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ENGLISH SUMMARY 
 

Although it is quite common to see organizations use emotions to frame their responses in the crisis 

communication practice, past research on the effectiveness of expressing discrete emotions in crisis 

communication is rather limited (cf. Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). 

The main aim of the dissertation therefore was to examine the effectiveness of discrete emotional 

framing on organizational image repair during a crisis and its underlying mechanism as well as 

potential boundary effects.  

According to Nabi (2003), emotions should not simply be ranged on a continuum (e.g., 

positive to negative) but should rather be considered as discrete emotions. Additionally, each discrete 

emotion can play a different role in predicting individuals’ subsequent behaviors. However, previous 

research mainly focus on how expressing negative emotions like regret, shame and sadness (cf. 

Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) can be used for image repair in crisis 

situations. While some case studies have suggested potential benefits of positive emotions (e.g., 

humor, hope) in organizational image repair in crisis (cf. Jin, Park, & Len-Ríos, 2010; Vigsø, 2013), 

little insight has been given in the underlying mechanism nor its boundary effects.  

 In addition, we argue that social media provide a more natural context to communicate 

organizational emotions (cf. Kelleher, 2009) as expressing emotions can increase the perception that 

the organization speaks with a conversational human voice (Kelleher, 2009; van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2014), leading to more acceptance of the message. However, limited research has been 

conducted to test how emotional framing can be used in a social mediated channel (cf. Kim, Zhang, & 

Zhang, 2016).  

   These concerns have sparked our main research focus on how positive emotions can be used 

for organizational reputation repair on social media. To answer the research question, three empirical 

chapters have been conducted to deepen and expand insights on how positive emotions (e.g., humor, 

hope) and mixed valence emotions  (expressing both positive and negative emotions) can be used in a 

social mediated context. 

 In particular, the first empirical chapter examines the effects of a humorous message framing 

on organization’s post-crisis reputation in a crisis situation versus a rumor condition. The results 

indicate a double-edged sword effect of humorously framed crisis response messages on 

organization’s image repair. In a factual crisis situation, humor decreased the perceived sincerity of 

the organizational response, resulting in higher perceived responsibility for the crisis and diminished 

organizational reputation. However, in the case of a rumor, a humorously framed message created a 

more positive organizational reputation through decreased severity of the crisis, which led to lower 

perceived responsibility.  
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 The second chapter shows the positive aspects and difficulties of using positive emotions in 

image repair in crisis, however, more positive emotions should be included and more situational 

factors should be taken into account in order to have an extensive view of how positive emotions can 

be used in crisis communication. Therefore, the next chapter within this dissertation examines hope 

and includes three situational factors (crisis stage, perceived severity, pre-crisis reputation) through 

three experimental studies to examine the potential boundary effects of using hope. The first 

experiment shows that a hopeful message framing leads to fewer negative behavioural intentions than 

a rational message framing due to reduced feelings of uncertainty and perceived inappropriateness, 

and that the effects are stronger post-crisis than in the midst of a crisis. The results of the second 

experiment indicates that organizations should be cautious when expressing hope when a crisis is 

perceived to be highly severe as it may lead to more negative behavioural intentions because a 

hopeful message framing is then perceived to be inappropriate. The third experiment concludes that a 

hopeful message framing used by an organisation with a favourable pre-crisis reputation leads to 

higher perceived crisis severity, which in turn leads to higher perceived uncertainty, resulting in more 

negative behavioural intentions. For companies with an unfavourable pre-crisis reputation, no 

differences found between the uses of a rational or hopeful message framing. 

   These two chapters show that positive emotions should be used with caution in crisis response 

messages. The final empirical chapter examines whether positive emotions may be more effective in 

crisis situations when combined with negative emotions. In particular, it examines the impact of 

expressing mixed valence emotions of anger and hope in organizational crisis communication on 

negative word-of-mouth on social media. In particular, the effects of expressing single valence (either 

positive or negative) versus mixed valence (expressing both positive and negative emotions) emotions 

are studied in two crisis types (victim vs. preventable crisis). Results show that in a preventable crisis, 

expressing mixed valence emotions elicits higher perceived sincerity and more empathy towards the 

spokesperson, and subsequently less negative word-of-mouth compared to expressing either single 

emotions or the control condition. However, in the case of a victim crisis, expressing single emotions, 

and especially a negative emotion like anger, results in less negative word-of-mouth through an 

increase in perceived sincerity and empathy towards the spokesperson.  

In conclusion, this dissertation shows that organizations should not only focus on the crisis 

response strategy but should highlight the importance of emotional framing in communicating the 

crisis. A crisis should not only be perceived as a negative event but can also be an opportunity for the 

organization to learn from the crisis and grow (Seeger & Padgett, 2010; Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 

2007). Organizations should also notice the negative and positive aspects of a crisis and select 

appropriate emotions (positive/negative/mixed) to communicate the crisis, therefore maximize the 

effectiveness of an organizational response in reputational repair. 
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NEDERLANDSTALIGE SAMENVATTING 
 

Ondanks het feit dat organisaties de gewoonte hebben emoties te gebruiken in hun 

crisiscommunicatie, is onderzoek naar de effectiviteit van het uitdrukken van discrete emoties door 

bedrijven in crisiscommunicatie eerder beperkt (cf. Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2014). Het hoofddoel van dit proefschrift was dan ook het onderzoeken van de 

effectiviteit van discrete emotionele framing op het imagoherstel van een organisatie tijdens een 

crisis, alsook de onderliggende mechanismen en randeffecten hiervan.  

Volgens Nabi (2003) kunnen emoties niet simpelweg op een continuüm geplaatst worden 

(bijv. van positief naar negatief), maar moeten ze onderscheiden worden als discrete emoties. Elke 

discrete emotie kan een verschillende rol spelen in het voorspellen van het latere gedrag van 

individuen. Voorgaand onderzoek focuste echter voornamelijk op hoe het uitdrukken van negatieve 

emoties zoals spijt, schaamte en verdriet (zie Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 

2014). Ondanks het feit dat een aantal case studies reeds aandacht hebben besteed aan de mogelijke 

voordelen van positieve emoties (bijv. humor, hoop) in het imagoherstel van een organisatie tijdens 

een crisis (bijv. Jin, Park, & Len-Ríos, 2010; Vigsø, 2013), werden zowel het onderliggend 

mechanisme als de situationele factoren van deze emoties nog niet empirisch verklaard.  

Daarnaast beargumenteren we dat sociale media een meer natuurlijke context bieden voor het 

communiceren van organisationele emoties (zie Kelleher, 2009). Het uitdrukken van emoties kan in 

deze context de perceptie dat een organisatie met een human voice spreekt bevorderen (Kelleher, 

2009; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014), wat leidt tot een betere aanvaarding van de boodschap. Er 

werd echter slechts beperkt onderzoek gevoerd naar hoe emotionele framing gebruikt kan worden op 

sociale media (cf. Kim, Zhang, & Zhang, 2016). 

Deze bevindingen hebben geleid tot de belangrijkste onderzoeksfocus van dit proefschrift: 

Hoe kunnen positieve emoties gebruikt worden voor het imagoherstel van een organisatie op sociale 

media? Om deze onderzoeksvraag te beantwoorden, worden drie hoofdstukken gewijd aan het 

verdiepen van inzichten in hoe positieve emoties en mixed valence emoties (het uitdrukken van zowel 

positieve als negatieve emoties) kunnen gebruikt worden in een sociale media context.  

In het eerste hoofdstuk wordt humor gebruikt om crisisresponsberichten te framen en wordt 

het effect ervan op de post-crisis reputatie van een organisatie na een crisissituatie en in een situatie 

waar geruchten werden verspreid, onderzocht. De resultaten wijzen op een tweesnijdend zwaard-

effect van humoristisch geframede crisisresponsberichten op het imagoherstel van een organisatie. In 

een feitelijke crisissituatie zorgde humor voor een daling in de waargenomen oprechtheid van de 

boodschap, resulterend in een hogere waargenomen verantwoordelijkheid voor de crisis en een 

verminderde reputatie van de organisatie. In het geval van een situatie waarbij geruchten werden 

verspreid, zorgde een humoristisch geframed bericht voor een positievere bedrijfsreputatie door een 
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daling in de gepercipieerde ernst van de crisis, wat uiteindelijk leidde tot minder waargenomen 

verantwoordelijkheid.  

Het eerste empirische hoofdstuk toont de potentiële voordelen en gevaren aan van het gebruik 

van positieve emoties tijdens een crisis voor het imagoherstel. Het tweede empirische hoofdstuk in dit 

proefschrift onderzoekt het effect van de emotie hoop in crisisberichtgeving en neemt drie situationele 

factoren (crisisstadium, waargenomen ernst, pre-crisis reputatie) op in drie experimentele studies om 

de mogelijke randeffecten van hoop in kaart te brengen. Het eerste experiment toont aan dat een 

hoopvol geframed bericht tot minder negatieve gedragsintenties leidt dan een rationeel geframed 

bericht doordat er minder onzekerheid is en men het minder als ongepast ervaart en dat de effecten 

ook sterker zijn na de crisis dan tijdens de crisis. De resultaten van het tweede experiment geven aan 

dat organisaties voorzichtig moeten zijn wanneer ze hoop uiten tijdens een crisis die als heel ernstig 

wordt waargenomen, omdat dit kan leiden tot negatievere gedragsintenties en omdat een hoopvol 

geframed bericht dan als ongepast wordt ervaren. Het derde experiment besluit dat een hoopvol 

geframed bericht, dat door een organisatie met een gunstige pre-crisis reputatie wordt gebruikt, tot een 

hogere waargenomen ernst van de crisis leidt, wat op zijn beurt dan leidt tot een hogere waargenomen 

onzekerheid en negatievere gedragsintenties. Voor bedrijven met een ongunstige pre-crisis reputatie, 

werden geen verschillen tussen het gebruik van een rationeel of een hoopvol geframed bericht 

gevonden. 

Het communiceren van positieve emoties in crisissituaties moet dus met de nodige 

omzichtigheid gebeuren. Het laatste empirische hoofdstuk onderzoekt of het gebruik van positieve 

emoties tot meer positieve effecten kan leiden wanneer deze gecombineerd worden met negatieve 

emoties. In het bijzonder onderzoekt dit hoofdstuk de impact van het uitdrukken van gemengde 

gevoelens van boosheid en hoop tijdens crisiscommunicatie op negatieve mond-tot-mond reclame op 

sociale media. De effecten van het uitdrukken van de single valence (ofwel positief ofwel negatief) 

versus mixed valence (zowel het uitdrukken van positieve als negatieve emoties) emoties werden in 

het bijzonder in twee crisistypes (slachtoffer vs. voorkombare crisis) bestudeerd. Resultaten tonen aan 

dat, in een vermijdbare crisis, het gebruik van mixed valence gevoelens resulteert in een hogere 

waargenomen ernst en in meer empathie voor de woordvoerder. Dit leidt uiteindelijk tot minder 

negatieve mond-tot-mond reclame in vergelijking met de single valence conditie of de 

controleconditie. In het geval van een slachtoffercrisis, resulteert het gebruik van een single valence, 

en in het bijzonder een negatieve emotie zoals boosheid, echter in minder negatieve mond-tot-mond 

reclame omdat er een toename is in de waargenomen ernst en de empathie voor de woordvoerder. 

Dit proefschrift toont aan dat organisaties niet enkel en alleen zouden moeten focussen op de 

crisisresponsstrategieën, maar ook aandacht moeten hebben voor het belang van emotionele framing 

tijdens het communiceren van een crisis. De crisis zou niet als een negatieve gebeurtenis moeten 

ervaren worden, maar zou net eerder een kans voor de organisatie moeten zijn om er uit te leren en 
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ervan te groeien (Seeger & Padgett, 2010; Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007). Organisaties zouden 

daarnaast ook notie moeten nemen van de negatieve en positieve aspecten van een crisis, en moeten 

vervolgens de gepaste emoties (positief/negatief/gemengd) aannemen wanneer ze over een crisis 

communiceren. Zo kunnen ze de effectiviteit van hun reactie op de crisis maximaliseren en tot een 

maximaal imagoherstel komen. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
!
1.1 Overarching Research Aim 
 
The overarching aim of this dissertation is to examine how an emotional message framing can be used 

in crisis communication to repair organizational reputation. More specific, this dissertation will 

examine whether the integration of positive emotions (i.e., humor in chapter 1, hope in chapter 2) or 

combining positive with negative emotions (i.e., anger with hope) can benefit organizations when 

they experience a crisis situation. An organizational crisis is “the perception of an unpredictable event 

that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s 

performance and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2014a, p. 2-3). Stakeholders are individuals 

or groups affected by the crisis event and the organization (Coombs, 2014a). According to Coombs 

(2002), a crisis is perceptual and unpredictable. Namely, if stakeholders perceive an event as a crisis, 

regardless of whether an organization considers the opposite, the organization should respond anyway. 

In addition, the manner a crisis will strike and when it strikes is unpredictable. 

Social media has changed the landscape of crisis communication, as it has been forced to 

focus more on stakeholders’ engagement due to the information-generating and information-sharing 

opportunities offered by social media (Glantz & Benoit, 2017). Before, stakeholders were considered 

passive receivers in crisis communication research (cf. Avery, Lariscy, Kim, & Hocke, 2010; Coombs, 

1995). More recently, however, public relation practitioners have increasingly recognized the potential 

risks of social media because of its potential to worsen a crisis and to reach large audiences 

simultaneously (Veil et al., 2011). Facebook and Twitter as the most popular social media have 

witnessed many crisis events around the world and played a crucial role in such turbulent times. For 

instance, as the “Volkswagen emissions scandal” (Volkswagen hiding the actual gas emission 

performance of its cars) revealed, there were on average 8000 Volkswagen-related tweets posted on 

Twitter per hour in the week following the announcement of the scandal (Lambret & Barki, 2018). 

Because of inadequate information from the company in the initial stage of crisis, tremendous 

electronic word of mouth (eWOM) from social media users can be perceived as more credible (Veil et 

al., 2011), which leads to unpredictable reputational damage and negative behaviors (e.g., boycott the 

company) (Austin et al., 2012; Kim, Wang, Maslowska, & Malthouse, 2016; Veil et al., 2011). Thus 

social media cannot only be a trigger for a crisis, but also empower stakeholders to actively engage in 

secondary crisis communication through the broadcasting function of social media (Lambret & Barki, 

2018.; Zheng, Liu, & Davison, 2018).     

This dissertation particularly focuses on crisis response messages distributed on social media. 

Social media such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram are defined as “conversational platforms for 

people who have common interests can form relationships to exchange ideas and opinions” 

(Valentini & Kruckeberg, 2012, p.3-12). The emergence of social media has changed the social 
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interaction patterns of human beings (Whiting & Williams, 2013; Graham, Avery, & Park, 2015; 

Austin & Jin, 2017). Social media enriches various information sources and contents through texts, 

videos, and images in a user-generated channel (Austin, Liu, & Jin, 2012). Furthermore, the 

interactive and dialogic nature of social media makes it possible for consumers as well as 

organizations to spread user-generated contents instantly to a large group of people (Austin et al., 

2012; Valentini, 2015). For example, a Facebook user can post his or her information via laptop or 

mobile phone from any place and broadcast information or opinions immediately to followers and 

friends. The information can be further shared by the followers in real time to a large audience like a 

virus. 

These characteristics have important implications for crisis communication. On the one hand, this 

implies that organizations can now address consumers directly instead of having to give press 

conferences and interviews so they can reach the public via traditional media. On the other hand, 

social media have given critical consumers the ability to confront or attack these same companies and 

as such initiate crises or maximize their impact. For example, the public relations crisis of United 

Airlines in April 2017 was triggered by a video filmed by a passenger that was on the same flight as 

the victim. The video showed a bloody passenger with his nose and teeth injured by the airline 

security personnel, being forcibly removed from the seat after his refusal of leaving the airplane 

volunteered for an overbooked situation. The Facebook post soon reached more than 49,000 shares 

and 3.8 million views in the same day (Marotti & Zumbach. 2017). Without social media, this 

incident would probably have never caused that much reputational damage for the company. Unlike 

traditional media, social media provide platforms without gatekeeper, which enables stakeholders’ 

negative word-of-mouth have a direct route in damaging organizational reputation instantly. Thus, 

social media serve as the “most natural context” for crisis communication, because at one hand, 

organization’s decision can directly affect the stakeholders without any gatekeeper and stakeholder’s 

react towards the decision is also visible to the organization (Coombs, 2017). 

