and complexity in internal conditions and external environment of the 
organisation concerned” (Langer and Thorup, 2006, p. 374). Fog et al. (2010) also 
claim that a company can learn a lot from stories of past crises. They also say that every 
company has events in its past, called milestones, that have been important for that 
company. The milestones can be either positive or negative events that can be turned 
into stories and these stories can in turn be used to learn from the past (Fog et al., 2010). 

When dealing with crisis management, how the severity of a crisis as well as how the 
quality of a crisis response can affect how customers react to a crisis situation should be 
taken into consideration (Benoit, 1997; Birkland and Nath, 2000). For instance, Benoit 
(1997) mentions that if a crisis is not considered to be offensive to the public then the 
company’s reputation will not be affected by the crisis. However, if the act is perceived 
as offensive, the crisis situation will be more severe for the company (Benoit, 1997). 
Furthermore, Benoit (1997) suggests that the perceived offensiveness of a crisis can be 
minimised by the means of differentiation. Differentiation assumes that by mentioning a 
more offensive event, the current offensive crisis can be put into perspective so that the 
perceived offensiveness of the current crisis can decrease (Benoit, 1997). 

Moreover, the severity of a crisis can be defined as the damage that a crisis can cause or 
has caused (Coombs, 1999). Coombs (1999) mentions that damage can appear in many 
different forms. For instance, it is common that companies suffer from financial or 
reputational loss in the events of a crisis. However, crises can in some extraordinary 
cases also result in more extreme consequences such as environmental damage, 
permanent injuries or deaths of customers and employees (Coombs, 1999). 

2.4 Customer	trust	

In everyday language trust means to trust in someone and believe that the person we 
trust will live up to the expectations we have. However, trust is more complex than that. 
Sasaki and Marsh (2012, p.11) define trust as when: “[…] the trustor (1) trusts a trustee 
(2) in some respect (3, competence or intention) depending on conditions (4)”.  

Kramer and Taylor (1996) recognise that there are three modes of trust. One of these is 
characteristic-based trust, which is defined as trust based on social similarity and norms. 
This means that people choose whether to trust or not depending on the degree to which 
they recognise themselves in the trustee in terms of age, ethnicity and financial 
background among other factors. This can be compared to what Sasaki and Marsh 
(2012) refer to as trust or trustworthiness. They claim that trustworthiness is something 
that can result from commonly set ethics and norms. Furthermore, trustworthiness is 
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said to be dependent on empathy, hence there must be an understanding between the 
truster and the trustee (Sasaki and Marsh, 2012). 

Trust can also be based on reflection (Sasaki and Marsh, 2012). When reflecting on 
whether a company is trustworthy one can look at the reputation of the company. 
Dowling (2006) agrees that a good reputation makes a company trustworthy, whereas a 
bad reputation makes a company untrustworthy. Beder (2002) also acknowledges that 
reputation is influenced by trustworthiness and David and Miles (1998) describe 
trustworthiness to be the core value of reputation. Sasaki and Marsh (2012) equal 
reputation to information about a company and reputation must, therefore, be built on 
the company’s history as well as past experiences and actions with stakeholders 
(Fombrun and van Riel, 1997). Furthermore, in order for the information to be helpful 
in the evaluation process it is essential that the information is perceived relevant and 
authentic (Rayner, 2003; Vlastelica, 2006). Dishonesty is not appreciated (Rayner, 
2003) and thus, trustworthiness will decrease as a consequence of lying and unreliable 
information. 

The rise of social media platforms such as review sites and communities has increased 
the ability for customers and other stakeholders to share their own experiences and take 
part of others’ experiences. Therefore, trust today is more fragile than before (Finchum, 
2010). The increased fragility that comes from social media is considered a threat 
toward reputation as well (Aula, 2010).  

2.5 Customer	loyalty	

According to many researchers a good reputation influences customer loyalty (Gotsi 
and Wilson, 2001; Dowling, 2001; Shapiro, 1983; Rayner, 2003). Furthermore, 
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) states that brand loyalty is influenced by brand trust 
and brand affect. They also mention that there are two different types of loyalty, 
attitudinal loyalty and purchase loyalty. Purchase loyalty can also be recognised as 
behavioural loyalty and includes behaviours such as retention and repurchase. 
Attitudinal loyalty can be connected to word-of-mouth (advocacy) and brand 
commitment. Griffin (2002) mentions four behavioural attributes that can be found 
among loyal customers. These are repurchasing, purchases across service and product 
lines, referring to others and resistance against competitors’ attempts to win them over. 

Moreover, customer loyalty has been found to have connections to commitment 
(Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001) and profitability (Hallowell, 1996; Griffin, 2002). 
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) mean that loyalty and commitment is created from trust 
and is the on-going process that is nurturing and sustaining the relationship between a 
customer and a company once the relation is considered valuable and meaningful. The 
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connection between customer loyalty and profitability implies that the loss of loyal 
customers means a loss of future profits for the company as well as a loss of the 
potential positive word-of-mouth those customers could have contributed with (Griffin, 
2002). Szwarc (2005), however, suggests that positive word-of-mouth is not mainly 
practiced among loyal customers, but is more of a reaction from customers who are 
satisfied. Despite this, he continues by saying that loyal customers are the ones who are 
likely to buy more products and, therefore, are more profitable for the company. Szwarc 
(2005) also acknowledges that loyal customers tend to choose the company over 
competitors without considering if these competitors offer a cheaper price, which, as 
mentioned earlier, is one of the behaviours Griffin (2002) recognises in a loyal 
customer. 

Furthermore, loyal customers are not only profitable because they generate profit and 
potential positive word-of-mouth for the company. Griffin (2002) also claims that it is 
cheaper for a company to retain customers than to attract new ones. This indicates that 
profitability in relation to customer loyalty can be found both in terms of increased sales 
and cost savings (Griffin, 2002). Vlastelica (2006) mentions the importance of trust for 
long-lasting relationships and continues by saying that the nurturing of customer needs 
and company behaviour in both good and bad times is essential for sustaining long-term 
relationships. However, Kramer and Tyler (1996) explain that trust is more vulnerable 
in times of crisis than in non-crisis situations and, therefore, the efforts of nurturing a 
long-term relationship might need to increase during those times. 

2.6 Summary	of	the	theories	

Theories about storytelling, crises, crisis management, customer trust and customer 
loyalty have been described above. These are all relevant for the study and together they 
build a solid theoretical framework to support the analysis and conclusions. With the 
theoretical framework as foundation we have created the following figure to illustrate 
how we recognise that the theories are connected to each other. 
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Figure 1: Summary of the theoretical framework. 
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3 Methodology	

3.1 Scientific	method	

We chose between four scientific methods: Pragmatism, realism, interpretivism and 
positivism. While doing so, we understood that positivism and interpretivism were the 
least appropriate methods for our study which is quantitative and has a relatively small 
sample size. We based this on Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s (2012) table which 
showed that positivism is suitable for studies that have large samples and interpretivism 
is only suitable for studies with qualitative research designs. Pragmatism and realism, 
however, were both displayed as suitable scientific methods for quantitative research 
designs and no requirements for sample size were mentioned (Saunders, Lewis and 
Thornhill, 2012). 

Pragmatism is defined as when theories are used as instruments, the truth is viewed 
subjectively and generalisations are possible (James, 2010). Pragmatists usually mix 
quantitative and qualitative research designs depending on what their research questions 
require (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012; Collis and Hussey, 2014). However, our 
study is purely quantitative and contains research questions that can be statistically 
proven. Even though we see the usefulness in using theories as instruments and the 
ability to make generalisations, the common usage of mixed research designs indicates 
that pragmatism might not be the most suitable scientific method for our study. 

Realism can be divided into two different concepts: Direct realism and critical realism 
(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012). Direct realism is objective in the way that what 
humans experience through their own senses is what is actually there (Saunders, Lewis 
and Thornhill, 2012). However, critical realism assumes that the world is viewed 
subjectively, since humans interpret the sensations that they experience through their 
senses and that interpretation can differ depending on the person experiencing it 
(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012). Dobson (2002) adds that the subjective view in 
critical realism depends on a person’s social conditioning. Since our data is based on an 
experiment, we need to take into consideration that our test subjects have different ways 
of interpreting the vignettes and the effect their interpretations could have had on our 
results. This means that critical realism is the most appropriate form of realism for our 
study.  

While choosing between the four different methods mentioned above, we came to the 
conclusion that critical realism was the most suitable one for our study. Critical realism 
has properties of subjectivism, which is something that our study required, since our 
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experiment included us asking our test subjects to be subjective while reacting to 
scenarios as if they were experiencing them in real life.  

3.2 Approach	

A deductive approach was used in this study, meaning that the theories were chosen 
before the findings were discovered (Bryman and Bell, 2003). This was done in order to 
deduce relevant research questions that could be examined through the use of 
quantitative data. The data was gathered through the use of surveys which included 
questions that were based on existing theories and studies regarding customer trust and 
customer loyalty. 

3.3 Choice	of	theory	

The literature in the study was chosen based on its relevance for the subject. In order to 
build a solid foundation for the study and to be able to draw relevant conclusions, we 
searched for theories to explain and support the subjects of storytelling, crises, crisis 
management, customer trust and customer loyalty. The connection between the different 
theories is displayed in Figure 1. 

Furthermore, we created an analytical model for the study (Figure 2) in order to 
visualise how we thought that negative storytelling would affect customer trust and 
loyalty before the experiment was performed. We imagined that a crisis that is customer 
close would affect customer trust and customer loyalty negatively. In order to avoid this 
negative effect, we suggested that negative storytelling would ease the damage and even 
turn the negative effect on customer trust and customer loyalty into a positive one. 
Furthermore, we found in previous research that customer closeness and severity may 
affect how the public perceives a crisis. Therefore, we assumed that the level of severity 
of the crisis would determine to which extent the crisis would affect customer trust and 
loyalty. We also assumed that the level of severity of the crisis response would 
determine to which extent negative storytelling could ease that effect. Moreover, 
perceived customer closeness was assumed to further influence the effect that the crisis 
situation and the crisis response had on customer trust and customer loyalty. 
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Figure 2: Analytical model for the study. 

Based on the analytical model above, we assume the following outcome for our 
experiment:  

Table 1: Expected outcome of the experiment. 

 

3.4 Choice	of	influencing	factors	

As mentioned above, we found that previous research mentioned customer closeness 
and severity as possible influencing factors on how a crisis is perceived by the public. 
Based on this, we chose to include measures of customer closeness and severity in our 
study, so that we could analyse if they influenced the results. A pre-study was 
conducted for this purpose. 

Customer closeness is discussed by Park and Len-Ríos (2010) who claim that a 
customer close crisis would be more harshly judged than a crisis that is not as customer 
close. Based on this, we understood that customer closeness had to be measured because 
it seemed that it would influence our results. Furthermore, people can either be 
personally affected by a crisis or not, in other words be victims or non-victims. 
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Depending on which group a person belongs to, he or she perceives the crisis differently 
(Mason, 2016). This means that the level of victimisation, or customer closeness as we 
call it in this study, affects how a crisis situation is perceived. We further assumed that 
the victimisation level is not only a two-step scale as Mason (2016) suggests, but people 
can also perceive themselves to be less or more of a victim or non-victim. Throughout 
our study, all test subjects participated as non-victims. However, since a customer close 
crisis is mentioned to be more harshly judged, we assume that even non-victims will be 
affected by a crisis since they will feel empathy for the victims (customer closeness). 
We further assumed that if a person felt that a crisis could affect them personally in real 
life, it would be perceived as closer to them (perceived customer closeness). We, 
therefore, divided customer closeness in two: Customer closeness and perceived 
customer closeness. 

Severity is, as mentioned in our theoretical framework, the damage that a crisis can 
cause or has caused (Coombs, 1999). Since our vignettes included two crises each, the 
current crisis and the crisis in the crisis response, we decided to analyse their severity 
levels separately. In other words, the current crisis has one severity level and the crisis 
response has another level of severity.  

3.5 Literature	critique	

To make sure that the journals used as literature were reliable we checked the journal 
ranking at the SCImago website. All journals used in this study were found on the 
website, except for four, Corridor Business Journal, Ecopolitics: Thought and Action, 
Information Research: An International Electronic Research and Journal of Behavioral 
and Applied Management. The articles published in these four journals were used with 
caution in our study and they are only used to support other references. One measure 
displayed at the SCImago website is the h-index, which measures the productivity and 
impact of a journal and is based on a function of the most cited papers and the number 
of citations in other publications (SCImago, 2007; Wikipedia, 2017). The h-index 
scores of the journals used in this study range from 11 to 199. 