Coombs (2014b) therefore adapted his theory on crisis communication responses to integrate the 

specific context of social media and introduced a separate definition of social media crises. He defines 

a social media crisis as a situation that appears on social media “or is amplified by social media” 

(Coombs, 2014b, p.7). Following the definition of Coombs, a social media crisis is not really a crisis 

but a situation that may originate on social media or may magnify a harmful event in the areas of 

customer service, venting and challenges (charge of organization’s irresponsible behaviors, see Figure 

1). Thus these situations are also called paracrises (para means like). Paracrises focus on stakeholders’ 

upset about an organization’s inappropriate behavior and complaining about that behavior on social 

media. For instance, an angry customer’s vent on AT&T’s official website about the bad service of the 

weak signal of the mobile phone can indeed put the company at risk but may not rise to the level of 

crisis. However, a paracrisis can soon rise to a crisis if the organization misuses social media channels 
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“as a way to gain attention” or respond inappropriately on social media, as it may be viewed as a 

management misdeed crisis (Coombs, 2014b, p.7). 

Figure 1.  An overview of social media crisis/ paracrisis (Coombs, 2014b, p.7) 

The immediacy of social media communication pushes organizations in paracrises to respond to 

these events online crisis in real time (Veil et al., 2011). Yet, even though companies are pressured to 

communicate more quickly now than ever before, they must be aware that the situation can become a 

real crisis if this initial response is later proven inappropriate (Lambret & Barki, 2018; Zheng et al., 

2018). A negative example is the initial response from United Airline CEO Oscar Munoz via social 

media. In the response, the CEO only apologized to other passengers for the over-booked seat but not 

for how the passenger that was dragged of the airplane with force was treated (United Airlines, 2017). 

The response disappointed the public and actually “threw fuel on the flames” (Benoit, 2018, p. 20), 

resulting in a total disaster for the company (Wahba, 2017). This case vividly shows how a crisis can 

be triggered from a paracrisis on social media by an organization. In addition, this case illustrates that 

in the social media context, a crisis can be even more unpredictable, because social media can trigger 

a secondary crisis (e.g., online boycott) and make the situation worse (Valentini, 2015). For example, 

a Facebook page called ‘Boycott United Airlines’ (@BoycottUnitedAirlines, see figure 2) was created 

and followed by more than 10,000 users during the crisis. Furthermore, many sarcastic videos about 

the Airline’s offensive behavior were uploaded to YouTube and other social media. The most popular 

one is a fake commercial for the company made by a late-night host Jimmy Kimmel called “United 

Airlines…Fuck you” of which a screen shot is added in Figure three (Riva Morningstar, 2017). In the 

video, an attractive flight attendant says in the ad that!We’re United Airlines. You do what we say 

when we say, and there won’t be a problem,” the pitchwoman said. “If we say you fly, you fly. If not,

tough shit. Give us a problem, and we’ll drag your ass off the plane. And if you do this, we’ll beat you 

so badly you’ll be using your own face as a flotation device.” Then she delivered the company’s new 

slogan: “United Airlines: fuck you.” The video was viewed more than 80,000 times in the following 
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week. The bad effects of secondary crisis can be shared from followers to followers through various 

forms of negative word of mouth and maximize the bad effects of the crisis (Zheng et al., 2018).  

 
Figure 2. Facebook page of Boycott United Airlines community 

https://www.facebook.com/BoycottUnitedAirlines/ 
 

 
Figure 3. An example of video-form negative word of mouth about United Airline 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTQVRALcJVk 

1.2 How Crisis Response Strategies Can be Used to Repair Reputation 

The negative effects of crises can be reduced by strategic communication (cf. Coombs, 1995; 

Coombs, 2007; Bundy, Pfarrer, Short, & Coombs, 2017). Crisis communication can influence how 

stakeholders perceive the crisis and the involved organization by managing the meaning of the crisis 

information (Coombs, 1995; Coombs, 2007), thus lessen the reputational damage of the organization 

(Coombs, 2007). The strategic communication during crisis can be manipulated through adopting the 

appropriate organizational crisis response strategy. Crisis response strategy is about the words and 

actions that organizations used in dealing with crisis (Coombs, 2007). Broadly speaking, crisis 

response strategies can be divided into two categories: managing information (instructing information 

and adjusting information) and managing meaning (reputation repair) (Sturges, 1994). Instructing 

information helps stakeholders to protect themselves from physically being victims from a crisis (e.g. 
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warning people to evacuate, to not use a product, or to shelter-in-place.). Adjusting information is 

about the words and actions (e.g. expressions of sympathy, information about the crisis event, and 

corrective action) for stakeholders to cope psychologically with a crisis (especially anxiety). 

Reputation repair is about the strategies that organizations used to reduce the reputational damage a 

crisis has on the organizations. Situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) stresses that 

managing information (instructing information and adjusting information) is the ethical base of a 

crisis response, which should be delivered before any reputation repair strategies (cf. Coombs, 2007, 

2015). 

Developing a crisis response strategy is primary about managing meaning (cf. Coombs, 

2015). Scholars have contributed many theoretical perspectives on how to use effective response 

strategies during crisis: Benoit (1995) developed his image repair theory based on rhetorical theory; 

Coombs (2007) developed situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) based on the repair theory 

and the responsibility attribution theory. In this section, the main frameworks of the theoretical 

perspectives will be elaborated to see how the perspectives on the topic of crisis communication are 

developed.  

 

1.2.1 Image Repair Theory 
 

Reputation is a vital asset for both individuals and organizations, and the aim of image repair theory is 

to help individuals and organizations to deal with the threats to image in order to restore their images 

during a crisis (Benoit, 1995,1997). The threats to an organization’s reputation are always offensive 

acts attributed to the individuals and organizations involved in crisis (Benoit, 1997). Benoit thus 

identifies five general strategies and a total of 14 sub-strategies (see table 1.) to instruct individuals 

and organizations to deal with the threats to image based on two key assumptions that: (a) 

Communication is a goal-oriented activity and (b) a fundamental goal of communication is 

maintaining a positive reputation (Benoit, 1997).  

       
                 Table 1. Typology of Image Repair Strategies (Benoit, 2018, p.14) 
          



"!!

Among the five general strategies (Benoit, 1997), denial is used to deny the connection 

between the organizations and the crisis; and evade responsibility is about to interpret the crisis as a 

reasonable reaction to that provocation to minimize the crisis responsibility; third the reduce 
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offensiveness strategy is about to technically acknowledge the publics that they bear some 

responsibility by reducing the perceived offensiveness of their misdeeds; fourth, corrective actions are 

the promises and actions that the organization would like to take to prevent the same situations from 

happening again; finally, mortification is used for begging forgiveness. Image repair theory provides a 

comprehensive theoretical framework for most case study research. For example, President Bush was 

accused of leading a slow and ineffective response during the Hurricane Katrina, the disaster caused 

massive deaths and property damage in August 2005. Although Bush used bolstering, defeasibility, 

and corrective action to respond to these accusations bolstering could not counter his slow response, 

defeasibility indicated Bush as not being in control of events, and his corrective action turned out to 

be too little and late. Thus Bush’s response is perceived to be ineffective and inappropriate, because 

the strategies used in the response are released in an inappropriate timing and all the corrective actions 

are insincere (Benoit & Henson, 2009). Therefore, more detailed guidelines should be provided on 

when and how to select appropriate crisis response strategies to protect the organizational reputation 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 

          
1.2.2 Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 

 
Image repair theory provides available response strategies for PR practitioners to use during crisis, 

however Coombs offers more about how these strategies can be used in different situations by 

integrating image repair theory and attribution theory to Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

(SCCT, Coombs, 1995; Coombs, 1998, 2006). SCCT emphasizes crisis responsibility as the key 

element of the theory for reputation repair, thus SCCT suggests the correct crisis response strategy 

should match the extent of crisis responsibility that stakeholders attribute to the organization in crisis 

(Coombs, 2007, cf. Table 1 and Table 2). SCCT divides crisis response strategies into three categories 

from defensive to accommodative: denial, diminish and rebuild. Crises differentiate in different extent 

of crisis responsibility attribution from lower to higher (Coombs, 2007, cf. Table 2). In a victim crisis, 

the organization bears minimal responsibility and a denial strategy can safely be used to show that the 

organization is not responsible for the crisis. In an accidental crisis, the organization bears low 

responsibility but did not willingly or knowingly put stakeholders at risk. Hence, in this situation a 

diminish strategy is recommended to either minimize the organization’s own responsibility or to 

minimize the crisis damage. In a preventable crisis, the organization is considered highly responsible 

and has no other option than to take full responsibility through a rebuild strategy by offering an 

apology and material/ symbolic amends to the stakeholders. As a supplement strategy (flatter those 

who have helped with the crisis or to remind stakeholders of the organization’s past good works), 

bolstering can be used together with other tree categories of strategies to create positive perception of 

the organization. 

 
 



!"!

Table 2. Introduction of different types of crisis (Coombs, 2017, p.23) 
 

 

1.2.3 How Crisis Response Strategies Can be Used to Repair Reputation on Social Media  

As the theories above focus on the content in crisis communication, however, in the past years more 

and more attention has been ascribed to the channel through which this content is dispersed and more 

specifically there has been a focus on social media in times of crisis. Social media is acknowledged as 

a double-edged sword in today’s crisis communication practice (Valentini & Kruckeberg, 2016). 

Social media on one hand pose threats for organizations by enabling users to post negative 

events/untrue messages that damage an organization’s image/reputation, which can be reached to a 

large audience and enlarge the organizational damage (Veil, Buehner, & Palenchar, 2011). And on the 

other hand social media provides opportunities for organizations to “spread information that can save 

lives, avoid the spreading of negative rumors about organizational actions, and that can update 

stakeholders about an organization’s crisis management actions and status” (Valentini & Kruckeberg, 

2016, p.482). 

As paracrises largely increase the risk of evolving to real crises in the context of social media, 

Coombs (2017 cf. Table 3) has developed response guidelines for four paracrisis situations on social 

media in order to mitigate the crisis risk. The four situations include four types of social media crises: 
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customer service, customer revenge, faux pas and challenge. Customers may be angry when they have 

experienced unexpected bad service or bought a bad product (known as complaints), some of them 

seek for resolving the problem but some seek revenge to hurt the organization. According to the 

guidelines, it is easy to give solutions and apology as an attempt to resolve the complaints, however 

for customers’ revenge, it is better to show the organization’s concern by recognizing the problem to 

mitigate customers’ anger. A faux pas is caused by organization’s misuses of social media by creating 

offensive online content for stakeholders. In this case, organizations are suggested to show their 

competence by giving apologies and promises for never repeating the mistake. Challenges are the 

organization’s behaviors and policies that being charged as irresponsible. “A challenge begins with 

stakeholders identifying an undesired social outcome (e.g., child slave labor) and link it to the 

organization’s current behavior” (Coombs, 2017, p27). When an organization is perceived as acting 

irresponsible, it can become a threat to organizational reputation. PR practitioners are suggested six 

strategies to deal with challenges: refusal (e.g., no response), refutation (e.g., denial), repression (e.g., 

lawsuit), recognition or reception (e.g., show recognition of the problem), revision and reform (e.g., 

take action to change behaviors). 

Table 3. SCCT recommendations for social media crisis/ paracrisis (Coombs, 2017, p.33) 

 
 
 

 



!
!
!

!"!

2. EXPRESSING EMOTIONS IN CRISIS COMMUNICATION ON SOCIAL 

MEDIA 
 

Research has already found that an organizational crisis response via social media can be considered 

as more personal and humane and as such minimize crisis damage (Crijns et al., 2017; Kelleher, 

2009). For example, Schultz, Utz, and Göritz (2011) found that social media should be an effective 

channel for secondary crisis communication in reducing stakeholders’ secondary crisis reactions. 

Furthermore, social media was found to decrease the reputational damage through enhancing 

stakeholders’ perceptions of conversational human voice (CHV) and sequentially reduce their 

scepticism through personalizing organizational responses to negative consumer comments in crises 

(Crijns, Cauberghe, Hudders, & Claeys, 2017). Because these social media allow for framing the 

message in a personalized and conversational manner in crisis communication, we argue that they 

may provide organizations with a good opportunity to express their emotions regarding the events. 

For example, the e-commerce company Alibaba was accused of false advertising for using in their ads 

exaggerated and false data in 2013. However, the crisis was quickly resolved and turned out to be a 

positive ending through commutating the crisis in real time on social media and framing the entire 

crisis message in a humorous manner. This is benefiting from the informal communication style of 

social media, humor may decrease the perceived severity of the crisis threat of its playful manner 

(Kim, Zhang, & Zhang, 2016). Recently, researchers began to examine the effectiveness of integrating 

the message with an emotional form (cf. Claeys, Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; Kim & Cameron, 2011; 

van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). However, little attention has been paid to emotional crisis message 

framing in the context of social media.  

  
2.1 Defining Emotions  
 
“Emotions are viewed as internal, mental states representing evaluative, valenced reactions to events, 

agents, or objects that vary in intensity. They are generally short-lived, intense, and directed at some 

external stimuli” (Nabi, 2003, p. 226). Emotions are evoked as a consequence of an individual’s 

subjective evaluation (i.e., appraisal) regarding the external stimuli in the environment (e.g., events or 

situations) (cf. Fridja, 1986; Lazarus, 1991), thus emotions are individuals’ conscious react after their 

interpretation of the environment. According to the appraisal theory, emotions can be defined from a 

dimensional perspective, which considers emotions as a generalized state characterized by arousal 

(high/low activation) and valence (positive/negative, pleasure/displeasure etc.) dimensions (cf. Bolls, 

2010; Nabi, 2010). Namely, they hold the focus on to what extent of “positive or negative feeling 

evoked by a stimulus affect various cognitive and behavioral outcomes” (Nabi, 2010, p.154). 

However, Appraisal Tendency Framework (ATF) insists that different discrete emotions can evoke 

particular tendencies that resulting in specific cognitive processing and finally affecting individuals’ 
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decision-making (Han, Lerner & Keltner, 2007). This discrete emotion perspective holds that each 

emotion is associated with a core relational theme in order to produce the eliciting factor of the 

emotion, which in turn predicts its own action tendency (Lazarus, 1991). For example the action 

tendency of anger leads to “attack the offense against me” and hope leads to “yearning for better” 

(Lazarus, 1991, p. 826). According to Nabi (2003), emotions should not simply be ranged on a 

continuum but are rather distinguished as discrete emotions, and that each discrete emotion can play a 

different role in predicting individuals’ subsequent behaviors.  

Many scholars have emphasized the effect of emotions in crisis communication (cf. Choi & 

Lin, 2009; Jin, 2014; Jin, 2010). Coombs and Holladay (2005) found that stakeholders’ emotions are 

connected to their responsibility attribution in times of crisis. The more crisis responsibility 

stakeholders attribute to an organization in crisis, the more anger and schadenfreude they feel toward 

that company while experiencing decreased levels of sympathy towards the organization. 

Furthermore, Choi and Lin (2009) divided stakeholders’ emotions evoked during crises into two 

types: attribution independent and attribution dependent emotions. An attribution independent 

emotion (e.g., alert, confusion) refers to an initial emotional reaction towards the interpretation of a 

crisis event at the initial stage of a crisis. If the event is perceived as negative and unexpected, this 

will lead to individuals’ evaluation process of causal attributions. An attribution dependent emotion 

(e.g., anger) is an affective emotion based on the evaluation process of the causal attributions of crisis 

events  (e.g., feel angry when a company is to blame for the crisis). They further found that 

stakeholders’ attribution independent and dependent emotions can co-exist in crises and can both 

negatively influence consumers’ perceptions of the organizational reputation.  

Thus emotions are an important predictor for stakeholders’ perception of crisis responsibility, 

which in turn provides key information for the correct crisis response strategy selection (cf. SCCT). 

Social media offer a highly relevant tool in this regard for organizations that aim to find out how 

stakeholders respond emotionally to a crisis. Through analyses of eWOM, organizations might 

estimate what emotions stakeholders have experienced. Lambret and Barki (2018) have developed an 

emotion based social media crisis management matrix. The matrix is based on the association of the 

emotional response of stakeholders, the origin of the crisis, and the degree of attribution of 

responsibility to help PR practitioners to choose the right crisis response strategy (defensive vs. 

accommodative). As shown in figure four, for instance, “if one knows the dominant stakeholder 

emotion, one obtains an indication of the degree of responsibility attribution; this, with the crisis 

origin, allows the crisis cluster to be determined and hence the response strategy” (Lambret & Barki, 

2018, p. 299). 
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Figure 4. The emotion based social media crisis management matrix (Lambret & Barki, 2018, p. 298) 

 
Lu and Huang (2018) explain more in detail how stakeholders’ initial crisis emotions can 

affect their attitude formation and behaviors through an emotion-cognition dual-factor model of crisis 

communication (cf. figure 5). When stakeholders experience a higher intensity of emotion, they are 

more likely to follow emotion-oriented information processing, in which the emotion will affect their 

decisions and behavioral intentions throughout the whole information process. However, when 

stakeholders experience a low intensity of emotion, they are more likely to follow cognition-oriented 

information processing, in which they may think in a rational and logical way. In this case the initial 

crisis emotion will have little effect on stakeholders’ decisions and behavioral intentions. In addition, 

the model also highlights the effect of message framing, especially emotional message framing, in 

influencing stakeholders’ initial emotions towards the crisis event and therefore change stakeholders’ 

decisions and behavioral intentions. That is because different emotional message framing can promote 

particular emotional responses from the stakeholders as well as cognitive responses (Nabi, 2003). 
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Figure 5. Emotion-cognition dual-factor model of crisis communication (Lu & Huang, 2018, p.100) 
 
 
2.2 Emotional Framing in Crisis Response 
 
Each of the models that were explained earlier illustrate that crisis communication theory pays more 

and more attention to emotions. However, these models focus on the emotions that the public 

experiences when confronted with a crisis and how that affects their view of the company in trouble. 