Furthermore, we used several books to support theories and methods in this study. To 
ensure the reliability of these books, we were inspired by SCImago’s h-index and, 
therefore, we checked if the books had been cited in other publications. We found that 
all books had been cited in other publications, however, the number of citations differed 
between the books. Nevertheless, some authors, such as Bryman and Bell (2003), 
Dowling (2006) and Heath (2010), are well recognised in their fields of research. 
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3.6 Research	design	

A cross-sectional quantitative design was chosen for our study due to our wish to 
measure the impact negative storytelling could have on customer trust and customer 
loyalty. Since we wanted to measure the effect of negative storytelling and not how the 
negative storytelling was perceived by the test subjects, a quantitative research design 
was chosen over a qualitative research design. To measure the effect, we used an 
experimental design. Experimental designs are used to make comparisons between 
subjects who receive a treatment and subjects who do not receive a treatment (Bryman 
and Bell, 2003). In other words, one of our subject groups were given a survey that 
included a manipulated independent variable. The independent variable in this study 
was negative storytelling. Additionally, our surveys measured the two dependent 
variables, customer trust and customer loyalty, along with two control questions. The 
responses were measured on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree as well as highly improbable to highly probable. 

Furthermore, vignettes were used when constructing the surveys for the experiment. 
Vignette studies consist of scenarios that the subjects are asked to respond to, as if they 
were exposed to that scenario in real life (Bryman and Bell, 2003). In order to test 
negative storytelling and its impact, the vignette study technique suited our study well, 
since we could create scenarios where negative storytelling was included. Furthermore, 
it suited our study, due to the possibility to create different scenarios with and without 
negative storytelling. 

In order to ensure that the collected sample were representative for the whole 
population, which is required to draw conclusions, demographic questions were 
included in our surveys. Secondary data was later gathered to ensure that our sample 
was representative. 

3.7 Survey	construction	

3.7.1 Pre-study	

The pre-study was conducted among a group of five female students. The pre-study 
included seven fictive vignettes, of which five were later chosen to be included in the 
main study. The results of these five vignettes are the ones that are presented in this 
report, the others have been excluded. The purpose of the pre-study was to understand 
which of the vignettes were the most appropriate to use in the experiment. While going 
through literature relevant to this study it was found that customer closeness and 
severity were often used as influencing factors in crisis situations. Therefore, we 
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decided to ask questions related to these factors in our pre-study. When later deciding 
which vignettes to use in the main experiment, customer closeness was the determining 
factor to whether the vignettes were included or not. Only the vignettes that were 
considered high in customer closeness were chosen. Perceived customer closeness as 
well as severity were graded on a Likert scale from 1 to 7 in order to be able to analyse 
the level of the two factors and use the outcome to analyse their impact on the results of 
the main experiment. The following questions were asked in the pre-study: 

Table 2: Questions of the pre-study. 

 

3.7.2 Main	study	

In the study, each conducted survey included demographic questions about gender, age, 
occupation, faculty (if student) and previous work experience of occupational sectors. 
These questions were asked to support the analysis and to be able to compare our 
sample group to the bigger population. Moreover, each vignette in the surveys were 
followed by twelve questions connected to customer satisfaction, customer trust, 
customer loyalty and whether the person normally buys the product or service in real 
life. These questions were: 
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Table 3: Survey questions and their sources. 

 

The surveys were conducted in Swedish and all questions, except for our control 
questions, were found in previous research. These questions have been translated and 
interpreted to be understandable and match our study. For instance, brand has been 
made equal to company in the translations of the questions, since the vignettes included 
companies and not brands. Furthermore, this study focuses on how negative storytelling 
affects customers’ trust and loyalty towards companies, not brands. Depending on the 
vignette, the word product respectively service was used in the questions to match the 
situation. 



 

22 

For the analysis, we combined some questions to represent our dependent variables: 
Trust and loyalty. Our trust variable consisted of question 2, 3 and 4, whereas our 
loyalty variables consisted of question 5, 6 and 11 (retention), question 7 and 10 
(repurchasing), question 8 (brand commitment) and question 9 (advocacy). We also 
included two control variables regarding customer satisfaction (question 1) and whether 
the subject uses the product or service in their everyday life (question 12). 

As mentioned above, our experiment consisted of five vignettes. The vignettes had 
different types of crises that in the scenarios had been publicly known for a short while 
before the companies chose to respond to them, for instance through press releases on 
their websites. Each vignette will be summarised below. Note that the manipulated 
survey included exactly the same text as the unmanipulated one. The only difference 
was the manipulation of the independent variable in the survey including negative 
storytelling. In addition to the five vignettes used in the main experiment, the pre-study 
included two more vignettes regarding a company that failed to provide their customers 
with environmentally friendly electricity as promised, as well as a clothing company 
that had clothes made by child labour. However, both of these vignettes were removed 
before the data collection due to the low closeness scores they received during our pre-
study. In table 4 the five vignettes are shortly summarised, a longer explanation of each 
vignette can be found below the table and in Appendix 5 and 6 the vignettes are 
displayed both with and without negative storytelling in the original language, Swedish. 

Table 4: Summary of the vignettes. 

 

The first vignette concerned a salad mix that contained insects. Without negative 
storytelling company Delta apologised for the inconvenience and asked the customers to 
return the salad mix to the nearest retailer to receive a refund. In the version with 
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negative storytelling, the company started their press release by mentioning an anecdote 
from the past, when harmful chemicals were used in the production and how hazardous 
these were for humans. 

Our second vignette concerned a bus company that had had problems with their 
schedules lately which resulted in a lot of late buses. Without negative storytelling 
company Epsilon mentioned that the delays were not that common and that they were 
doing their best to make their buses be on time, without risking the safety of the 
passengers or the driver. In the version with negative storytelling the company 
mentioned that 20 years ago the company had a period when many of their drivers were 
on sick leave, which caused many delays. Additionally, Epsilon mentioned that 20 years 
ago they had no quick way of informing their customers of the delays compared to now 
when they could spread the information among their customers more efficiently. 

In vignette three the crisis concerned a restaurant called Jota, that had used foreign 
ingredients even though they marketed themselves as only using local ingredients. 
Without negative storytelling, they mentioned that they were in the process of changing 
their supplier and had chosen to use foreign ingredients so that they would still be able 
to offer their normal menu. With negative storytelling, the company said that they were 
in the process of changing their supplier and that the last time they changed their 
supplier they chose not to buy foreign ingredients. They explained that this at that time 
resulted in a lack of ingredients for many items on the menu, which consequently led to 
some items on the menu not being available. This, in turn, made customer disappointed. 

Vignette four was about a café called Sigma that served gluten free cookies that 
happened to contain gluten which resulted in stomach problems for a gluten intolerant 
customer. Without negative storytelling, the company apologised for the unacceptable 
mistake and said that it would not happen again. With negative storytelling, they 
mentioned that three years ago a customer sadly died after consuming a drink that 
contained an ingredient that the customer was allergic to. 

Our fifth and last vignette was about a company called Rho, that sold a whitening 
toothpaste that did not provide any visible whitening results. Without negative 
storytelling, the company talked about how their toothpaste was appropriate for people 
with sensitive teeth and that the customers would not be exposed to harsh and harmful 
chemicals that could make their teeth white. With negative storytelling, the company 
mentioned that when they launched their whitening toothpaste in 1955 it contained 
chemicals that were harmful for both teeth and gums. When the company realised the 
harm the chemicals were causing, they chose to remove them, which consequently made 
the toothpaste less effective. 
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3.8 Sample	selection	

As mentioned earlier, an experiment requires a modification of the independent 
variable. Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler (2014) also mention that the second 
requirement for an experiment is that the sample should be randomly selected. In other 
words, when using an experimental design, the subjects should have an equal chance to 
receive the survey with or without modification so that the outcome of the study is not 
affected. Because of this, our sample was selected randomly. Bryman and Bell (2003) 
call this type of sample selection random sampling or probability sampling. To ensure 
the randomness of the experiment, we mixed the manipulated surveys with the 
unmanipulated ones so that we were unaware of which version we gave to each test 
subject. Furthermore, we ensured that our test subjects were not influenced by other 
subjects in the study, through only handing out one survey per group of people. This 
also method increased the randomness of our subject selection further. Due to this, the 
subjects were less likely to discover that there were both manipulated and 
unmanipulated surveys and the influence that other subjects could have had on the 
individual answers decreased. 

We chose to have 50 subjects in each experiment, in order to make the study 
statistically reliable. The 50 subjects that received the unmanipulated survey represented 
our control group in the experiment. A control group should be included in most 
experiments, as mentioned by Bryman and Bell (2003), in order to be able to make 
comparisons between the manipulated and unmanipulated data. 

The chosen population was students at Linköping University’s Campus Valla. Our 
population was chosen due to the ability to gather secondary data to check whether our 
sample was representative as well as the ability to adapt the surveys to be relevant for 
that population. The relevance of the vignettes was checked through our pre-study. Our 
pre-study subjects were, therefore, chosen at random as a representation of the 
population. 

A list of the people who refused to participate in our study was made while we were 
gathering our data. This list recorded their legal gender and approximate age. This was 
done to further secure that the sample was representative of the whole population. In 
total, eight men and 18 women refused to participate in our study. The approximate age 
range of them was 21 to 40. 

3.9 Data	collection	

The tenth of March 2017 we sent drafts of our vignettes to a few friends to check the 
spelling and the quality of the vignettes. To ensure that the two different surveys 
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worked independently they were sent to different people who would not interact with 
each other. Afterwards, we evaluated the received comments and made some 
recommended adjustments. 

As previously mentioned, a pre-study was performed in order to check the severity and 
the customer closeness of our manipulated vignettes. On the thirteenth of March the 
pre-study was conducted among a group of five female students at Campus Valla, who 
collectively discussed and answered the pre-study questions.  

Since we chose to include ten questions from prior research in the main experiment, we 
chose not to do a pilot study with them. We discussed our choice of questions with our 
supervisor to choose the most suitable questions from prior research as well as to 
choose specified control questions that would be suitable for our study. 

Our data was collected on the third and fourth of April 2017, on different locations at 
Linköping University’s Campus Valla. It took the test subjects approximately 15 
minutes to complete the surveys. 

3.10 	Data	analysis	

Our collected data was compiled in a spreadsheet and later analysed with SPSS. We 
started by analysing the descriptive data, such as means, minimum and maximum in 
SPSS. After this the tables of the descriptive data were created in Microsoft Word. The 
demographic data was analysed in Google Sheets, which was also used to create the 
demographic pie charts that can be seen in the results chapter. 

Since the data was compiled in one spreadsheet, it could be divided into different 
categories depending on vignette and manipulation (with or without negative 
storytelling). In the spreadsheet, we also added the measurements from the pre-study, 
such as the severity and customer closeness of the vignettes. We divided the data by 
vignette to check the normal distribution. From the distribution, we could assume that 
the data is normally distributed due to the large data set, however, there were some 
deviations which indicated that our conclusions should be made with caution. 

We then performed a Spearman rank correlation two-tailed test with two requirements. 
Leech, Barrett and Morgan (2005) mention that Spearman rank correlation should be 
used if the measurements are ordinal or ranked, which our measurements are. 
Furthermore, correlations show the relation between two items (Leech, Barrett and 
Morgan, 2005). A strong positive correlation is close to +1, a strong negative 
correlation is close to -1, whereas correlations close to 0 are weak (Sundell, 2010b). 
While we checked the correlations of the items we realised that our eleventh question 
needed to have its scaling reversed. In other words, 1 should be 7, 7 should be 1 and so 
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on. The reversed scaling was done so that every question would follow the same 
measures (low to high). We then remade the correlation tests with the reversed scaling 
in SPSS and used Microsoft Excel to create the correlation matrix tables that can be 
seen in Appendix 3. We kept the reversed scaling of the eleventh question throughout 
the rest of the data analysis. 

To create our dependent variables, we combined the questions that represented the 
different types of loyalty and trust, which were stated in their source material (see 
Survey construction). We chose to only use repurchase loyalty and advocacy loyalty in 
our analysis because they show both attitudinal (advocacy) respectively behavioural 
(repurchase) impacts. We excluded retention and brand commitment as loyalty 
measures in order for the analysis to be more comprehensible. This choice, to use only 
one attitudinal and one behavioural loyalty measurement, was also recommended by our 
supervisor. To check that the questions that were combined together as dependent 
variables were measuring similar things, a Cronbach’s Alpha test was performed. 
Cronbach’s Alpha should be above 0.70 (Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005), a limit 
which our values fulfilled. Leech, Barrett and Morgan (2005) also mention that 
Cronbach’s Alpha is used to indicate the “internal consistency reliability” (p. 63) when 
the survey includes Likert scales, like our surveys did. 

VIF and tolerance values were used to check if there was any multicollinearity. In other 
words, to check if the variables contain the same information and are highly related to 
each other (Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005), which would cause problems when 
analysing the variables. According to Sundell (2010c), the VIF and tolerance values 
should be close to 1, which our values are. We, therefore, did not have any problems 
with multicollinearity. 