Another way to look at emotions in crisis communication is by focusing on the emotions from the 

side of the organization. What emotions can organizations and the spokespersons experience, how can 

they communicate them and how does this affect stakeholder’s perceptions of the organization? In a 

crisis context, it is noteworthy that different emotions or combinations of emotions expressed by 

spokespersons may reveal organization’s different concern for the crisis and its intention in 

responsibility acceptance, guiding stakeholders’ judgments and decision-making (van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2014, Kim & Cameron, 2011). According to Nabi’s findings (2003), stakeholders tended 

to attribute responsibility to the individual who is at fault in an anger-framed message, while 

stakeholders tended to attribute responsibility to external circumstance factors in a fear-framed 

message.  

Message Framing “is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more 

salient in a communicating text in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993, p 52). In a 

rational framing, the crisis information is addressed to the stakeholders in an objective and 

straightforward manner (Lu & Huang, 2018) and focus on the “factual and concrete information on 

the crisis event itself and describes the steps the organization is taking to manage the situation” (Moon 
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& Rhee, 2012, p. 618). In an emotional framing, the crisis information focuses on the subjective and 

emotional factors in the message (Lu & Huang, 2018), in which the basic information in rational 

framing should also be included (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a).  

      Recently, some studies in crisis communication have examined the effects of emotional 

framing in crisis communication. Especially, most of these studies compare emotional framing to 

rational framing (cf. van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a) and focus on 

specific negative emotions such as sadness, regret, and shame (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a; Claeys, 

Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). In particular, expressing shame and 

regret in crisis responses was found more effective for reputation repair by increasing message 

acceptance than rationally framed message (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). Similarly, expressing 

sadness over a crisis situation appears to result in less reputational damage as opposed to a rationally 

framed message because it is perceived as more sincere (Claeys et al., 2013, Claeys & Cauberghe, 

2014b). Claeys and Cauberghe (2014a) also found that emotional framing could be more effective 

than rational framing when stakeholders’ involvement with a crisis is low. However, all and all our 

knowledge of emotional crisis communication is limited. We know very little, for instance, about how 

the expression of positive emotions will affect the public or how a combination of emotions will be 

perceived. To this end, this dissertation aims to more thoroughly explore the role of emotions in crisis 

communication.  

 

3. RESEARCH AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
Communicating with emotions in general on social media may therefore be highly appreciated by 

stakeholders (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). This could not only be the case for negative 

emotions such as anger, sadness, fear, and anxiety but for positive emotions such as hope and humor 

as well. These positive emotions may produce more pleasant subjective experiences than do negative 

emotions. As such, “to the extent that positive emotions reduce the focus on negative emotions, 

therefore can put people's minds at ease” (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). Although 

little research has been conducted to test the effect of positive emotions in organizational crisis 

communication, some case studies have already revealed their potential effectiveness in crisis 

communication. For example, Vigsø (2013) conducted a case study of a PR campaign of the Swedish 

Railway in response to consumer complaints about its poor services. The findings of this study 

indicate that humorous crisis response messages could be effective in crisis communication, however, 

when the crisis situation is not severe. Furthermore, Jin, Park and Len-Ríos (2010) conducted a 

content analysis related to a rape scandal at Duke University. The findings showed the potential effect 

of hope in shifting stakeholders’ attentions from organizational past negative behavior to its future 

actions. Therefore, the main focus of the dissertation is to explore how positive emotions can be used 
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for organizational reputation repair on social media. And this leads to three research questions to 

explain how effective are positive emotions (i.e., humor, hope) in crisis responses. However, this 

dissertation will not examine the channel effect of social media, for example whether an emotional 

message framing works differently in traditional versus social media context. Additionally, the focus 

of this dissertation does not lay in examining the specifics of social media contexts and how this 

affects consumers’ responses to crisis response theories. This PhD will unravel how emotional 

message frames that are distributed on a social media platform influence consumers.  

While previous research places emphasis on the framing effects of negative emotions, it is 

highly relevant to explore the mechanism of how positive emotions influence the effectiveness of 

crisis communication. The informal conversational factor associated with social mediated 

communication (Kelleher, 2009) makes social media the perfect channel to express humor (cf. Kim et 

al., 2016). Humor is acknowledged as a double-edged sword in interpersonal communication, because 

the distracting nature makes the environment considered informal and less serious, which could be 

positive yet also negative for crisis communication (Meyer, 2000). As such, we argue that humor one 

the one hand may result in positive reputational repair through decreased crisis severity. On the other 

hand, the use of humor in a crisis context could make the situation worse through decreased 

perceptions of sincerity of the message. We will hence discuss the mediating roles of perceived 

severity and perceived sincerity. As Vigsø (2013) already indicated humorous crisis response 

messages could be effective in crisis communication when the crisis situation is not severe, humor 

will be tested in two different crises which differ in severity intensity (confirmed crisis vs. rumor). 

This leads to the following research question: 

 

RQ1: What is the impact of humorous crisis communication and under which circumstances? 

 

The second research question further explores the role of positive emotions in crisis communication 

but focuses on hope. Hope is a relevant emotion in the context of crises because it can be 

advantageous for an organization to use a hopeful message framing in its crisis response to emphasize 

the future rather than its past actions (Jin et al., 2010). In addition, expressing hope also indicates 

organization’s willingness for renewal, which in line with Seeger and Sellnow's (2016) discourse of 

renewal that crises offer an opportunity for growth. As a second overall research question we 

therefore aim to find out how the communication of hope affects perceptions and actions of 

stakeholders in times of organizational distress. The second research question specifically involves 

three sub-questions that focus on how a positive emotion like hope impacts stakeholders’ negative 

behavioral intentions on social media. Stakeholders tend to conduct various negative behaviors (e.g., 

negative word of mouth, boycott) towards organizations on social media during crises (cf. Kim et al., 

2016; Schultz et al., 2011; Valentini, 2015; Zheng et al., 2018). In the context of social media it is 
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therefore relevant to not just focus on the impact of emotional communication on stakeholder 

perceptions of an organization in crisis but also on their behavior in response to the emotions that are 

communicated by the company. Hope has already showed its potential in shifting stakeholders’ 

attention from organizational past negative behavior to its future actions (Jin et al., 2010). According 

to Coombs (2014a), crisis management should be separated into three stages: pre-crisis stage, crisis 

stage and post-crisis stage. Given hope’s focus on the future rather than on past or present actions (Jin 

et al., 2010), we suspect that communicating hope will be more appropriate in the post-crisis stage 

than in the pre-crisis stage or the crisis stage. Thus the first boundary effect of the impact of hope in 

crisis communication is presumably the crisis stage. Hope differs from other emotions in that it can be 

perceived as genuine or false, depending on whether or not the desired goals are perceived to be 

appropriate or the strategies used to achieve the desired goals are perceived as appropriate (Snyder, 

Rand, King, Feldman, & Woodward, 2002). Thus the use of hope should take crisis severity into 

account. As a final boundary condition for the impact of hopeful crisis communication we consider 

the importance of the pre-crisis reputation. The expression of hope in favourable pre-crisis reputation 

context may be considered genuine and stakeholders may genuinely believe that the organization will 

learn from this ‘mistake’ and grow. Following this rationale, we formulate the following research 

question: 

 

RQ 2. How do stakeholders respond to hopeful framing in crisis communication and does this 

depend on the crisis stage, crisis severity and pre-crisis reputation? 

 

 

The third and final research question of this dissertation is on the impact of expressing mixed 

emotions and hence on the outcomes of communication positive as well as negative emotions. We 

specifically examine the impact of such mixed emotions on stakeholders’ negative word of mouth 

intentions on social media. As stated in previous literature, negative word of mouth is an big threat to 

organizational reputation in the stakeholder’s engagement-centered crisis communication era (Veil et 

al., 2011; Zheng et al., 2018). While most research has focused on emotional frames that entail only 

one single valanced emotion in crisis responses (i.e. negative or positive), research needs to consider 

the impact of mixed valence emotional framing. Because crisis can not only result in damage such as 

reputational damage, but also in opportunity (Ulmer et al., 2007; Ulmer & Sellnow, 2002). Several 

crisis definitions propose this dual effect of crises (cf. Ulmer et al., 2007). So it may be relevant to 

consider communication that expresses both negative as well as positive emotions in response to these 

crises. For example, Duke University communicated both anger and hope in its rape scandal (Jin et 

al., 2010), and the CEO of United Airlines expressed his anger for the misdeeds and hope for a better 

service in the final response to the passenger dragging off crisis in 2016 (Benoit, 2018). Thus it is still 
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unclear how stakeholders react to mixed valence emotional crisis response framing compared to 

single valence emotional framing, especially when they are offered in different scenarios of different 

crisis type. Thus we formulate following research question: 

 

RQ 3. How do stakeholders respond to single valence vs. mixed valence emotional framing in crisis 

communication and does this depend on the crisis type? 
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HUMOR AS A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD IN 
RESPONSE TO CRISES VERSUS RUMORS: 
THE EFFECTIVENESS OF HUMOROUSLY 

FRAMED CRISIS RESPONSE MESSAGES ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA 

  



!
!
!

"#!

HUMOUR AS A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD IN RESPONSE TO CRISES VERSUS 

RUMORS: 

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF HUMOROUSLY FRAMED CRISIS RESPONSE MESSAGES ON 

SOCIAL MEDIA1 

 

ABSTRACT 

In this paper two single factorial experiments examine the double-edged sword effect of humorously 

framed crisis response messages on an organization’s post-crisis reputation. In addition, the mediating 

roles of the perceived severity of the crisis and perceived sincerity of the crisis response were 

examined. While the first experiment examined the effect of humorously framed crisis response 

messages on organizational reputation in a crisis situation, experiment 2 examined its effectiveness in 

the case of a rumor - that is, a crisis situation that is not yet confirmed (and thus it remains uncertain 

that the events took place). The results indicate that in a crisis situation, humor decreased the 

perceived sincerity of the organizational response, resulting in higher perceived organizational 

responsibility for the crisis and hence diminished organizational reputation. However, in the case of a 

rumor, a humorously framed message created a more positive organizational reputation through a 

decrease in perceived severity of the crisis, which led to lower perceived organizational responsibility.  

 

KEYWORDS: crisis communication; positive emotion; humor; rumor; reputation   
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! Chapter 1 is published as “Xiao, Y., Cauberghe, V., & Hudders, L. (2018). Humour as a double‐edged sword in 
response to crises versus rumours: The effectiveness of humorously framed crisis response messages on social 
media. Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management, 26(2), 247-260.” 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The Swedish railway company SJ has been notorious for its unsatisfactory services. For instance, 

customers were often left in overcrowded stations for hours without providing any information on 

train cancellation, even in extremely cold winters. To restore its damaged reputation, SJ launched 

three videos on local television channels in 2011, which were highly appreciated by the public. The 

videos contained SJ staffs’ uncomfortable expressions and their embarrassing answers when being 

asked about their company affiliation in different occasions. In the videos, the SJ staffs were doing 

their best to dodge the question: “Ah… I work like everybody else, daytime, in Sweden.” (Alumni 

reunion), “Isn’t that kind of ... private”, and “isn’t this a bit early to ask that kind of questions?”(First 

date in a café). SJ framed the videos with ironic humor, by showing how its employees were ashamed 

of working for SJ, the company created an interest to invite spectators to recognize its confidence to 

win the publics and employees’ trust back. Vigsø (2013), who investigated the case study of SJ, 

concluded that humorous crisis response messages could be effective in post-crisis reputation repair, 

when the severity of the crisis situation is perceived as low.  

   Given the specifics of a crisis situation, the use of humor as a framing strategy seems 

questionable. However, the effectiveness of humorously framed messages in crisis communication 

has received little research attention to our knowledge. In the past, crisis communication researchers 

mainly focused on the effectiveness of reputation-restoring response strategies as formulated in 

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) (e.g., Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a). More recently, 

studies have focused on the expression of emotions in crisis communication (e.g., Kim & Cameron, 

2011; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014b); however, they tended to focus on negative emotions, such as 

shame and regret (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) or sadness (Claeys, Cauberghe, & Leysen, 

2013). The impact of expressions of positive emotions (e.g., humor) in a crisis situation has received 

scant attention. Following Vigsø (2013), we expect that humorously framed crisis response messages 

may damage organizational reputation for crisis situations with seriously injured victims or severe 

damage, because it signals a lack of empathy on the part of the organization (Sorensen, 2008; Vigsø, 

2013). In particular, we expect that humorously framed crisis responses may damage the perception of 

organizational sincerity (Sorensen, 2008). Sincerity is an important feature of organizational crisis 

communication in repairing post-crisis reputation (Claeys et al., 2013; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a). 

When a crisis response message is perceived as insincere, the message will be of little or no value to 

the public. It may even evoke counter-arguments resulting in a damage of organizational reputation 

(Choi & Chung, 2012). Hence, we expect that using humor in crisis communication may lead to a 

decrease of the perceived sincerity of the organizational response, because humor can reflect a lack of 

concern and empathy for a serious situation (Sorensen, 2008). However, since the effectiveness of 

humor may depend on the severity of the crisis, we expect that humor may have different effects 

when used in a rumor situation, when a crisis is not yet confirmed (Laufer, Gillespie, & Silvera, 
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2009). This is, in an ambiguous crisis situation, like the spread of a rumor, humorously framed crisis 

responses might be used to reduce the perceived severity of the negative events, leading to positive 

effects on organizational reputation. To conclude, in the current paper we examine the potential 

differential mediating roles of perceived sincerity and perceived severity when using a humorously 

framed crisis response message in a crisis situation versus an ambiguous crisis situation, namely a 

rumor. 

      The effectiveness of humorously framed crisis response messages will be examined in the 

context of organizational crisis communication through social media. Humorously framed crisis 

responses may benefit from the interactive nature of social media, which allows for initiating 

conversations and developing relationships with stakeholders (Moreno, Navarro, Tench, & Zerfass, 

2015; Valentini, 2015; Veil, Buehner, & Palenchar, 2011). As these conversations build, the link 

between social media and the human voice becomes stronger (cf. Kelleher, 2009; Kelleher & Miller, 

2006). For example, benefiting from the informal language use and tone on Chinese social media 

context, Alibaba successfully handled the publics’ accusation of false advertising by framing the crisis 

response in humorous self-mockery on Chinese Twitter- Sina Weibo (Kim, Zhang, & Zhang, 2016). 

Hence, people perceive communication on social media as more interpersonal, less serious, and less 

official (Omilion-Hodges & McClain, 2016), in which humor might perform better than in other 

media channels (e.g. an official press release in a newspaper).  

      To conclude, we developed a conceptual model (cf. figure 1) to examine the mediating role of 

both perceived crisis severity and the sincerity of the crisis response in the attribution of responsibility 

for the crisis. The more an organization is perceived to be responsible for a crisis, the more 

reputational damage the crisis may cause (Coombs, 2007a; Coombs & Holladay, 1996).  

 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 Crises versus rumors 

!
An organizational crisis can be defined as an “unexpected event or series of events with high levels of 

uncertainty and threat, which are perceived to threaten an organization’s routine practices and priority 

goals” (Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 2001: 157). Crises pose potential threats to stakeholders, such as 

loss of life, property damage, and financial losses. Thus, authority figures must provide a rapid 

response with accurate information in the face of potential harm and restore a sense of order (Lachlan, 

Spence, & Seeger, 2009; Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 1998; Sellnow, Seeger, & Ulmer, 2002). 