Our independent variable consists of two groups (with and without negative 
storytelling). Due to the comparative approach in our study, our multivariate analysis 
consisted of ANOVA (Analysis of Variance), which is used to compare sample means. 
ANOVA is used to compare differences between groups and includes only one 
dependent variable (Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005). We chose to do a one-way 
ANOVA since we have dependent variables that are measured on a scale (1 to 7) and 
only one independent variable, which Leech, Barrett and Morgan (2005) mention are 
requirements of doing a one-way ANOVA. Moreover, Leech, Barrett and Morgan 
(2005) mention that ANOVA is usually used when the data is normally distributed. 
However, they also state that ANOVA can be used when the data is approximately 
normally distributed, which is the case for our data set. When a study has more than one 
dependent variable, as this study does, it is usual to perform an ANOVA for each 
dependent variable (Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005). We tried to do a MANOVA 
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since two or more dependent variables can be included in the analysis simultaneously 
(Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005). However, the results were only significant for one 
of our vignettes and, therefore, we could not use the results to make a comparative 
analysis between the different vignettes. MANOVA could thereby not be analysed in 
our study. ANOVA was interpreted using a guide from SPSS-AKUTEN (Sundell, 
2010a). In accordance with the guide, we checked the Sig. column in the ANOVA table. 
Sundell (2010a) mentions that this value should be below 0.05 in order for the result to 
be significant. In other words, if the value was below 0.05, we could with 95 % 
certainty say that the difference between the sample means was not random. While 
analysing the results of our ANOVAs regarding customer trust and customer loyalty, we 
understood that ANOVAs with our control variable customer satisfaction would further 
help our analysis. These ANOVAs are displayed in Appendix 4. 

We also performed a t-test to see if there were any differences between our sample 
means (Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005). According to Leech, Barrett and Morgan 
(2005) t-tests generally only include one dependent variable, however, by performing 
several t-tests each of our dependent variables could be analysed. Furthermore, t-tests 
and ANOVAs are used to answer research questions that ask if there is a difference 
between the groups in the experiment (Leech, Barrett and Morgan, 2005), which suited 
our research questions. 

3.11 	The	quality	of	the	study	

Bryman and Bell (2003) mention that the criteria for assessing the quality of 
quantitative research are its reliability, validity and replicability. The first criteria, 
reliability, concerns whether the same results could be achieved if the study was 
repeated. To test the internal reliability, Cronbach’s Alpha can be used (Bryman and 
Bell, 2003). Since our Cronbach’s Alpha values are above 0.70, our results can be 
assumed to be internally reliable. 

Furthermore, the second criteria validity, can be divided into four different categories: 
Measurement validity, internal validity, external validity and ecological validity. 
Overall, Bryman and Bell (2003) mention that validity concerns the “integrity of the 
conclusions” (p. 34). The first category measurement validity, concerns whether the 
measures that are gathered really represent the concept that they are measuring. For this 
reason, we only chose to measure our dependent variables by using questions from prior 
research in our surveys, since this further strengthened their ability to measure our 
chosen dependent variables correctly. The second category is called internal validity. 
Internal validity concerns whether it is possible to analyse causal relationship between 
the variables. According to Bryman and Bell (2003) an experimental design tends to 
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show causality, or the direction of the influence on the variables, because of the 
modification of the independent variable that is made in an experimental design. In 
other words, because of our choice of research design we were able to mention causal 
relations between our variables and, therefore, our study is internally valid. External 
validity is the third validity type and it concerns if the choice of test subjects had an 
influence on the results. In other words, if the same results should have been achieved 
even if other people were used as test subjects. To promote the external validity, the 
sample should be representative for the whole population (Bryman and Bell, 2003), 
which our sample was and since our sample was randomly selected it further proved 
that our study was externally valid. The last validity type is ecological validity, which 
concerns the applicability of the results in an everyday life setting (Bryman and Bell, 
2003). We tackled this by ensuring, through our pre-study, that our vignettes suited our 
chosen population and were customer close. We also included a control question in our 
main study that asked if the subjects used the product or service in real life. By doing 
so, we could see if the subjects would be affected by the crisis situation in their 
everyday life and thereby ensure the ecological validity of our study.  

The third criteria that is used to assess the quality of quantitative research is 
replicability, which requires researchers to thoroughly describe the research procedure 
so that the same procedure may be replicated by others (Bryman and Bell, 2003). By 
describing our research method in detail, as can be seen in this chapter, we assess that 
we have fulfilled the third criteria. 

3.12 	Ethical	considerations	

According to the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002) there are four 
main requirements that need to be fulfilled in order for a humanistic and social scientific 
research to be carried out ethically and to protect the individuals that take part in the 
research. These requirements are called the information requirement, the consent 
requirement, the confidentiality requirement and the utilisation requirement. 

The information requirement regards the information provided to the participants in a 
study. The participants should be informed of the conditions of their participation, that 
the participation in the study is voluntary and that the participant is allowed to quit the 
experiment at any time. This requirement was fulfilled in the study through information 
provided on the front page of the survey as well as verbal information communicated to 
the test subjects at the time of participation. 

Moreover, the consent requirement states that all information and data collected from 
the participants should be collected with consent from the participants. It is also 
understood that the participant should not experience any pressure or harm if choosing 
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to quit the experiment. We fulfilled this requirement by clearly stating that the 
participation was completely voluntary. The data collected from the test subjects who 
chose to not finish the survey was not included in the data set that was later analysed in 
the study. 

The confidentiality requirement concerns sensitive information and the confidentiality 
of personal information. We took this requirement into consideration and all data in our 
study was anonymous and impossible to trace back to the test subjects. 

Furthermore, the utilisation requirement refers to the purpose of the collected 
information and that the information collected should only be used for the purpose they 
are collect for. It is also not allowed to use personal information collected in the study to 
make decisions that directly affects the participant, if the participant has not agreed to it. 
In this study, all collected information from the test subjects were, as previously 
mentioned, anonymous, which makes it impossible to use any personal information to 
directly affect any of the test subjects. The information was also confidential, has not 
been and will not be further distributed to any other parties. Thus, the information that 
we collected for this study was only used in this study. 

All in all, Vetenskapsrådet’s (2002) four ethical requirements for humanistic and social 
scientific research can be assumed to have been fulfilled in this study. This was done in 
order to protect the participants and to ensure that the study was ethically performed.  
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4 Results	

4.1 Pre-study	results	

As previously mentioned, four out of five questions in the pre-study were measured on a 
7-point Likert scale, where 1 was considered ‘a little’ and 7 considered ‘a lot’. The 
results are interpreted as follows: Low: 1-3; Medium: 4; High: 5-7. The fifth question 
was a dummy question with yes or no answers. The results of the pre-study can be seen 
below: 

Table 5: Results of the pre-study. 

 

4.2 Descriptive	data	

The demographics included in the experiment are legal gender, age, faculty and 
occupation. Out of our respondents 38 % are male and 62 % are female (Figure 3) 
within the age range of 19 to 35. The survey was conducted among students at 
Linköping University and, therefore, we want our respondents to correspond the 
average student at Linköping University. At Linköping University, a total of 26 992 
people are currently studying. Among these students 44.55 % are male and 55.45 % are 
female, which makes our sample representative in this aspect. In terms of distribution 
among faculties, the official numbers display that 35.58 % belong to Science and 
Engineering, 36.14 % to Arts and Science, 18.79 % to Educational Science and 15.29 % 
to Medicine and Health Sciences. Our test subjects fairly correspond to this distribution 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 3: Legal Gender. 