Especially in the context of social media, crisis information often leaks to the public, even when the 

crisis is not yet confirmed. As such, rumors emerge about potential crises. These rumors can be 

defined as “unverified bits of information about something of importance to a group. It is like news in 
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every way except that it is not verified. It may or may not be true. Rumors may be spread through 

word-of-mouth, fax, electronic mail, or any other communication channels. It is often introduced by 

the phrase ‘I heard that’.” (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2000: 215). Although rumors can be either positive or 

negative, they are usually negative. Hence, they represent ambiguous crises (Laufer, Gillespie, 

McBride, & Gonzalez, 2005; Laufer et al., 2009), where the negative events surrounding an incident 

remain unclear. For instance, there may be confusion about whether the organization involved is at 

fault or whether the incident in question really happened. A rumor may even induce a crisis on its 

own. As such, people often draw their own conclusions regarding who is to blame or what happened, 

even in ambiguous situations (Laufer et al., 2005, 2009). Thus, the idea that a crisis only exists if 

something has really taken place neglects the basic insights of mediatization and constructed realities. 

Accordingly, an appropriate response to a crisis or rumor is crucial to protect the organization’s 

reputation. An organization’s response to a crisis or a rumor can be conducted through instructing 

crisis information (cf. informing people what they should do), adjusting crisis information (e.g., 

correcting miscommunication) and organizing reputation repair strategies (e.g., denial, justification, 

rebuild of SSCT, Coombs 2007b) upon stakeholder perceptions of the crisis situation (Coombs, 2015). 

In this paper, we examine how humorously framed crisis responses can be used to reduce the negative 

effects a crisis may have on the organizational reputation and whether this effect is different when a 

crisis is not yet confirmed (rumor situation). 

 

2.2 Using Humor in Crisis Communication 

!
Emotionally framed messages are those “indicating individual-oriented expressions of aroused or 

agitated feelings” (Omilion-Hodges & McClain, 2016: 636). According to Kim and Cameron (2011), 

emotionally framed corporate messages in times of a crisis elicit an emotional response from the 

public. Most researchers studying emotions in the context of crises have focused on the effects of 

specific negative emotions, such as sadness or anger, expressed by a company spokesperson or CEO 

(Claeys et al., 2013; Kim & Cameron, 2011; Utz, Schultz, & Glocka, 2013; van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2014). Claeys et al. (2013) found that organizations that express sadness in their crisis 

communication can minimize reputational damage, as compared to organizations that communicate in 

a more rational way. van der Meer and Verhoeven (2014) further showed that expressing negative 

emotions such as shame and regret could strengthen corporate reputations by decreasing stakeholders’ 

uncomfortable emotional experience (e.g., anger) and increasing the acceptance of the crisis message. 

However, research on the impact of positive emotions, such as hope or joy in crisis communication on 

corporate reputation remains largely unexplored. The current study examines whether the use of 

humor in crisis communication affects organizational reputation.  

     Humor is defined as a social phenomenon and an emotional management method to 
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strengthen the feeling norms of the situation and create amusement in the self and others (Francis, 

1994). Precisely, humor comprises manipulated humor to evoke amusement for both sender and the 

receiver (Speck, 1991).A humorous message is a message in which elements are manipulated 

intentionally, semantically, or structurally in relation to humor elements to elicit amusement, which is 

a positive emotion (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003). This results in a perceptual 

response of the audience when individuals perceive the message to be humorous and entertaining 

(Sternthal & Craig, 1973). Important to note is that humor is not appreciated to the same extent by all 

individuals. As such, there exist different types of humor and individuals may have a higher 

preference for one or the other. Accordingly, for companies it might not be that straightforward to 

know how they can implement humor in their crisis response messages. For example, humor can be 

manipulated in either an aggressive, or self-deprecating way (Martin et al., 2003). Self-deprecating 

humor is to amuse others by doing or saying funny things at one’s own expense (e.g., self-mocking), 

while aggressive humor is to say funny things to put down others by means of an implied threat of 

ridicule (e.g., sarcasm, teasing, ridicule) (Martin et al., 2003). 

  Several case analyses of crises (e.g., Sellnow & Brand, 2001; Vigsø, 2013; Kim et al., 2016) 

suggest that public relations practitioners prefer to use self-deprecating humor. This type of humor 

may be effective because it arouses the public’s attention and expresses the organization’s willingness 

to rectify the problem in a humorous way (Vigsø, 2013). Sellnow and Brand (2001) also mentioned 

that a humorous message helped to interpret the facts of the crisis by calling the company “a monster” 

in Nike’s CEO’s speech in response to publics’ criticism against its global manufacturing policies 

based in low-wage Southeast Asia. Kim et al. (2016) also revealed the potential power of humorously 

framed messages in response to the public’s doubt concerning the exaggerated data in Alibaba’s ads 

by self-mocking the CEO himself (e.g., “My poor math almost got me killed yesterday”). Will we test 

one of both humor types?  

     While the effectiveness of humorous message framing has received very little attention in 

public relations research, it has been examined more extensively in advertising studies, which 

consider this message strategy as a double-edged sword (Hatzithomas, Zotos, & Boutsouki, 2011; 

Markiewicz, 1974; Meyer, 2000; Pollio, 1995; Speck, 1991; Weinberger & Gulas, 1992). Humorous 

messages attract more attention, enhance the likeability of the source, reduce counterarguments and 

do not impede the comprehension of the message (Lei, Cohen, & Russler, 2010; Nabi, Moyer-Gusé, 

& Byrne, 2007; Moyer-Gusé, Mahood, & Brookes, 2011). However, although people get entertained 

by humorous messages, this might distract them from the actual content of the message and, in some 

cases, decrease the persuasive effects if not well-integrated (Nabi et al., 2007). 

     In an organizational communication context, the double-edged sword effect has also been 

found when using humor as a communication strategy. Lyttle (2007), for instance, found that both 

benefits and risks exist when using humor in the workplace for interpersonal communication: humor 
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works positively through stress relief, team unification, employee motivation, and idea generation. 

However, it can also offend people, as some types of humor may be upsetting or make people feel 

uncomfortable if used in a careless manner. In these situations, humor might lead to reputational 

damage.  

 

2.3 Humorously Framed Crisis Response Messages and Attribution Theory  
 

The impact of humor in crisis communication may be explained by means of attribution theory 

(Coombs, 2007a), which indicates that individuals are inclined to attribute responsibility for incidents 

that occur in their lives (Weiner, 1986). People will most likely engage in causal attribution to 

determine the causes of these incidents, especially the unexpected and negative ones (like crises) 

(Weiner, 1986). For instance, Coombs’ situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) (1995, 1998, 

2007a) is constituted on the basis of this correlation between crisis and causal attribution. According 

to SCCT, the organization will suffer more reputational damage if it is perceived as being more 

responsible for the crisis (Coombs, 2007a; Coombs & Holladay, 1996). Thus, it has been suggested 

that organizations can best minimize their reputational damage by accepting as much responsibility as 

is attributed by the public, by deploying the most optimal crisis response strategy (Coombs, 2007a).  

In the current study, we examine the influence of humorous message framing on perceived 

responsibility. To explain this impact, we examine the mediating impact of two variables that have 

shown to affect attributions of crisis responsibility—namely, perceived crisis severity and perceived 

sincerity of the crisis response message.  

 

2.4 The Mediating Role of Perceived Severity  

 
“Severity of an outcome in crises can be based on objective criteria such as the number of victims 

injured or the severity of their injuries” (Laufer et al., 2005: 36). The role of perceived severity of a 

crisis in the impact of a crisis response message and the public’s attribution of blame to the 

organization has been widely examined (Hwang & Cameron, 2008; Laufer et al., 2005). If people 

perceive a crisis as severe, they will attribute more responsibility to the organization, and negative 

evaluations of organizational reputation will be more likely to follow (Laufer et al., 2005; Lee, 2004). 

Although people’s perception of the severity of a crisis situation mainly relies on the amount of injury 

and damage caused by the crisis (Coombs, 2007b; Coombs & Holladay, 1996), research has shown 

that some moderators may affect stakeholders’ perceptions of the severity of a crisis. For example, 

when organizations self-disclose a crisis, the events may be perceived as less severe (Arpan & 

Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2005; Claeys, Cauberghe, & Pandelaere, 2016). 

     Given the difference between a crisis and an ambiguous crisis (e.g., rumor), we wanted to 
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explore if this underlying mechanism would differ in explaining the function of humorously framed 

crisis response messages. In the case of a crisis situation, a humorous framing of the crisis response 

might reflect a strategy aimed at reducing or even denying organizational responsibility. However, 

this is not in line with the basic recommendation of SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Certainly, 

when an organization is responsible for the crisis (preventable crisis), as is examined in this paper, the 

organization should take full responsibility for its actions. Hence, using humor in this situation might 

even increase the perceived severity and, consequently, the perceived responsibility of the company, 

leading to negative effects on the organization’s post-crisis reputation. Therefore, we established the 

following hypothesis:  

 

H1: In the case of a crisis, a humorously framed crisis response message increases the perceived 

severity of the crisis, resulting in a higher level of perceived responsibility, as compared to a rational 

crisis response message, and thus a lower post-crisis reputation. 

 

In the case of a rumor, humor might induce other effects. In risk communication, which is comparable 

to rumors since the outcome is not yet certain when you communicate about a potential risk, humor 

might decrease the perception of the severity of negative events. Moyer-Gusé et al. (2011), for 

instance, found that a humorous message can trivialize the perceived severity of the consequences of 

unprotected sexual behavior. In addition, Nabi (2016) claimed that humor minimizes the perception of 

the seriousness of health risks in disease detection behavior by reducing anxiety. 

      Thus, humor can be used to frame what might have happened as less severe, reducing the 

organizational responsibility for the crisis. The night show host David Letterman for instance used 

humor to reduce the severity of the accusation of attacking an underage girl (Compton & Miller, 

2011). A case analysis of his crisis communication and its effectiveness (Compton & Miller, 2011) 

showed that his humorous response to this accusation decreased the perceived severity of the 

offensiveness of his wrong act and, consequently, leading to positive defense on post-crisis reputation 

repair. Similar, in the case of a rumor, we expect that humorous message framing may lead to positive 

organizational reputation due to a decrease in perceived severity of the crisis and subsequently a lower 

level of responsibility attribution. Therefore, we pose the following hypothesis: 

 

H2. In the case of a rumor, a humorously framed crisis response message decreases the perceived 

severity of the crisis, resulting in a lower level of responsibility attribution, as compared to a rational 

crisis response message, and thus a higher post-crisis reputation. 

 

2.5.The Mediating Role of Perceived Sincerity  
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A sincere message should be perceived as heartfelt and expressed with genuineness (Risen & 

Gilovich, 2007). Attributions of crisis responsibility may be affected by the degree to which the 

organizational response to the crisis is considered to be sincere (Risen & Gilovich, 2007; Choi & 

Chung, 2012). A crisis response that the public perceives as sincere may result in less negative 

perceptions among stakeholders (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a; Claeys et al., 2013; Kim & Cameron, 

2011). This may have a positive effect on organizational reputation repair and increase future 

purchase intentions (Choi & Chung, 2012). With regard to the effects of emotional message framing, 

Claeys et al. (2013) revealed that perceptions of sincerity positively mediate the impact of 

organizational emotional (sadness) message framing on post-crisis organizational reputation. This 

might especially be important in a crisis situation. Given that in a crisis situation, the negative events 

are confirmed, the perceived severity might be higher, stressing the need to communicate in a sincere 

manner.  

     Moreover, in crisis communication, sincerity is always expressed through showing one’s 

regret or sorrow for wrongdoings in a serious message seeking forgiveness (Benoit, 1995; Choi & 

Chung, 2012). However, expressing humor is a rather playful reaction, which usually conveys a non-

serious attitude (Sorensen, 2008). Especially in the context of a confirmed preventable crisis, humor 

may have a negative effect on the perception of an organization’s sincerity toward a crisis, as it shows 

little sympathy or empathy for the victims (Sorensen, 2008; Vigsø, 2013). We believe that humor will 

negatively affect the sincerity of the crisis response and that this effect would be even more negative 

in the case of a crisis in comparison to a rumor situation. Hence, the following hypothesis is 

formulated: 

 

H3. In the case of a crisis, a humorously framed crisis response message decreases perceived 

organizational sincerity, resulting in a higher level of responsibility attribution, as compared to a 

rational crisis response message, and thus a lower post-crisis reputation. 

 

In the case of a rumor, we expect that a humorous message will decrease the perceived sincerity of the 

crisis response message. However, since the negative events are not yet confirmed, and thus are still 

ambiguous, this low level of sincerity, might even reduce the perceived level of responsibility, and 

hence increase the post-crisis reputation. Therefore, we expect the following:  

 

H4. In the case of a rumor, a humorously framed crisis response message decreases the perception of 

organizational sincerity, resulting in a lower level of responsibility attribution, as compared to a 

rational crisis response message, and thus a higher post-crisis reputation. 

 

All hypotheses are integrated in the conceptual model (see Fig. 1). 
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Fig. 1. Conceptual model of the hypotheses 

3. METHOD 
3.1 Experimental design 

A Two experiments test the hypotheses and research questions in a crisis context (experiment 1) and a 

rumor context (experiment 2) separately. Both studies employ a single factor between-subjects 

experimental design (Message framing: humorous versus rational crisis response message), and the 

stimuli were all presented as Facebook posts.  

3.2Stimulus material 

A fictitious “peeking scandal” caused by a staff member of H&M was developed for the study. The 

staff member was alleged to have secretly gazed at women in the fitting rooms via the security camera 

in H&M’s flagship store in New York (see stimuli in Appendix A). H&M is a widely known retail 

clothing company that owns thousands of stores throughout the world, and the flagship store in New 

York is its largest and most famous outlet. To make the situation preventable, we set the crisis as 

being viewed as internally controllable by specifying the cause of the crisis as a staff member of 

H&M. In experiment 2, although the same crisis scenario was used (cf. H&M peeking scandal), these 

events were framed as a rumor in the description of the negative events by stressing that the events 

were not yet confirmed and it was uncertain whether the company was at fault (see stimuli in 

Appendix C). 

 The same crisis response messages will be used in the two experiments and were manipulated 
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by framing the message as either humorous or rational. For the humorously framed message, we 

created two messages and framed one in aggressive humor style and the other in self-deprecating 

humor style because different humor style may lead to different audience responses (Martin et al., 

2003). The self-deprecating humor message evoked the humor by self-deprecating its own staff’s 

wrongdoings (e.g., “Best that our workers watch movies of scarcely dressed women in their free time 

and at home”). The aggressive humor message laughs with the customer’s appearance (e.g., “Without 

clothes, our customers look rather silly”). In the rational message framing condition, H&M only 

provided an informational update on the development of the crisis without expressing any emotions 

(see stimuli in Appendix B). 

A pretest was conducted among 120 respondents from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk sample 

(Mage=33.86, SD=9.732, 68 men) to check the manipulations. Respondents had to read the crisis 

scenario and were asked to rate how funny/amusing/entertaining/humorous the message was on a 7-

point scale developed by Nabi et al. (2007). The results revealed that respondents perceived both the 

self-deprecating humor message (M = 3.26, SD = .38, t (78) = 3.59, p < .001) and the aggressive 

humor message (M = 3.63, SD = .38, t (78) = 4.92, p < .001)) as significantly more humorous than the 

rational message (M = 1.94, SD= .38), no significant effect between the two humorous messages (t 

(78)= .87, p = .39), which showed successful perceived humor manipulation.  

  Respondents then were asked to rate a four-item seven-point aggressiveness perception scale 

(H&M uses humor or teasing to put others down/H&M uses humor as a way of criticizing or putting 

others down/H&M is laughing at others/Others will be offended by H&M’s response) and a self-

deprecating perception scale (H&M puts itself and its employees down to make the people laugh/ 

H&M tries to make the public laugh by saying something funny about its own weaknesses, blunders, 

or faults/H&M uses humor as a way of criticizing or putting themselves and the employees 

down/H&M is letting others laugh at itself and its employees) based on Martin et al. (2003) to check 

the humor style of the humorous messages, an ANOVA test showed humor style had a significant 

main effect on aggressiveness perception (F (2, 117) = 13.20, p < .001). The results indicated self-

deprecating humor message (M = 3.38, SD = 1.55, t (78) = 4.81, p < .001) and the aggressive humor 

message (M = 2.86, SD = 1.14, t (78) = 3.73, p < .001) yielded both more aggressive humor than the 

rational message (M = 1.91, SD = 1.14). However, no significant difference between self-deprecating 

humor message and aggressive humor message (t (78) = 1.68 p = .10) was found. A second ANOVA 

test showed humor style had a significant main effect on self-deprecating perception (F (2, 117) = 

24.80, p < .001). The results indicated self-deprecating humor message (M = 4.30, SD = 1.42, t (78) = 

6.51, p < .001) and the aggressive humor message (M = 3.99, SD = 1.41, t (78) = 5.57, p < .001) 

yielded more aggressive than the rational message (M = 2.23, SD = 1.42). However, no significant 

difference between self-deprecating humor message and aggressive humor message (t (78) = .97, p 

= .34) was found.  Hence, both humor styles are discussed together.  
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3.3 Procedure 

!
Respondents in both experiments randomly received a fictitious screenshot of a Facebook post from 

the official account of retail clothing company H&M in the aftermath of a fictitious crisis situation 

involving the organization. In the snapshot, H&M shared a CNN report on the crisis, to which the 

company responded (see Appendix A). After reading the Facebook post, respondents were asked to 

answer the questionnaire containing all mediating and dependent variables. The procedure lasted 

about 10 minutes, and the participants were informed at the end of the survey that the scenario was 

fictitious. 

 

3.4 Measures 
A four-item semantic differential seven-point humor perception scale (not funny/funny, not 

amusing/amusing, not entertaining/entertaining, not humorous/humorous) developed by Nabi et al. 

(2007) was used to measure the perceived humor (Cronbach’s α = .98 in experiment 1and Cronbach’s 

α = .99 in experiment 2) in the crisis response messages. 

     To check the humor style of the humorous messages, a four-item seven-point aggressiveness 

perception scale (H&M uses humor or teasing to put others down/H&M uses humor as a way of 

criticizing or putting others down/H&M is laughing at others/Others will be offended by H&M’s 

response) was used (Cronbach’s α = .91 in experiment 1and Cronbach’s α = .92 in experiment 2) and 

a four-item seven-point self-deprecating perception scale (H&M puts itself and its employees down to 

make the people laugh/ H&M tries to make the public laugh by saying something funny about its own 

weaknesses, blunders, or faults/H&M uses humor as a way of criticizing or putting themselves and 

the employees down/H&M is letting others laugh at itself and its employees) (Cronbach’s α = .93 in 

experiment 1and Cronbach’s α = .92 in experiment 2) based on Martin et al. (2003), by seeking the 

participants’ perceptions of H&M’s attitude toward the laughter target in the responses. 

     Perceived severity was measured using the two-item scale of Arpan and Pompper (2003) 

(Cronbach’s α in each experiment see Table 1& Table 3; “How severe/serious do you consider the 

bad effects caused by this crisis to be?”).  

   Perceived sincerity was measured by a three-item scale (Aaker, 1997) by asking how “honest 

/sincere/genuine” the participants judged the response of the organization (Cronbach’s α = .96). The 

attribution of responsibility was measured on a two-item scale (Griffin, Babin, & Darden, 1992) 

(“How responsible was H&M with respect to the crisis? To what degree should H&M be blamed?”) 

(Cronbach’s α in each experiment see Table 1& Table 3).      

The dependent variable, organizational reputation, was measured with a four-item short-form 

measurement of corporation reputation (Ponzi, Fombrun, & Gardberg, 2011) (“I have a good feeling 
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about H&M; I trust H&M; I admire and respect H&M; H&M has a good overall reputation”) 

(Cronbach’s α in each experiment see Table 1 & Table 3). The data of the two experiments was 

collected in one time, however the result of a multigroup comparison of SEM showed that the 

measurement models were not comparable, thus we report the two experiments differently as 

following. 

 

3.5 Experiment 1: Testing humor-framed message in a crisis situation 
3.5.1.  Participants 
!
We recruited 97 U.S. citizen respondents (after deleting 3 respondents because of failed attention 

checks asking “Please click ‘Totally Disagree’ on this line”) from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to 

participate in this experiment for financial compensation. Their average age was 34.14 years old (SD 

= 10.69; range = 19–70 years old). Among them, 56% were male (N = 54) and 44% were female (N = 

43).  

 

3.5.2.  Results  

3.5.2.1. Manipulation Check 
The descriptive statistics of the main variables can be found in Appendix D. First, a one-way analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) showed a significant difference between the three conditions in perceived 

humor (F (2,94) = 20.70, p < 0.001). In particular, results show that both the self-deprecating (M = 

3.39, SD = 1.95), (t (62) = 5.18, p < .001), and the aggressive (M = 3.83, SD = 1.75), (t (64) = 7.03 p 

< .001) humorous crisis responses were perceived to be more humorous than the rational crisis 

response (M = 1.48, SD = .14), the two humorous messages were not significantly different from each 

other (t (62) = .96, p = .34).  

Next, a one-way ANOVA showed significant difference between the three conditions in 

perceived aggressiveness (F (2,94) = 28.75, p < 0.001). The perceived aggressiveness of the self-

deprecating message (M = 3.90, SD = 1.49) and the aggressive message (M = 3.86, SD = 1.39) 

showed no significant difference (t (62) = .11, p = .94). Both self-deprecating message (t (62) = 6.87, 

p = .012) and aggressive message (t (64) = 7.14, p = .005) were perceived more aggressive than the 

rational message (M = 1.78, SD = .92).  

A one-way ANOVA showed significant difference between the three conditions in perceived 

self-deprecating (F (2,94) = 59.68, p < 0.001). The perceived self-deprecating of the self-deprecating 

message (M = 4.29, SD = 1.36) and the aggressive message (M = 4.17, SD = 1.09) showed no 

significant difference (t (62) = .38, p = .71). Both self-deprecating message (t (62) = 9.39, p < .001) 

and aggressive message (t (64) = 10.42, p < .001) were perceived more self-deprecating than the 

rational message (M = 1.58, SD = .93). 
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     Since we could not find any differences between the two humor styles on perceived 

aggressiveness and perceived self-deprecating, nor on perceived humor, we decided to merge the 

conditions and compare the humorous message framing with the rational message framing.  

 

3.5.2.2.Testing the Measurement Model 

!
To test the hypotheses and address the research questions, we conducted a structural equation model 

the same as Figure 1: we used message frames as independent variable, a dual sequential mediation 

on perceived reputation was conducted through testing the mediation role of perceived sincerity and 

perceived responsibility while the other mediation role of perceived severity and perceived 

responsibility. The model was tested using AMOS 22. Before testing the hypotheses, we conducted a 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to analyze and select the best measurement items for the 

constructs. We then proposed a hypothesized four-factor structure to determine the distinctiveness of 

the four variables: perceived sincerity, perceived severity, perceived responsibility, and perceived 

reputation. 

     According to the results (see Table 1), the hypothesized structure produced a good model fit: 
χ 2 = 48.576; df = 40; p = .166; χ 2/df = 1.214; GFI = .923; TLI = .988; CFI = .991; RMSEA = .047. 

The model also indicated the clear discriminant validity of all variables; thus, all measurement 

indicators were satisfactory. 

 

Table 1. Confirmatory factor analysis of the measurement structure in the crisis condition 

Factor Cronbach's α CR AVE MSV ASV 

Sincerity  .96  .957  .881  .384  .166  

Severity .85  .875  .782  .006  .004  

Responsibility .88  .887  .799  .198  .152  

Reputation .95  .955  .840  .384  .180  

Note. CR=Composite Reliability; AVE=Average Variance Extracted; MSV= Maximum Shared 

Squared Variance; ASV= Average Shared Squared Variance 
χ 2= 48.576; df= 40; p= .166; χ 2/df = 1.214;GFI= .923;TLI= .988;CFI= .991;RMSEA= .047. 

 

3.5.2.3. Testing the Structural Model 

!
To verify the conceptual model, the bias-corrected bootstrap (BC bootstrap) method was employed to 

establish confidence intervals for the mediation effects in the hypothesized structural equation model, 

as Cheung and Lau (2008) suggested. In the hypothesized model (see Fig. 1), crisis response 
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messages were coded as 1 = humorously framed crisis response message or 0 = rationally framed 

crisis response message.  

     As shown in Table 2, the hypothesized model produced a good model fit: χ 2 = 61.684; df = 

55; P = .249; χ 2/df = 1.122; GFI = .916; TLI = .991; CFI = .994; RMSEA = .036, R2= .734.  

However, no serial indirect effect (see Fig. 2) was seen from the crisis response messages to perceived 

reputation through perceived severity and perceived responsibility (β = .003, p = .304; 95% LLCI: =  -

.007, 95% ULCI = .045). Thus, hypothesis 1 was not supported. 

Regarding the structural relations, the results (see Fig. 3) revealed a serial indirect effect from crisis 

response messages to perceived reputation through perceived sincerity and perceived responsibility 

shows significant effect (β = -.097, p = .015; 95% LLCI: = -.301, 95% ULCI = -.015). In particular, 

these results suggest that compared to the rational message, the humorous message lowers perceived 

sincerity (β = -.519, p < .001), which in turn increased perceived responsibility (β = .420, p = .014) 

and leads to lower reputation perception (β = -.097, p = .015). Therefore, hypothesis 3 was supported. 

Table 2. Direct, indirect, and total effects in the proposed structural equation model using 

bootstrapping (Bootstrap N = 5000) 

Note. χ 2=61.684; df = 55; p = .249; χ 2/df =1.122; GFI = .916; TLI = .991; CFI= .994;  

RMSEA = .036. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

 

 

 

                                          Parameters 

Estimated 
 Path 
Coefficient 
(")    p 

95% CI   
Lower   Upper 

Total 
Effects Message framing-reputation*  -.642 .037  -1.248  -.039  

Direct 
Effects 

Message framing-reputation* 
Message framing-sincerity*** 

Message framing-severity 
Sincerity-responsibility* 

Responsibility-reputation* 
Severity-responsibility 

      .170  
-.519 
-.181 
-.280 
-.230 
 .067 

.044 
.001 
.526 
.020  
.015 
.589 

.006 
-.662 
-.716 
-.506 
-.406 
-.170  

.972 
-1.065 
.377 
-.040 
 -.043 
.271 

Indirect 
Effects 

Message framing-sincerity-reputation*** 
Message framing-sincerity-responsibility* 

-.959  
.420 

.001 

.014  
-1.485 

.080  
-.589 
.916  

Message framing -responsibility-reputation -.060  .298  -.297  .068  
Message framing -severity-reputation 

        Message framing -severity-responsibility 
-.022  
-.012 

.385 

.353  
-.156 
-.145  

.035 

.033  
H1: message framing -severity-responsibility-reputation  .003  .304  -.007  .045  
H3: message framing -sincerity-responsibility-reputation* -.097  .015  -.301  -.015  
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Fig. 2. In the crisis conditions: Serial mediation effect of message faming (X) on perceived 

reputation (Y) through perceived severity and perceived responsibility 

*p < .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001. 

M1= perceived severity, M2= perceived responsibility 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 only = a1 b1= -.02, p= .39, CI [-.16, .04] 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M2 only = a2 b2= -.06, p= .30 CI [-.30, .07] 

Direct effect of X on Y = c' = .17, p=. 01, CI [.01, .97] 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 and M2 in serial = a1d21b2#.01, p=.30, CI [-.01, .05] 

 

Fig. 3. In the crisis conditions: Serial mediation effect of message faming (X) on perceived 

reputation (Y) through perceived sincerity and perceived responsibility 

*p < .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001. 

M1= perceived sincerity, M2= perceived responsibility 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 only = a1b1= -.96, p= .001, CI [-1.48, -.59] 
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Indirect effect of X on Y through M2 only = a2 b2= -.06, p= .30, CI [-.30, .07] 

Direct effect of X on Y = c' = .17, p=. 01, CI [.01, .97] 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 and M2 in serial = a1d21b2#.10, p=.015, CI [-.30, -.02] 

 

 

3.5.2.4. Discussion 
 

The results revealed that in a crisis situation, the use of humorously framed messages decreased the 

perceived sincerity of the organization, leading to a higher level of attribution of crisis responsibility, 

further resulting in significant serial indirect effects on reputation assessment. The humorous message 

led to a lower reputation assessment, as participants perceived the humorous crisis response message 

as being less sincere than the rational crisis response message. The results clearly showed the negative 

effect of using humor as a response strategy on sincerity perception when the public perceived the 

crisis as confirmed. 

     In contrast to what was expected, no serial mediating effects of perceived severity and 

attribution of responsibility were observed in the way that humorous messages (humorous versus 

rational) affected the perceived organizational reputation. A possible explanation for this may be the 

fact that the crisis in this case was confirmed, so that respondents must have experienced a 

definite/constant level of severity. Thus, we expanded our research in the case of a rumor (experiment 

2), which is an ambiguous crisis where the culpability is uncertain and the negative events are 

unconfirmed. Experiment 2 examined the same model for a rumor situation to test hypotheses 2 and 4.  

 

3.6.Experiment 2: Testing humor-framed message in an ambiguous crisis situation 
 
3.6.1. Participants 
 
Ninety-two U.S. citizen respondents (after deleting 8 respondents who failed the attention checks by 

asking “Please click ‘Totally Disagree’ on this line”) from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk participate in 

this experiment in exchange for financial compensation. The average age of the participants was 

33.91 years old (SD = 9.52; range = 20–60 years old), and among them, 40% were male (N = 37) and 

60% were female (N = 55). 

 

3.6.2. Results 
3.6.2.1. Manipulation Checks 
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First, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed a significant difference between the three 

conditions in perceived humor (F (2,89) = 18.64, p < 0.001). In particular, results show that both the 

self-deprecating (M = 3.26, SD = 1.72) (t (59) = 4.57, p < .001), and the aggressive (M = 4.11, SD = 

1.97), (t (58) = 6.19 p < .001) humorous crisis responses were perceived to be more humorous than 

the rational crisis response (M = 1.57, SD = 1.05), the two humorous messages were not significantly 

different from each other (t (61) = 1.84, p = .07).  

Next, a one-way ANOVA showed significant difference between the three conditions in 

perceived aggressiveness (F (2,89) = 17.20, p < 0.001). The perceived aggressiveness of the self-

deprecating message (M = 3.66, SD = 1.31) and the aggressive message (M = 3.81, SD = 1.66) 

showed no significant difference (t (61) = .40, p = .69). Both self-deprecating message (t (59) = 5.59, 

p < .001) and aggressive message (t (58) = 5.17, p < .001) were perceived more aggressive than the 

rational message (M = 1.93, SD = 1.09).  

A one-way ANOVA showed significant difference between the three conditions in perceived 

self-deprecating (F (2,89) = 54.37, p < 0.001). The perceived self-deprecating of the self-deprecating 

message (M = 4.37, SD = 1.09) and the aggressive message (M = 4.07, SD = 1.27) showed no 

significant difference (t (61) = .38, p = .33). Both self-deprecating message (t (59) = 10.27, p < .001) 

and aggressive message (t (58) = 8.34, p < .001) were perceived more self-deprecating than the 

rational message (M = 1.59, SD = 1.02). 

      We could not find any differences between the two humor styles on perceived aggressiveness 

and perceived self-deprecating, nor on perceived humor. Thus, we combined the two humorous 

messages as the humor condition and compared this with the rational condition in the following data 

analysis, which replicated experiment 1. 

 

3.6.2.2.Testing the Measurement Model 
 

The descriptive statistics of the main variables can be found in Appendix D. We used identical 

measurement model structure in experiment 1 through AMOS 22. The results revealed that the 

hypothesized structure produced a good fit: χ 2 = 52.297; df = 40; p = .092; χ 2/df = 1.307; GFI 

= .912; TLI = .984; CFI = .988; RMSEA = .058, R2= .651 (see Table 3). Additionally, the model 

indicated the clear discriminant validity of all variables. As a result, the model suggested satisfied 

measurement indicators. 
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Table 3. Confirmatory factor analysis of the measurement structure in the rumor condition 

Factor Cronbach's α CR AVE MSV ASV    

Sincerity  .97  .967  .907  .463  .226  

Severity .94  .945  .896  .183  .164  

Responsibility .87  .887  .799  .198  .152  

Reputation .94  .942  .804  .463  .281  

Note. CR=Composite Reliability; AVE=Average Variance Extracted; MSV= Maximum Shared 

Squared Variance; ASV= Average Shared Squared Variance 
χ 2= 52.297; df = 40;p = .092; χ 2/df=1.307;GFI= .912;TLI= .984;CFI= .988;RMSEA= .058. 

 
 
3.6.2.3. Testing the Structural Model 
 

To verify the hypothesized model and answer the research questions, the bias-corrected bootstrap (BC 

bootstrap) method was employed as in experiment 1.  

As shown in Table 4, the hypothesized model produced a good model fit: χ 2 = 71.331; df = 

53; P = .047; χ 2/df = 1.346; GFI = .901; TLI = .975; CFI = .983; RMSEA = .062.   

The results (see Fig. 4) showed a serial indirect effect from messages to perceived reputation 

through perceived severity and perceived responsibility (β = .038, p = .041; 95% LLCI = .001, 95% 

ULCI = .185). In particular, these results suggest that humorous message lowers perceived severity (β 

= -.437, p = .09), which in turn decreased perceived responsibility (β = -.169, p = .049) and leads to 

higher reputation perception (β = .038, p = .041). Therefore, hypothesis 2 was supported.  