 

 

Figure 4: Faculty Distribution. 

 

The means and standard deviations of the surveys are displayed below (Table 6). The 
data is presented in tables of with and without negative storytelling, which is the two 
groups that are examined in this study. The measures minimum, maximum, mean and 
standard deviation are shown for each vignette and question. 
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Table 6: N, minimum, maximum, means and standard deviations divided by vignette, 
question and manipulation. 

 

The last question in the survey was a dummy question that could be answered with 
either yes or no. Below the results of that question are displayed. 
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Table 7: Results of question 12 in the survey. 

 

4.3 Statistical	requirements	and	correlations		

When testing all vignette data in SPSS, we found that all vignettes have a fairly normal 
distribution. There are some deviations, however, the data will be consciously 
considered to be normally distributed. 

Cronbach’s Alpha (see Appendix 1) has been tested for the dependent variables and the 
values fulfil the criteria (above 0.70). Our VIF and tolerance values (see Appendix 2) 
also fulfil their criteria (close to 1). 

Correlation matrices for each vignette can be found in Appendix 3. 

4.4 Vignette	1	

We performed a t-test for vignette 1, of which the results can be seen below. 

Table 8: t-test for negative storytelling and the dependent variables of vignette 1. 

 

The high p-values in the t-test tell that the results are, with 95 % certainty, not 
representative for the whole population. 
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The results of the ANOVA indicate that negative storytelling has a negative relation 
with Trust and Repurchase Loyalty, but it does have a weak positive relation with 
Advocacy Loyalty. Unfortunately, the results are not significant (0.192, 0.842 and 
0.649) and, therefore, these results have no evidence and will be ignored. The degrees of 
freedom for Trust, Repurchase Loyalty and Advocacy Loyalty in this test were in total 
99. 

4.5 Vignette	2	

We performed a t-test for vignette 2, of which the results can be seen below. 

Table 9: t-test for negative storytelling and the dependent variables of vignette 2. 

 

The p-values in the t-test tell that the results for Repurchase Loyalty and Advocacy 
Loyalty are representative for the whole population. The results for Trust are not 
representative on a 0.05 significance level, however, a significance of 0.059 is close to 
0.05, thus the results will be considered significant. 

The ANOVA for vignette 2 shows significant results regarding Repurchase Loyalty 
(0.018) and Advocacy Loyalty (0.029). The results for Trust are not significant, 
however, the significance is 0.059 which will be considered significant and the results 
will be interpreted with caution. The degrees of freedom for Trust, Repurchase Loyalty 
and Advocacy Loyalty in this test were in total 99. Below the means plots of the 
ANOVA for vignette 2 are displayed. 
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Figure 5: Means plot for Trust in vignette 2. 

 

Figure 6: Means plot for Repurchase Loyalty in vignette 2. 
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Figure 7: Means plot for Advocacy Loyalty in vignette 2. 

4.6 Vignette	3	

We performed a t-test for vignette 3, of which the results can be seen below. 

Table 10: t-test for negative storytelling and the dependent variables of vignette 3. 

 

The p-values in the t-test tell that the results are, with 95 % certainty, not representative 
for the whole population. However, even though the values are not below 0.05, they are 
fairly low and the data will, therefore, be analysed in the analysis as significant.  
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The results for vignette 3 suggest that negative storytelling does have a weak positive 
relation with Trust, Repurchase Loyalty and Advocacy Loyalty. But these results are 
not significantly supported (0.146, 0.087 and 0.153), however, in spite of this, the data 
will be analysed as significant in the analysis. The degrees of freedom for Trust, 
Repurchase Loyalty and Advocacy Loyalty in this test were in total 99. The means plots 
of the ANOVA for vignette 3 are displayed below. 

 

Figure 8: Means plot for Trust in vignette 3. 
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Figure 9: Means plot for Repurchase Loyalty in vignette 3. 

 

 

Figure 10: Means plot for Advocacy Loyalty in vignette 3. 
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4.7 Vignette	4	

We performed a t-test for vignette 4, of which the results can be seen below. 

Table 11: t-test for negative storytelling and the dependent variables of vignette 4. 

 

The low p-values in the t-test tell that the results are, with 95 % certainty, representative 
for the whole population. 

The ANOVA results for vignette 4 are significant with 0.000 for Trust, Repurchase 
Loyalty and Advocacy Loyalty. The degrees of freedom for Trust, Repurchase Loyalty 
and Advocacy Loyalty in this test were in total 99. The means plots of the ANOVA for 
vignette 4 are displayed below. 
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Figure 11: Means plot for Trust in vignette 4. 

 

Figure 12: Means plot for Repurchase Loyalty in vignette 4. 
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Figure 13: Means plot for Advocacy Loyalty in vignette 4. 

4.8 Vignette	5	

We performed a t-test for vignette 5, of which the results can be seen below. 

Table 12: t-test for negative storytelling and the dependent variables of vignette 5. 

 

The high p-values in the t-test tell that the results are, with 95 % certainty, not 
representative for the whole population. 
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The ANOVA for vignette 5 show no significant relation with neither Trust (0.947), 
Repurchase Loyalty (0.879) nor Advocacy Loyalty (0.833). The degrees of freedom for 
Trust, Repurchase Loyalty and Advocacy Loyalty in this test were in total 99.
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5 Analysis	

The data analysis show that two of the five vignettes (1 and 5) are not significantly 
representative, only two of them are clearly significant (2 and 4) and one is almost 
significant (3). However, as mentioned in the results chapter, vignette 3 will be 
considered significant in this analysis. Due to the varying outcomes, we take caution in 
drawing conclusions based on our results and clarify that there is a risk that the relations 
found in vignette 2, 3 and 4 are not applicable to other similar cases. Nevertheless, the 
results of these vignettes are analysed in this chapter in order to conclude whether there 
is a possible explanation for the different outcomes. We have duplicated the summary of 
the vignettes below, as a reminder of the different crises and crisis responses. 

Table 13: Summary of the vignettes. 