However, the serial indirect effect (see Fig. 5) from message to perceived reputation through 

perceived sincerity and perceived responsibility showed no significant effect (β = -.045, p = .132; 

95% LLCI = -.189, 95% ULCI = .018). Hence, hypothesis 4 was not supported. 
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Table 4. Direct, indirect, and total effects in the proposed structural equation model using 

bootstrapping in the rumor condition (Bootstrap N = 5000) 

Note. χ 2=71.331; df = 53; p = .047; χ 2/df = 1.346; GFI = .901; TLI = .975; CFI= .983; RMSE 

= .062. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Fig. 4. In the rumor conditions: Serial mediation effect of message faming (X) on perceived 

reputation (Y) through perceived severity and perceived responsibility  

*p < .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001. 

M1= perceived severity, M2= perceived responsibility 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 only = a1b1= .06, p= .12, CI [-.01, .24] 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M2 only = a2b2= .02, p= .65, CI [-.12, .22] 

Direct effect of X on Y = c' = .17, p=. 50, CI [-.37, .72]

Parameters 

Estimated 
Path 

Coefficient 
(β)  p 

95% CI           
Lower   Upper 

Total 
Effects Message framing -reputation -.019  .117      -.377  .044  

Direct 
Effects 

Message framing -reputation 
Message framing -sincerity*** 

Message framing -severity 
Sincerity-responsibility 

Responsibility-reputation* 
Severity-responsibility* 

.169 
-1.489 
-.437 
-.135 
-.225 
.388  

.502 

.001 

.093 

.274 

.016 

.015 

-.370 
-2.048 

-.974 
-.443 
-.453 
.089  

 .719 
 -.855 
 .076 
 .089 
-.043 
 .697 

Indirect 
Effects 

Message framing -sincerity-reputation*** 
Message framing -sincerity-responsibility 

-.768  
.201 

.001  

.244 
-1.192 

-.134  
-.431 
 .674 

Message framing -responsibility-reputation .019  .650      -.123  .217  
Message framing -severity-reputation 

Message framing -severity-responsibility* 
.061 
-.169 

.117 
 .049 

-.012 
-.493  

.241  
-.001 

 H2: message framing -severity-responsibility-reputation* .038  .041      .001  .185  
 H4: message framing -sincerity-responsibility-reputation -.045  .132     -.189  .018  
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Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 and M2 in serial = a1d21b2#.04, p=.04, CI [.01, .19] 

 

Fig. 5. In the rumor conditions: Serial mediation effect of message faming (X) on perceived 

reputation (Y) through perceived sincerity and perceived responsibility 

*p < .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001. 

M1= perceived sincerity, M2= perceived responsibility 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 only = a1b1= -.77, p= .001, CI [-1.19, -.43] 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M2 only = a2b2= .02, p= .65, CI [-.12, .22] 

Direct effect of X on Y = c' = .17, p=. 50, CI [-.37, .72] 

Indirect effect of X on Y through M1 and M2 in serial = a1d21b2#.05, p=.13, CI [-.19, .02] 

3.6.2.4. Discussion 

One should be very cautious about accepting responsibility when the responsibility is unknown or 

ambiguous (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). Experiment 2 contributes to our knowledge that in a rumor 

situation, when the crisis events are ambiguous, humor may play a positive role as it decreases the 

perceived severity of the crisis, leading to a lower level of attribution of responsibility, thus resulting 

in a better organizational reputation as compared to the use of a rational crisis response strategy. One 

of the explanations for the deceased perceived severity might be that humorously framed 

organizational crisis response expresses to the public their idea of not accepting crisis responsibility. 

Given that humor always conveys a non-serious attitude (Sorensen, 2008), humorous responses 

suggest to the publics “we are not at fault,” which communicates an indirect denial response from the 

organization. This finding is in line with previous studies on risk communication that found that 

humor might decrease the perceived severity of negative events (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011; Nabi, 

2016). In addition, no serial mediation effect was found through perceived sincerity, the reason might
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be that: benefiting from the attention distracting function of humor, publics may pay little attention to 

the sincerity of the response but to enjoy the amusement of the response since they believe nothing 

serious happened.  The need for a sincere message response is less urgent in this situation.   

 

4.General Discussion and Conclusion 
 
4.1. Key Findings 
 

This research shows that the effectiveness of humorous message framing in crisis communication 

may depend on whether the crisis is confirmed or not (i.e., rumor situation). When the crisis tends to 

be unknown or ambiguous, humor works by minimizing stakeholders’ perception of the severity of 

the threat that the crisis brings. The benefit of decreasing the severity of the crisis is in line with 

humor research in risk communication (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011; Nabi, 2016) and the case study of 

Alibaba (Kim et al., 2016). One reason why the public perceives the rumor less severe when humor is 

used may be that the use of humor expresses a confident attitude about the organization’s sense of 

responsibility or convey the message that the rumor is untrue. As the information about the crisis is 

inadequate and ambiguous, presenting a confident attitude may affect the public’s assessment of 

causal attribution and belief in the accuracy of the crisis information. In line with the insights found in 

advertising studies, that humor might decrease the development of counter argumentation (Lei et al., 

2010; Nabi et al., 2007), Kim et al. (2016) also explain that humor-framed message enhance the 

acceptance of the crisis response based on the decrease of the publics’ intention for activating 

counterarguments. Additionally, the social media context might also have been beneficial for the use 

of humorous messages. Social media prefer informal language and tone to build conversation-like 

communication (Kim et al., 2016; Kelleher, 2009), thus a humorous message is more close to “human 

voice”, contributing to greater acceptance of the crisis response. 

     The negative side of humor appears in the condition when the crisis is confirmed. In such a 

case, humor reduces the perceived sincerity of the response. Previous case studies have shown that 

humor may be not applicable when a crisis situation is severe (see Vigsø, 2013; Kim et al., 2016) as a 

humorous crisis message may perceived as lacking concern and empathy for victims (Sorensen, 

2008). We also found that when the public’s assessment of the organization’s sincerity is low, the 

burden of responsibility on the organization is higher, which confirms the findings of Claeys et al. 

(2013).  Moreover, compared with a confirmed crisis with victim (for example the case of Appendix 

A), an ambiguous crisis is less severe and thus easier for publics to accept a humorous response. 

     Therefore, humorous framing may have a significant impact on the efficiency of a crisis 

response message, but it should be integrated carefully during an organizational crisis. As a result, 
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humor works in completely different directions in the case of a confirmed crisis and ambiguous crisis 

condition.  

 

4.2. Implications 

!
The current study suggests that positive emotions in crisis communication may benefit organizational 

reputation in some situations. Other than expressing sadness or anger (Claeys et al., 2013; Kim & 

Cameron, 2011; Utz et al., 2013; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014), humorously framed messages 

can also minimize reputational damage by decreasing the perceived severity of the threat, thereby 

lowering perceived responsibility, but only in rumor situations. Owing to the popularity of social 

media and the ability to access these platforms on portable devices, users can create, distribute, and 

share crisis information at any place and at any time they want (Austin, Fisher Liu, & Jin, 2012; 

Valentini, 2015). However, much of the crisis information generated by social media users tends to be 

inaccurate or exaggerated. As such, if organizations poorly manage their messages online, this may 

cause additional damage to their reputation. The results of the present study suggest that humorously 

framed crisis response messages may be a nice option if the online crisis situation is ambiguous. 

Emotionally framed crisis response messages may closely resemble the “human voice” on social 

media (Kelleher, 2009). Crisis responses that employ humor tend to be informal and similar to a 

conversational reaction. A humorous response might be perceived as an informal denial of 

responsibility when communicating with the public, especially when dealing with a rumor.  

     However, although the results demonstrated that in the case of a rumor, using humor showed 

no harm to perceived reputation through the sequential mediation of perceived sincerity and perceived 

responsibility, humour do harm the sincerity of a response, thus it is crucial to integrate humorously 

framed message carefully both in crisis or rumour situations. Firstly, as shown in the stimuli of current 

study, the crisis/rumor was not that severe (no victims, injuries, deaths, high costs etc.), as humor is 

suggested to use when the crisis severity perceived as low (Vigsø, 2013, Kim et al., 2016), it is 

important to have a clear recognition of the crisis severity before formulating a humorous response. 

Secondly, one should notice that the success of humorous crisis response on the platform of social 

media is deeply affected by the social media culture (Kim et al., 2016; Kelleher, 2009), thus humor 

should be manipulated more cautious when applied in traditional media environments. Finally, it is 

important to know what kind of exposures have the greatest chances to influence the most of target 

audience before formulating a humorous response. For example, different humor framing styles (see 

Martin et al., 2003), like self-deprecating humor and aggressive humor style may have different 

source liking and persuasion effect among different audience. 

4.3. Future Research Directions and Limitations of the Present Study 
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Although this study provides valuable insights into the use of humor in framing crisis response 

strategy on social media, the research could be expanded in many other directions. First, 

organizational crises or rumors fall into various categories (i.e., product recall, air crash, product 

harm, fraud, ethical misdeeds), and we only investigated ethical misbehavior. Therefore, it would be 

valuable to assess how humor works in other categories. Second, as we did not use a variety of crisis 

response strategies (i.e., rebuild, diminish, denial strategy) to investigate the framing of humorous 

messages, future research should test the effects of humorous framing in different crisis response 

strategies. We failed to figure out the framing effect by using different styles of humor (e.g., 

aggressive humor, self-enhancing humor) in expressions of humor in crisis communication in present 

research, the reason might be that participants perceived the self-deprecating humor-framed response 

as an aggressive one as we laughed at its own employee in the response. Thus, thirdly, given that 

humor is rather complex, representing various forms and styles (Martin et al., 2003), future research 

should focus on the framing effect of different humor styles by more cautious on choosing whom to 

laugh at. Fourthly, we manipulated the rational response from H&M by referring the corrective action 

strategy that they have taken, but this was not displayed in the emotional responses. This difference in 

the stimuli framing may affecting the interpretation of the results, which reminds future studies should 

explore the differences of the framing effects of humour within different response strategies. In 

addition, van der Meer et al (2014) had found the effects of emotional crisis message framing on 

organizational reputation can be mediated by perceived sympathy, perceived appropriateness and 

anger, future studies should also take more mediators into account when testing humorous message 

framing. Sixthly, humor was found a positive effect in decreasing perceived crisis severity in a 

unconfirmed rumor, however is the effect still positive when the crisis condition ultimately confirmed 

to be true? It would be interesting to explore the long-term effect of humorous message framing in the 

future. Finally, our research was confined to social media. Thus, it is still unknown if the same 

double-edged sword effect exists when humor is used for crisis communication in traditional media. 

As Vigsø (2013) already showed the success of using humorous videos for crisis communication on 

television, it would be interesting to determine the underlying mechanism of using humor as a crisis 

response strategy through traditional media in future research. To conclude, in this study, we 

developed a fictitious humorously framed response from the existing, famous brand H&M. Although 

this made it convenient for participants to understand the scenarios, their prior attitude toward the 

brand was not accounted for in the experimental design. Claeys & Cauberghe (2015) found that 

people tend to not change their initial brand attitude toward an organization leading to less 

responsibility attribution for a crisis to brands with a favorable pre-crisis reputation. Therefore, it is 

important to note that the use of a familiar and popular brand might have had unaccounted effects on 

our findings, as the participants may have had different brand perceptions and experiences of the 

brand.  
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APPENDIX 
 
Appendix A 
 
CNN’s report in a crisis condition 
 

The last couple of days, two customers of the world’s largest H&M flagship store in New York have 

submitted a complaint because they were filmed while fitting clothes of the H&M collection in the 

cloakroom. Usually, the cameras are pointed at the hallway, allowing detecting thieves. However, an 

H&M worker placed the camera so he could peek scarcely dressed women. 

 

Appendix B  
 
Responses from H&M 
Humor response 1 (Self-deprecating humor) 
At H&M we love people… how they really are, in all their shapes and sizes…  

But, best that our workers watch movies of scarcely dressed women in their free time and at home.  

 

Humor response 2 (Aggressive humor) 
At H&M we love people… how they really are, in all their shapes and sizes… However, without 

clothes our customers look rather silly, so we prefer to see them with our clothes on. 

 

Rational response  
H&M will investigate the case. The management already communicated that H&M does not accept 

this type of behavior of the employees.  

 
Appendix C  
CNN’s report in a rumor condition   
The last couple of days, a rumor about the world’s largest H&M flagship store in New York have been 

spread on social media. The security cameras at H&M would film customers while redressing and 

trying on clothes of the H&M collection in the cloakroom. Usually, the cameras are pointed at the 

hallway, to detect thieves. However, voices argue that a worker of H&M would have placed the 

camera so he could peek scarcely dressed women. 

 

Appendix D   A description of the main variables in different conditions 
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MOVING FORWARD: THE EFFECTIVENESS OF ONLINE APOLOGIES FRAMED WITH 

HOPE ON NEGATIVE BEHAVIOURAL INTENTIONS IN CRISES 2 

 

ABSTRACT 

In three experimental studies, this paper provides a better understanding of how expressing hope in 

organizational crisis responses affects individuals’ negative behavioural intentions (i.e. leaving and 

boycotting the company, spreading negative word-of-mouth). The first experiment shows that a 

hopeful message framing leads to fewer negative behavioural intentions than a rational message 

framing due to reduced feelings of uncertainty and perceived inappropriateness, and that the effects 

are stronger post-crisis than in the midst of a crisis. The results of the second experiment indicates that 

organizations should be cautious when expressing hope when a crisis is perceived to be highly severe 

as it may lead to more negative behavioural intentions because a hopeful message framing is then 

perceived to be inappropriate. The third experiment concludes that a hopeful message framing used by 

an organisation with a favourable pre-crisis reputation leads to higher perceived crisis severity, which 

in turn leads to higher perceived uncertainty, resulting in more negative behavioural intentions. For 

companies with an unfavourable pre-crisis reputation, no differences found between the uses of a 

rational or hopeful message framing. 

 

KEYWORDS: Crisis communication; Crisis Response Strategy; Message framing; Emotions; 

Apology; Hope; Uncertainty 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
!
Crisis situations often lead to devastating reputational damage for companies (Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 

2007). Especially in a social media context, the negative effects that crises bring to the organizational 

reputation can be enlarged if they are not responding properly (Omilion-Hodges & McClain, 2016). 

For instance, after a viral video showing a customer being forcibly removed from his seat and dragged 

down an overbooked aircraft's aisle has been spread across the Internet, United Airlines’ first reaction 

was to apologize only for ‘having to re-accommodate ... customers’. This improper first response soon 

created a total public relations crisis disaster, which resulted in a boycott of the company all across the 

United States. Consumers tend to express their bad experiences (negative word-of-mouth) with a 

company in crisis on social media and share it with their friends. Accordingly, this information can be 

quickly spread to a broad public on social media and could soon lead to a horrible secondary crisis for 

the company (Ng & Lean, 2012; Valentini, 2015). However, through adopting appropriate crisis 

communication strategies, organizations may mitigate the potential reputational damage and 

corresponding negative behavioural responses from stakeholders (e.g. boycott, negative word-of-

mouth) (Coombs & Holladay, 2007). Research on how organizations in crisis should communicate on 

social media is, however, limited (e.g. Xiao, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2018).   

When an organization is blamed for a crisis, situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2007) suggests to express apologies in crisis response messages. When 

expressing apologies, the company shows that it accepts responsibility for the crisis and seeks for 

forgiveness from the public (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). However, the framing of this apology can 

affect its effectiveness to a great extent (Bentley, 2017; Coombs & Holladay, 2008). In recent years, 

various studies focused on the effects of an emotional message framing when expressing apologies 

(e.g. van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). These studies mainly focused on how negative emotions, 

such as shame, regret (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) or sadness (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014b), 

can mitigate the negative effects of crises on organizational reputation. van der Meer and Verhoeven 

(2014), for instance, showed that expressing shame and regret reduced stakeholders’ anger feelings 

and increased message acceptance. However, expressing positive emotions, such as gratitude or love, 

in crisis responses may also have beneficial effects for the public (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & 

Larkin, 2003). In a recent study, Xiao, Cauberghe and Hudders (2018) found that a humorous message 

framing may decrease the perceived severity of a rumor, leading to fewer responsibility attributions 

from the public. However, research on the effects of other positive emotions in crisis response 

messages, especially in a social media context, remains limited. A particularly relevant appeal in this 

regard may be the expression of hope.  

Hope can be defined as ‘a positive emotion that arises from environments or outcomes 

characterised as goal congruent and uncertain but possible’ (MacInnis & De Mello, 2005, p. 2) and 
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should be evoked on the basis of ‘an interactively derived sense of successful goal-directed energy 

and pathways to meet goals’ (Snyder, 2002, p. 250). A hopeful message is a message in which 

elements are manipulated intentionly, semantically or structurely to make people believe their desired 

goals are attainable (Poels & Dewitte, 2008). The use of hope has already been examined in 

advertising research as hope-framed advertisements may lead consumers to believe that the promoted 

products will help them to attain certain goals (e.g. become attractive or pain relief) (MacInnis & De 

Mello, 2005; Poels & Dewitte, 2008). Advertisers tend to evoke hope by making promises in their ads 

(Rossiter & Percy, 1991); for example, McDonalds’ slogan in 1980 in the U.S. was ‘nobody makes 

your day like McDonald's can’ (‘List of McDonald’s ad programs’, 2017), and Johnson’s Baby 

Shampoo was the slogan ‘no more tears!’ 