 

As mentioned above, the results of vignette 1 and 5 are not significant, meaning that no 
effect or relation is found. For vignette 1 this might be explained by the crisis response 
in the vignette not being perceived as relevant or close enough to the customer. In other 
words, customers might find it difficult to relate to the crisis response since they are not 
personally affected by the hard working conditions and chemicals in the fields that are 
mentioned in the crisis response. Furthermore, the negative storytelling in the crisis 
response of vignette 1 can be perceived to not be directly related to the crisis problem, 
since the crisis of insects in the salad mix might appear to not have a connection to the 
use of the harsh chemicals and the hard working conditions used in the past. This may 
have resulted in difficulties for the test subjects to answer the survey questions in 
connection to this vignette.  
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Vignette 5, on the other hand, is assumed to have a connection between the crisis 
response (corrosive whitening chemicals) and the crisis problem (whitening toothpaste 
not giving the desired result). For this vignette, we believe that the time it took to 
answer the survey had an effect on the results. Vignette 5 was the last vignette in the 
survey and it is possible to see tendencies of lower effort in the answers. There is a 
possibility that the test subjects became less attentive to the content and the questions, 
which in turn can have affected the results of the vignette to not be representative.  

Furthermore, the detected relations in the significant vignettes are not consistent, which 
is illustrated in the means plots of the ANOVA for vignette 2, 3 and 4 (Figure 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9, 10, 11, 12 and 13). Vignette 2 and 4 display a strong negative relation between 
negative storytelling and trust, repurchase loyalty and advocacy loyalty, meaning that 
negative storytelling has a negative effect on customer trust and loyalty. Therefore, it 
seems like negative storytelling has a negative relation with trust, repurchase loyalty 
and advocacy loyalty in some crisis situations. This finding contradicts our expectations 
(Table 1) and implies that companies, in at least some cases, will not see any positive 
effects on customer trust and loyalty from using negative storytelling as a crisis 
management tool. Nevertheless, vignette 3 presents a slightly positive relation between 
negative storytelling and trust, repurchase loyalty and advocacy loyalty.  

Furthermore, one of our control questions, the twelfth question in the main study, which 
asks whether the test subjects buy the product or service in real life, is found to not be a 
determining factor that affects if negative storytelling has a positive or negative relation 
to customer trust and loyalty (Table 7). We assumed that whether the test subject 
consumed the product or service in real life would have an impact on their trust and 
loyalty towards the product or service in the experiment. However, this indicates that 
this is not the case and real life experience with the product or service are not proven to 
have affected the test subjects’ trust and loyalty in the study. 

All vignettes in the study are considered high in customer closeness. However, vignette 
2 and 4 are perceived less close to the test subjects than vignette 3. This illustrates that 
vignette 3 is perceived to be closer to the test subjects on a personal level. Connected to 
victimisation as mentioned in the theoretical framework and Park and Len-Ríos’ (2010) 
claim that customer close crises receive more harsh judgements, it can be assumed that 
vignette 3 would be more harshly judged. We expected this to influence the effects of 
the negative storytelling in vignette 3 negatively. However, the results state that even 
though vignette 3 was perceived to be high in customer closeness, the negative 
storytelling had a positive effect on customer trust and loyalty. This might be explained 
by the test subjects considering the crisis response to be authentic and suitable for the 
situation, which Dowling (2006), Lundqvist et al. (2013) and Holt (2002) claim would 
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lead to the positive effects on customer trust and loyalty. Furthermore, since the effect 
that the negative storytelling had on customer trust and loyalty was positive, it 
corresponds to our expectations (Table 1). Negative storytelling is thereby, in vignette 
3, proven to be a useful crisis management tool. 

Vignette 4 shows the largest difference in means between the experiment group and the 
control group. This vignette is the only vignette out of the three significant vignettes, 
that according to our pre-study has a severe crisis response. As mentioned in the 
theoretical framework, trust is built on norms, ethics and the feeling of similarity. If the 
crisis response (negative storytelling) of the company becomes too severe, it is possible 
that the company no longer communicates the ethics and norms that its customers can 
identify with and, therefore, too severe negative storytelling may have harmful effects 
for the company. In contrast to Kopp et al. (2011) who argue that negative storytelling 
can have positive effects within a company during crisis situations, the results of this 
vignette show that negative storytelling can have negative external effects on the 
company during crises. This can also be compared to Coombs’ (2010) statement that a 
poor crisis response can worsen the crisis situation. Furthermore, this implies that if the 
negative storytelling is too severe and no longer suitable for the situation, it could lead 
to the negative relation with customer trust and loyalty similar to the relation that can be 
seen in vignette 4. 

Furthermore, the severity of the crisis responses from the companies in vignette 2 and 4 
matched the graded severity of the crises (Table 5). In vignette 3, however, the situation 
was graded severe, whereas the crisis response was considered less severe. The 
difference in severity between the situation and the crisis response is one of the factors 
that distinguishes vignette 3 from vignette 2 and 4. If this difference is what affects the 
relation between negative storytelling and customer trust and loyalty to be positive, it 
could be interpreted that negative storytelling should not be too severe. It can also be 
understood that, in order for negative storytelling to be effective, the crisis response 
should not be more severe than the crisis situation. This indicates that if the crisis 
response includes negative storytelling that is less severe than the current crisis 
situation, customer trust and loyalty will increase, which in turn decreases the 
company’s reputational loss (Coombs, 2014; Coombs, 2009; Heath, 2010).  

In the data analysis we make the distinction of trust, repurchase loyalty (behavioural 
loyalty) and advocacy loyalty (attitudinal loyalty). In each significant vignette (2, 3 and 
4) the three dependent variables are consistent in whether the relation with negative 
storytelling is positive or negative as seen in the means plots (Figure 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 
12 and 13). This indicates that the three factors are influenced in similar ways. When 
this was found, an ANOVA for our control question customer satisfaction was made. 
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This ANOVA shows that customer satisfaction has the same relation as trust and loyalty 
with negative storytelling in each of the significant vignettes (Appendix 4), positive 
relation in vignette 3 and negative relations in vignette 2 and 4. Therefore, it can be 
assumed that customer satisfaction has a positive relation to customer trust and loyalty. 
This relation has previously been discussed by several researchers (Griffin, 2002; 
Szwarc, 2005), and Griffin (2002) even means that before it was found that loyalty 
could be divided into attitudinal and behavioural loyalty, customer satisfaction was 
thought to be the only factor that influenced customer loyalty.  

Although customer satisfaction, customer trust and customer loyalty are all terms that 
are closely related to each other, they are not the same thing. For instance, Griffin 
(2002) considers a loyal customer to use word-of-mouth, while Szwarc (2005) means 
that satisfied customers are the ones that refer companies to others. Loyalty is also 
shown by commitment, which is created from trust and understanding (Chaudhuri and 
Holbrook, 2001; Sasaki and Marsh, 2012). Since our results indicate the same positive 
relation of the three factors (customer trust, loyalty and satisfaction) with negative 
storytelling, customer satisfaction can be considered to have an influence on how the 
customer trust and loyalty are affected in the study. This indicates that if customer 
satisfaction was high among the test subjects, the customer trust and loyalty can have 
been positively affected by it and vice versa. In other words, the effect of the negative 
storytelling on customer trust and loyalty seems to be amplified either positively or 
negatively, depending on whether the customer satisfaction is high or low. 

Moreover, the usage of negative storytelling as a crisis management tool can help 
companies to show stakeholders that a lesson was learned the last time the company 
was in a similar crisis situation (Fog et al., 2010) as well as win customers’ trust and 
loyalty through creating emotional connections (Allen, 2005; Dowling, 2006). Bringing 
up a negative event from the past is risky and can be damaging if the incorrect stories 
are used (Kaufman, 2003). Just as this study shows, there is a risk that the crisis 
response is not perceived by the public as the company desires, which can lead to 
undesirable effects on customer trust and loyalty. It is, therefore, essential that the crisis 
response is carefully considered before it is published. Caldiero, Taylor and Ungureanu 
(2009) mention that background information, past and current achievements are 
desirable to share with customers in times of crisis. Negative storytelling, if handled 
right, can be considered to raise awareness of past achievements. It is not a matter of 
sharing a failure with stakeholders, but to tell that there have been tough times before, 
that they will make it through this time too, as well as putting the current crisis into 
perspective. 
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6 Conclusions	

Recall the analytical model displayed in the methodology chapter (Figure 2). It shows 
how a customer close crisis would have a negative effect on customer trust and loyalty. 
Negative storytelling was illustrated to have the ability to turn this negative effect into a 
positive one. Additionally, customer closeness and severity were considered to 
determine to which extent the crisis would affect customer trust and loyalty, as well as 
to which extent negative storytelling could ease that effect. Figure 14 is an updated 
version of this analytical model, which shows under which circumstances negative 
storytelling is proven, in our study, to have the ability to turn the negative effect of a 
crisis into a positive effect. In the experiment, it was found that in order for negative 
storytelling to have a positive effect on customer trust and loyalty in crisis situations, 
the crisis must be perceived severe, whereas the negative storytelling has to be 
perceived less severe than the crisis. Furthermore, the results indicate that a high 
perceived customer closeness of the crisis and the crisis response may influence 
negative storytelling to have a positive effect on customer trust and loyalty. Customer 
satisfaction is concluded to possibly affect customer trust and customer loyalty, since 
the three factors are proven to be positively related with each other and they are affected 
similarly by negative storytelling. Due to the uncertainty of the influence that customer 
satisfaction had on the results, we have displayed it in Figure 14 as a box with dotted 
lines. This is supposed to illustrate that customer satisfaction may influence the relation 
between negative storytelling, customer trust and customer loyalty, resulting in the 
assumption that customer satisfaction amplifies the total effect. 
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Figure 14: Revised analytical model. 

Furthermore, our results state that the effect on customer trust and loyalty stays negative 
if the crisis response is at the same level of severity as the crisis. This means that, in the 
event of an equal level of severity of the crisis and the crisis response, negative 
storytelling will not be an effective crisis management tool. 

In conclusion, both the crisis situation and the crisis response should be carefully 
evaluated before using negative storytelling as a crisis management tool and it is only 
proven to be effective if the crisis response is less severe than the occurring crisis. 
Therefore, we suggest companies to have records of all their stories, big and small, in 
order to possibly benefit from them in the future when a crisis strikes and customer trust 
and loyalty need to be maintained. 

6.1 Contributions	of	the	study	

This study finds that negative storytelling can have an effect on customer trust and 
loyalty in crisis situations. The effect is proven to depend on the severity of the crisis 
and the crisis response. It is also affected by the customer closeness of the crisis and the 
crisis response. Therefore, negative storytelling is discovered to be a potential crisis 
management tool.  
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We then also claim that indirectly this study provides a tool that might decrease the 
negative impact crises have on companies’ reputation. With our study, we also wish to 
inspire further research in the use of negative storytelling as a crisis management, 
marketing and communication tool. We, therefore, find that our contribution to the field 
of research is that we are raising awareness of a subject that needs to be further 
examined. As a subject, negative storytelling as a crisis management tool and its effects 
on customers was not well researched before our study, so to change this we have 
hereby, with our study, defined some possibilities and limitations for the subject.   
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7 Topics	for	further	research	

While performing this study, we found some potential further research that could be 
made in relation to the subject of negative storytelling. For instance, we early 
understood that storytelling had to be perceived as authentic to be useful (Dowling, 
2006; Lundqvist et al., 2013; Holt, 2002). This implies that the same is applicable to 
negative storytelling, but it has not yet been proven. The same goes for the similar 
concept of transparency (Aula, 2010; Spear and Roper, 2013), that can help a company 
to be perceived as authentic and nurture customer trust. In other words, this implies that 
if a company uses negative storytelling, are transparent about their actions and share the 
negative actions that they have taken, customers should trust them more. However, this 
needs to be further researched. 

In connection to crisis responses, we have, in this study, excluded the impact of social 
media and the speed that information spreads on the internet. Since the speed of 
communication is increasing and can cause challenges for companies, we suggest that it 
should be further examined how negative storytelling and other crisis responses are 
affected by the increased speed. 

Furthermore, we acknowledge the need for further examination of both the internal and 
the external effects of negative storytelling. Kopp et al.’s (2011) study and our study 
have contributed with two different aspects on this subject and have, thereby, created a 
foundation for the subject. Nonetheless, our study could be duplicated and conducted 
with a bigger sample to find more reliable results. Also, as mentioned in this study, the 
interest among companies to use storytelling is high, however, the research on the 
subject of storytelling and especially negative storytelling is poor. Therefore, we 
recommend there two subjects for further research.  
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1	Cronbach’s	Alpha	

 

2	Tolerance	Value	and	VIF	

Dependent variables: Customer Trust, Repurchase Loyalty and Advocacy Loyalty. 

Independent variable: Negative Storytelling (with and without). 

 

 

3	Correlation	matrices	for	each	vignette	



 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

4	Means	plots	for	Customer	Satisfaction	and	Negative	
Storytelling	
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5	Vignettes	with	negative	storytelling	from	the	experiment	(in	
Swedish)		

Vignette 1 – With negative storytelling 

 

 



 

 

Vignette 2 – With negative storytelling 

 

 

Vignette 3 – With negative storytelling 

 

 



 

 

Vignette 4 – With negative storytelling 

 

 

Vignette 5 – With negative storytelling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

6	Vignettes	without	negative	storytelling	from	the	experiment	(in	
Swedish)		

Vignette 1 – Without Negative Storytelling 
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Vignette 3 – Without Negative Storytelling 

 

 

Vignette 4 – Without Negative Storytelling 

 

 

Vignette 5 – Without Negative Storytelling 

 