Following the definition of MacInnis and De Mello (2005), as a future-oriented emotion, a 

hope appeal may be particularly relevant to crisis contexts. Case study research indicates that it can be 

advantageous for an organization to use a hopeul message framing in its crisis response to emphasize 

the future rather than its past actions (Jin, Park & Len-Ríos, 2010). For example, mobile phone users 

suffering signal problems would eagerly hope that the problem would be fixed soon by the provider 

and never happen again in the future. Practically, it is not rare to see organizations expressing hope in 

their public apologies when responding to crises. For instance, Samsung hoped to ‘better serve 

customers’ needs through enhanced customer care and quality assurance in the future’ when 

apologizing for the Galaxy Note7’s battery explosion issue in 2016 (‘Galaxy Note7 Open letter’, 

2016). Moreover, the CEO of United Airlines promised that ‘we will do better’ in their final response 

to the crisis of a customer forcibly removed from the airplane (‘Statement from United Airlines CEO, 

Oscar Munoz, on United Express flight 3411’, 2017). Thus, hope is a common experience for both the 

public and organizations that are involved in crisis situations, but the effects of a hopeful message 

framing in crisis responses on social media have never been experimentally examined.  

However, the benefits of hope may have boundaries. For example, hope should not be 

expressed in an ill-timed crisis stage. As a future-oriented emotion, hopeful messages place emphasis 

on future actions and specific goals (MacInnis & De Mello, 2005), which should not be applied 

immediately after the crisis stage. In such stage, a factual information message about what is 

happening in the present is more desirable to help the public in coping with uncertainty rather than 

future actions.  

Hope can also be considered inappropriate under certain conditions. One should be cautious 

when selecting or reaching hope-filled goals if the hope is built on unsuitable goals or is using 

inappropriate pathways to reach a given goal; in such cases the hope will be perceived as 

inappropriate, and the consequences are always counterproductive (Snyder, 2002; Snyder, Rand, 

King, Feldman, & Woodward, 2002). For example, Kliewer and Lewis (1995) found that when a 

patient perceived that his illness has become extremely severe, his hope for recovery decreased 
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because the goal became unrealistic. According to Snyder (2002), false hope happens when an 

inappropriate/unrealistic goal is pursued or an inappropriate pathway is used to achieve the desired 

goal. In the context of a crisis, therefore, organizations may seem to express false hope rather than 

genuine hope as the severity of the crisis increases. As such, when organizations express hope (e.g. 

hope for enhancing customers’ product experience in a product-harm crisis) in crisis situations with 

many victims and much damage, this may lead to more negative behavioural intentions due to its 

inappropriate nature.  

Third, the pre-crisis reputation of a company might affect the effectiveness of a hopeful 

message framing. As such, it might be that expressing hope may only be effective for companies who 

have a favourable pre-crisis reputation as a hope appeal might be perceived as inappropriate when a 

company has a bad pre-crisis reputation. Consumers may be hesitant to believe that the company will 

be able to achieve the stated goal in the hope response.  

By taking these three moderating factors into account, the current study will examine how 

hope could be properly integrated into a crisis response message. The mediating role of perceived 

uncertainty and perceived inappropriateness will be taken along.  

 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 
!
2.1 Emotional framing of an organizational apology as response to a crisis 
 
According to SCCT, crisis communication strategies should be differentiated according to the degree 

to which stakeholders attribute responsibility for the crisis to the organization and can be categorized 

into three main clusters reflecting an increase in responsibility acceptance: denial, diminish and 

rebuild (Coombs & Holladay, 2002; Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2015). Offering an apology belongs to 

the rebuild cluster of the crisis response strategies identified in SCCT. It involves the highest level of 

responsibility taken and should be used in situations in which the organization is held responsible 

(Coombs, 2007).  

Offering an apology is naturally linked with emotions. According to Benoit (1995), an 

apology is conceptualized as a communicative emotional expression of one’s regret, remorse or 

sorrow for a wrongdoing. Recently, researchers have therefore noticed that emotions in times of crisis 

are not merely worth studying from the perspective of the public’s responses to crises but also from 

the organization’s perspective (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). 

Research therefore began to compare the effectiveness of emotional framing to rational framing in 

framing the crisis response strategies provided by SCCT. In a rational framing, the crisis information 

is addressed to the stakeholders in a objective and straightforward manner (Lu & Huang, 2018) and 

provides “factual and concrete information on the crisis event on the crisis event itself and describes 
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the steps the organization is taking to manage the situation” (Moon & Rhee, 2012, p. 618). In an 

emotional framing, the crisis information is addressed to the stakeholders in a subjective and 

emotional manner (Lu & Huang, 2018), in which the basic information in rational farming should also 

be included (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014). 

Previous research has, however, predominantly examined the role of negative emotions, such 

as shame, regret and sadness, to frame organizational apologies (Lee & Chung, 2012; Claeys, 

Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). The 

researchers hold the perspective that expressing emotions in an apology may be beneficial for 

organizations in crisis because those emotions can make the response more sincere in turn more 

acceptable to the stakeholders, which results in more positive responses from them. Nevertheless, 

when consumers are highly involved in a specific crisis, a rationally framed apology may be more 

suitable than expressing sadness (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014). Although counterintuitive because 

considered to be inappropriate, expressing positive emotions in crisis situations may also have a 

positive impact on organizational repution. In this respect, the study by Xiao and colleagues (2017) 

shows the beneficial effects of a humorous message framing on social media in rumor situations. 

However, in a confirmed crisis situation, the use of humour showed to decrease the perceived 

sincerity of the organizational response. The current study will further unravel the potential beneficial 

effects of expressing positive emotions by focusing on the effects of expressing hope in a crisis 

response message.  

 

2.2 Defining Hope as a Crisis Response Frame 
 
Hope arises from the belief that a future desired goal can possibly be achieved in an uncertain 

environment (MacInnis & De Mello, 2005). In line with MacInnis and De Mello, a hopeful message 

should be manipulated to emphasise such desired goals are possible in uncertain environments. 

Hence, a hopeful message framing is especially applicable in a crisis situation. Likewise, Lazarus 

(1999) insisted that hope arises under unsatisfactory conditions that are damaging or threatening. For 

example, patients who get a serious disease are keen to health care advertisements who offer hope that 

the pain could be relieved (Kemp, Min, & Joint, 2015; Kemp, Williams, & Porter III , 2015). Such 

situations are quite similar to what is experienced in a crisis or risk situation. For example, crises and 

risks always happen in a sudden manner and thus create uncertainty. The uncertainty in a crisis 

produces psychological stress for the stakeholders (Coombs, 2007), which may affect the public’s 

emotional reactions (e.g. fear, anxiety), their attitudes toward the organization (e.g. trust, attribution of 

crisis responsibility) and their behavioural responses (e.g. information seeking and sharing) (Liu, 

Bartz, & Duke, 2016). 
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2.2.1 The mediating role of perceived uncertainty 
 
Brashers (2001, p. 478) specified ‘uncertainty exists when details of situations are ambiguous, 

complex, unpredictable, or probabilistic; when information is unavailable or inconsistent; and when 

people feel insecure in their own state of knowledge or the state of knowledge in general’. Crises are 

inherently associated with uncertainty (Lachlan, Spence, & Seeger, 2009; Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 

1998). This is because crisis situations are unexpected events, and information is often lacking 

(Bordia, Hunt, Paulsen, Tourish, & DiFonzo, 2004; Brashers, 2001a; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a; W. 

Timothy Coombs, 2015). These perceptions of uncertainty may mediate the effectiveness of crisis 

communication (Liu et al., 2016). This is because perceptions of uncertainty can evoke emotional 

responses such as anxiety or feelings of insecurity (Liu et al., 2016). These negative emotions may 

cause tension and incite individuals to act (e.g. search for information) in order to reduce this tension 

(Coombs, 2007; Lachlan et al., 2009). 

We suggest that individuals’ perceptions of uncertainty may be affected by how organizations 

communicate about the crisis. More specifically, expressing hope in crisis communication may reduce 

individuals’ perceptions of uncertainty related to the crisis. This is because hope is always evoked 

when individuals are confronted with a possible, but uncertain, outcome (Snyder, 2002; MacInnis & 

De Mello, 2005). In contrast, people may feel hopeless when they are certain that the desired 

outcomes are not attainable. Further, the desire to attain a particular goal evokes hope feelings 

(MacInnis & De Mello, 2005). Individuals who feel strong hope are motivated to preserve their 

feelings of hope to achieve the desired goals, and thus they prefer to believe that such an outcome is 

possible rather than impossible (MacInnis & De Mello, 2005; Tiedens & Linton, 2001). Therefore, 

hopeful messages may provoke cognitive thoughts and lead individuals to counter-argue risk-related 

information. This may lead individuals to focus on the occurrence of favourable outcomes and to 

discount potential unfavourable outcomes (MacInnis & De Mello, 2005). According to the reasoning 

above, we can expect that a hope-framed message (compared to a rational message framing) from an 

organization in crisis may reduce the uncertainty that a crisis brings as individuals may focus more on 

the positive outcomes rather than the negative aspects related to the crisis. This is important because 

the uncertainty that is related to crises can be stressful for individuals, and higher perceptions of 

uncertainty may lead to more negative behavioural intentions (e.g. boycott the organization) (Coombs 

& Holladay, 2007) in order to reduce the tension they experience (Coombs, 2007). 

!
2.2.2 The mediating role of perceived inappropriateness 

!
Under certain conditions, hope can be viewed as false hope and consequently be perceived as 

inappropriate and unacceptable to people, which may lead to counterproductive actions (Snyder, 
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2002; Snyder et al., 2002). Perceived appropriateness (also referred to as account acceptance) (van der 

Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) refers to individuals’ perception of the appropriateness of an organizational 

response in crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). From the perspective of stakeholders, as the receivers 

of organizational apologies, the level of appropriateness of an apology determines how likely it is that 

stakeholders are willing to accept it (Bentley, 2017). The framing of an apology affects whether or not 

people accept it and thus may have an impact on consumers’ responses in crises. Higher levels of 

perceived appropriateness thus imply that the public perceives the crisis response message as more 

appropriate. Coombs and Holladay (2008) indicated that levels of account acceptance affect the 

effectiveness of an organizational message and that these levels of account acceptance may differ 

depending on different crisis response messages. van der Meer and Verhoeven (2014) found that 

perceived appropriateness positively mediates the effect of an emotionally framed rebuild crisis 

response strategy on the public’s attitude toward the organization when expressing negative emotions. 

As such, the perceived appropriateness may also be relevant in explaining the impact of hope. In 

addition, hope differs from other emotions in that it can be perceived as genuine or false, depending 

on whether or not the desired goals are perceived to be appropriate or the strategies used to achieve 

the desired goals are perceived as appropriate (Snyder, 2002; Snyder et al., 2002). As such, in crisis 

communication, hope may generate fewer negative responses when perceived as appropriate and, 

conversely, more negative responses when perceived as inappropriate. 

Expressing hope in a crisis response message may reduce individuals’ perceptions of 

uncertainty and be perceived as appropriate, leading to less negative behavioural intentions as these 

individuals may be more confident about a favourable consequence in the future (MacInnis & De 

Mello, 2005). In three experimental studies we will further unravel the effects of a hopeful message 

framing and its limitations by taking into account the moderating role of the crisis stage (Study 1), 

perceived crisis severity (Study 2) and pre-crisis reputation (Study3).  

!
2.3 Study 1. The Effectiveness of Hope in Crisis Response Messages in Different Crisis 
Stages 

!
In particular, we expect that a hopeful message framing may lead to lower perceived uncertainty and 

therefore less negative behavioural intentions compared to a rational message framing in a post-crisis 

situation. During a crisis, we expect a rational message framing to work better in evoking fewer 

negative behavioural intentions through lower perceived uncertainty. When individuals are in the 

midst of a crisis they may experience feelings of fear, anxiety and stress and a loss of control (Bordia 

et al., 2004; Bundy, Pfarrer, Short, & Coombs, 2017; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014a). In this crisis stage, 

individuals may be most concerned about resolving the crisis and expect information on the actions 

the company takes to ensure a proper ending to the crisis. In post-crisis times, however, individuals 

may regain a sense of control. In this stage, they may be more directed toward the future and expect 
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information about how the organization will prevent such a crisis from reoccurring in the future 

(Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007). As Lachlan et al. (2009) suggests, people in highly uncertain 

situations tend to engage more in information-seeking behaviours to reduce uncertainty and fear. 

Hope, however, is a future-oriented emotion (MacInnis & De Mello, 2005; Lazarus, 1999), which 

may help organizations to shift individuals’ attention to their future actions rather than their past 

behaviours (Jin et al., 2010). Expressions of hope may therefore be more desirable once the dust has 

settled in the post-crisis stage. In the midst of a crisis, we expect that uncertainty will be reduced by 

the factual information itself other than in a message embedded in emotion. Briefly speaking, the 

level of the perceived uncertainty of a crisis may differ depending on the crisis stage due to the future-

oriented nature of hope. Thus we have: 

 

H1a: In the post-crisis stage, a hopeful message framing will lead to less perceived uncertainty and 

therefore fewer negative behavioural intentions compared to a rational message framing. In the crisis 

management stage, a rational message framing will lead to less perceived uncertainty and therefore 

fewer negative behavioural intentions compared to a hopeful message framing. 

 

Similar to what we have in H1a, in the crisis itself (crisis management stage), the public is 

more focused on the ‘present’—for example, what’s happening and who is at fault (Brashers, 2001; 

Bundy et al., 2017; Coombs, 2014), a rational message would be perceived as more appropriate. 

However, in the post-crisis stage, the publics is more focused on the ‘future’—for example, the 

lessons learned from the crisis and plans for the future (Holder, 2004; Coombs, 2015). Thus, we also 

hypothesize that hopeful message framing may be perceived as more appropriate in post-crisis stage 

than the crisis management stage. Thus the impact of message framing on negative behavioural 

intentions mediated by perceived inappropriateness will be moderated by crisis stage (see Figure 1). 

Similarly we have: 

 

H1b: In the post-crisis stage, a hopeful message framing will lead to less perceived inappropriateness 

and therefore fewer negative behavioural intentions compared to a rational message framing. In a 

rational message framing will lead to less perceived inappropriateness and therefore fewer negative 

behavioural intentions compared to a hopeful message framing. 

!
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model for the moderating impact of crisis stage on the mediating roles of 

perceived uncertainty/ perceived inappropriateness in the effect of message framing on consumers’ 

negative behavioural intentions. 

!
 
2.3.1 Method 
 
Study design and participants. Study 1 used a 2 (Apology Framing: hope vs. rational message) × 2 

(Crisis Stage: crisis vs. post-crisis) between-subjects design. We recruited 175 U.S. citizens (47% 

males, Mage = 36.37 years, SD = 11.31) from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (AMT) to participate for 

financial compensation. The participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental 

conditions (N rational-crisis = 45, N rational-post-crisis = 43, N hope-crisis = 40, N hope-post-crisis = 47). Between these 

conditions no age (F (3, 171)= .55, p = .65) or gender differences ( 2 (3)= 5.93, p = .12) were found. 

  Stimuli. We used a signal failure crisis news report of a fictional mobile network operator called 

‘Nordicom’ (see Appendix A) retrieved from the CNN Facebook page. The article is entitled 

‘Nordicom users all suddenly fail to access any signal’. The crisis was said to have been caused by a 

technical error in the data service system. To manipulate crisis stage, the news report during the crisis 

was highlighted with ‘Just in news: At this moment…’ at the beginning and framed in the present 

tense, while the news report in the post-crisis stage was highlighted with ‘Yesterday…’ at the 

beginning and framed in the past tense. 

  We tested the brand name ‘Nordicom’ among 73 participants (male=73%, Mage=33.33, 

SD=13.01) by asking a 3-item 7-point scale: "Nordicom" is a provider of mobile telephone services. 

Please rate the following statements concerning the company on a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (very): 

1. I trust the company; 2. The company have a good overall reputation; 3.I have a good feeling about 

the company; I admire and respect the company (Ponzi, Fombrun, & Gardberg, 2011). Participants 

perceived the reputation of “Nordicom” is M= 4.83, SD=1.27, the perceived reputation of the brand 

was around the mid-point.  

The responses of Nordicom were retrieved from its fictitious Facebook page (see Appendix 

A). In both responses, the CEO apologized for the inconvenience and stated the fact that the signal 

status is updating/updated but still not stable (rational response). However, in the hope-framed 

response, the CEO added a hopeful message at the end with ‘we hope that our customers can use the 

desirable full strength of a more reliable Nordicom network’ to promise a better product experience in 

the future.  

The manipulations of crisis stage and organizational crisis responses were pre-tested on AMT 

(N=57, 60% males, Mage =33.54 years, SD= 11.26). Regarding crisis stage, participants were asked 

how likely it was that the signal failure was still ongoing according to the news report using a 7-point 
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Likert-type scale ranging from highly unlikely to highly likely. Participants in the ‘crisis condition’ (M 

= 5.57, SD = 1.91) were more confident that the events were ongoing than those in the ‘post-crisis 

condition’ (M = 4.22, SD = 1.95)(t (55) = 2.63, p = .011).    

With regard to the hope expressed in the organizational crisis response frame, we first asked 

participants to rate the perceived hope in the message frame using the following statements after 

reading the response: 1) Nordicom communicated in a hopeful manner; 2%The CEO is hopeful 

toward the future; and 3%The CEO feels hopeful that the situation would get better. The results 

revealed that the participants perceived more hope in the hope-framed response (M = 5.81, SD = 1.04) 

than in the rational one (M = 4.53, SD = 1.72) (t (55) = 3.36, p < .001). Second, the participants were 

asked to indicate how much hope they felt regarding the CEO’s response message (evoked hope) 

using ‘I feel hopeful toward the new data system solution of Nordicom’. Participants felt more hopeful 

in the hope-framed condition (M = 5.78, SD = .89) than in the rational one (M = 4.40, SD = 1.91) (t 

(55) =3.43, p < .001). 

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions by the Qualtrics 

software. We first provided basic information on the crisis through the news report from the CNN 

Facebook page and then the responses on the company Facebook page. After reading the stimuli, the 

respondents answered some manipulation check questions. Participants were asked to imagine that 

they were one of the users of the mobile network operator and then answer the rest of the online 

questions. The whole procedure took approximately 15 minutes.  

Measures. An overview of all measures and reliability analyses can be found in Appendix D, 

descriptive statistics of the measurements see table 1.  

To check the message framing manipulation, the pre-test measure of perceived and evoked 

hope was used. Perceived rational was measured by a two-pillar scale from rational to emotional. 

The mediating variable, perceived uncertainty was measured by three items, in which the respondents 

had to indicate the extent to which they thought the crisis could happen again.  

Perceived inappropriateness was measured by asking participants how they feel about the 

organizational crisis response based on the work of Blumstein et al. (1974) (appropriate/inappropriate; 

acceptable/unacceptable; adequate/inadequate). 

The dependent variable, negative behavioural intention, was measured by five items based on 

the work of Kim, Wang, Maslowska and Malthouse (2016) in which the respondents had to indicate 

their intent to leave the company and spread negative word-of-mouth.  

!
 
2.3.2 Results 
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Manipulation check. The participants perceived the response as more hopeful in the hope-framed 

condition (M = 5.80, SD = 1.01) than in the rational one (M = 4.56, SD = 1.50) (t (173) = 6.38, p 

< .001). And, the participants felt more hopeful in the hope-framed condition (M = 5.13, SD = 1.31) 

than in the rational one (M = 4.01, SD = 1.64) (t (173) = 4.96, p < .001). In addition, participants 

perceived the message more emotional in the hopeful response (M=4.63,SD=1.68) than the rational 

one (M=3.87,SD=1.72, t (173)=2.92, p = .004) 

Regarding crisis stage, participants were more convinced that the crisis was still ongoing in 

the crisis stage (M = 5.82, SD = 1.68) than in the post-crisis stage (M=2.26, SD=1.81) (t (173) = 

13.49, p < .001), which showed a successful manipulation of the scenarios. 

Descriptive Analysis. As Shown in Table 1, the two mediators were both positively correlated 

with negative behavioural intention. This implies that when participants perceived the response to be 

more uncertain or inappropriate, they were more inclined to act negatively towards the company in 

crisis. 

 
Table 1. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics of study 1 

 
Measures 

Perceived  Perceived  Perceived  Negative   
M 

 
SD Uncertainty Inappropriateness Severity BI 

Perceived Uncertainty / .370** .254** .451** 4.94 1.06 
Perceived Inappropriateness / .251** .673** 3.43 1.56 

Negative BI $  $  $  / 3.64 1.21 
Note. N=175. M= mean, SD=standard deviation 
** Correlation significant at the 0.01 level. * Correlation significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

 

Negative behavioural intentions. Model 7 of the Process Version 3 (Hayes, 2018) (bootstrap 

samples N = 5,000) was used to test the moderated mediation effect as suggested in H1a, with 

apology framing as the independent variable, crisis stage as the moderator, perceived uncertainty as 

the mediator and negative behavioural intentions as the dependent variable.  

A moderated mediation effect was found between the response frame and crisis stage on 

respondents’ negative behavioural intentions mediated by perceived uncertainty (b = -.19, CI [-.39, -

.05]). Both during the crisis (b = -.14, CI [-.30, -.04]) and post-crisis (b = -.33, CI [-.55, -.15]), a hope-

framed response led to fewer negative behavioural intentions than a rational response through 

decreased uncertainty. However, the effect in the post-crisis stage (b= -.33) appeared to be stronger 

than during the crisis (b= -.14) (see Figure 3). Thus H1a is supported. 
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Figure 2. Moderating impact of crisis stage (W) on the mediating role of perceived uncertainty 

(M)[Codes: Apology framing (rational=0, hope=1); Crisis stage (during crisis=0, post crisis =1)] 

 

To test the moderated mediation effect as suggested in H1b, the same Model 7 of the Process 

Version 3 (Hayes, 2018) (bootstrap samples N = 5,000) was used. A moderated mediation effect was 

not found between the response frame and crisis stage on respondents’ negative behavioural intentions 

mediated by perceived inappropriateness (b = -.20, CI [-.69, 26]). However, in post-crisis stage, it is 

noticeable that a hope-framed response led to fewer negative behavioural intentions than a rational 

response through decreased inappropriateness (b = -.38, CI [-.71, -.06]). However, the effect of 

message framing in the during crisis stage (b = -.18, CI [-.53, .17]) appeared to be insignificant. Thus 

H1b is partially supported.  

 

2.3.3 Discussion 
 
The results of Study 1 indicate that a hope-framed crisis response from the organization reduces 

uncertainty compared to a rationally framed crisis response, irrespective of the crisis stage. However 
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the impact of expressing hope in times of crisis seems to be more effective in the post-crisis stage. 

Furthermore, a hope-framed crisis response seems to reduce perceived inappropriateness of the 

response compared to a rationally framed crisis response in the post-crisis stage. Thus according to 

the results, compared with the crisis stage, in the post-crisis stage a hope-framed apology leads to less 

negative intentions than a rational message due to decreased uncertainty and inappropriateness. 

In Study 2, we will further examine whether a hopeful message framing is effective for crises 

that are perceived to be highly severe. Study 1 was performed in a ‘signal failure’ crisis caused by 

technical error without victims and does not seem to be that severe (M=5.84, SD=1.80, midpoint of 9-

degree scale=5). We expect that expressing hope will be less effective when a crisis is perceived to be 

highly severe as the crisis response might be perceived as inappropriate. To test the moderating role of 

crisis severity, rather than an accidental technical error crisis in study one, study two will use a 

product-harm crisis in which the severity of the crisis will be manipulated.  

 

2.4 Study 2: The Moderating Role of Perceived Crisis Severity  
!
The effectiveness of a hope-framed response may vary depending on the perceived severity of a crisis. 

Therefore, in severe crisis situations with victims and huge damages, the public may consider hopeful 

messages (e.g. hope for enhancing product experience in a product-harm crisis) expressed by 

organizations as less appropriate because it can appear to neglect the reality of victims’ suffering. 

Conversely, such hopeful messages may be viewed more appropriate when a crisis is perceived to be 

less severe (e.g. mobile phone overheats while playing games). An emotional response lead the 

stakeholders focus on the emotion expressed, while a rational response lead the stakeholders focus on 

the content of the response (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2012). As a future goal-driven emotion, a hopeful 

message helps organization to shift publics’ attention from their past misdeeds to their future goals to 

achieve better user experience (Jin, Park, & Len-Ríos, 2010), this could act as a promise to customers 

who suffered a less severe crisis, which in turn may decrease their uncertainty towards a solution of 

the crisis. However, in case of a severe crisis situation with victims and huge damage, a factual 

message may highlight better what the organization has learned from their past misdeeds which may 

decrease consumers’ uncertainty better. Thus, we hypothesize that the impact of message framing on 

negative behavioural intentions mediated by perceived uncertainty and perceived appropriateness will 

be moderated by perceived crisis severity (see Figure 4).  

 

H2a: In a less severe crisis situation, a hopeful message framing will lead to a lower perceived 

uncertainty and therefore fewer negative behavioural intentions compared to a rational message 

framing. In a highly severe crisis situation, a hopeful message framing will lead to more negative 

behavioural intentions due to a higher perceived uncertainty of the crisis response message. 
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H2b: In a less severe crisis situation, a hopeful message framing will lead to a lower perceived 

inappropriateness and therefore fewer negative behavioural intentions compared to a rational message 

framing. In a highly severe crisis situation, a hopeful message framing will lead to more negative 

behavioural intentions due to a higher perceived inappropriateness of the crisis response message.  

                     

 
Figure 3. Hypothesized model for the moderating impact of perceived severity on the mediating roles 

of perceived uncertainty/ inappropriateness in the effect of message framing on negative behavioural 

intentions 

 

2.4.1 Method 
 

Study design and participants. Study 2 used a between-subjects design in which the apology framing 

was manipulated (hopeful versus rational message framing) and crisis severity was manipulated and 

measured and included as an interval variable in the analyses. We recruited 152 U.S. citizens (47% 

males, Mage =36.19 years, SD=10.76) from AMT to participate for financial compensation. The 

participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions (N rational-low severity = 38, 

N rational-high severity = 40, N hope- low severity = 35, N hope-high severity = 39). Between these conditions no age (F 

(3, 148)= .55, p = .65) or gender ( 2(3) =3.07, p = .38) differences were found among the 

participants. 

   Stimuli. We used a ‘battery overheat’ crisis of a fictional mobile phone maker brand ‘T-

Phone’ (see Appendix B). A post on the CNN Facebook page reported about the crisis. To make it a 

preventable crisis, we attribute the causality of the battery overheat problem to a technical problem of 

the cell phone. All reports were framed in past tense with ‘last week’ at the beginning of the news 

since Study 1 showed that hopeful message frames are more effective in a post-crisis stage.  

  We tested the brand name ‘T-phone’ among 73 participants (male=73%, Mage=33.33, SD=13.01) on 

AMT by asking a 3-item 7-point scale: ‘T-phone’ is a mobile phone manufacturer who produces 

smartphone. Please rate the following statements concerning the company on a scale from 1 (Not at 

all) to 7 (very): 1. I trust the company; 2. The company have a good overall reputation; 3.I have a 

good feeling about the company; I admire and respect the company (Ponzi et al., 2011). Participants 
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perceived the reputation of ‘T-phone’ is M=4.78, SD=1.16, the perceived reputation of the brand was 

around the mid-point. 

    To manipulate crisis severity, the news report stated that the cell phone just ‘automatically 

shut off’ due to overheating (low severity condition) or that the cell phone exploded due to battery 

overheating and ‘26 victims burned due to phones’ explosions’ (high severity condition). The 

manipulation of crisis severity was pre-tested on AMT (N = 94, 53 males, Mage = 35.05 years, SD = 

10.41). Participants were asked to rate a 4-item 9-degree scale of perceived crisis severity 

(severe/serious/critical/important) ( = .96). Participants perceived the crisis to be more severe (M = 

6.54, SD = .78) in the highly severe crisis scenario than those in the less severe scenario (M = 5.33, 

SD = 1.23) (t (92) = 5.69, p < .001). Perceived severity (as measured in the actual experiment) was 

included as an interval variable (moderator) in the analyses.  

  The framing of the organizational response was manipulated through a response by T-Phone 

retrieved from its Facebook page (see Appendix B). In both conditions, the CEO apologizes for the 

problem that occurred and clarifies the replacement plan, which was released last week. In the hope-

framed response, the CEO adds his hope regarding enhancing the product experience (same as Study 

1): ‘we hope that the upgraded version of T-Phone leads to fantastic user experiences’. We used the 

same measurement as in Study 1 to measure perceived ( = .83) and evoked hope. The results of a 

pre-test among 94 AMT participants (53 males, Mage = 35.045 years, SD = 10.41) revealed that the 

participants perceived more hope in the hope-framed response (M = 5.64, SD = .92) than in the 

rational one (M = 5.07, SD = 1.22)&t (92) = 2.42, p = .018). And participants perceived more 

emotional in the hope-framed response (M = 5.37, SD = 1.17) than in the rational one (M = 4.73, SD = 

1.51)&t (92) = 2.17, p = .033). Further, the participants felt more hopeful in the hope-framed 

response (M =5.37, SD = 1.71) than in the rational one (M = 4.73, SD = 1.51, t (92) = 2.17, p = .033) 

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. We first provided basic 

information on the crisis through the news report from the CNN Facebook page and then gave the 

responses from the company involved in the crisis. After reading the stimuli, the respondents 

answered manipulation check questions. Participants were asked to imagine that they were one of the 

customers of the mobile phone company and then answer the rest of questions. The whole procedure 

took approximately 15 minutes. 

Measures. An overview of all measures and reliability analyses can be found in Appendix D, 

descriptive statistics of the measurements see table 2. All measures used in this study were identical to 

the measures used in Study 1.  

The perceived hope in response messages was measured with three items, and the evoked 

hope, perceived rational of participants was measured with one.  

Perceived crisis severity was measured with four items. This variable was included as an 

interval variable in the analyses (moderating variable).  

α
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Perceived uncertainty was measured by three items, in which the respondents had to indicate 

the extent to which they thought the crisis could happen again.  

Perceived inappropriateness was measured by asking participants how they feel about the 

organizational crisis response based on the work of Blumstein et al. (1974) (appropriate/inappropriate; 

acceptable/unacceptable; adequate/inadequate).  

To conclude, negative behavioural intentions were measured with a 5-item scale.  

 

2.4.2 Results 
 

Manipulation check. Participants perceived more emotional in the hope-framed response (M = 5.49, 

SD = 1.39) than in the rational one (M = 3.69, SD = 1.96) (t (150) = 6.48, p < .001). Participants 

perceived more hope in the hope-framed response (M = 5.28, SD = 1.18) than in the rational one (M = 

4.63, SD = 1.37) (t (150) = 3.12, p =. 002). And, participants felt more hopeful in the hope-framed 

condition (M = 4.34, SD = 1.51) than in the rational one (M = 3.21, SD = 1.47) (t (150) = 4.68, p 

< .001). Furthermore, participants perceived the message more emotional in the hopeful response 

(M=5.49,SD=1.39) than the rational one (M=3.69,SD=1.96, t (150)=6.47, p < .001). 

Participants perceived the crisis less severe in the lower severe crisis condition (M = 6.26, SD 

= 2.08) than in the higher severe crisis condition (M = 7.92, SD = 1.26) (t (150) = 6.02, p < .001).  

Descriptive Analysis. As Shown in Table 2, the two mediators were both positively correlated 

with negative behavioural intention. This implies that when participants perceived the response to be 

more uncertain or inappropriate, they were more inclined to do negative behaviour towards the 

company in crisis. 

 

Table 2. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics of study 2 

Measures 
Perceived  

Uncertainty 
Perceived  

Inappropriateness 
Perceived  
Severity 

Negative  
BI M SD 

Perceived Uncertainty / .340** .248** .486** 5.10 1.70 
Perceived Inappropriateness / .244** .603** 4.18 1.71 

Perceived Severity / .400** 7.30 1.70 
Negative BI / 4.91 1.28 

Note. N=152. M= mean, SD=standard deviation 
** Correlation significant at the 0.01 level. * Correlation significant at the 0.05 level. 
 

Negative behavioural intentions. To test the moderated mediation effect in H2a, we used Model 7 of 

PROCESS Version 3 (Hayes, 2018) (bootstrap samples N = 5,000). Apology framing was included as 

an independent variable, perceived severity as a moderator (on an interval level), perceived 

uncertainty as a mediating variable, negative behavioural intentions as a dependent variable The 

results show no moderated mediation effect (b = -.05, CI [-.16, .07]).  
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To test the moderated mediation effect through perceived the mediating variable 

inappropriateness in H2b, we used Model 7 of PROCESS Version 3 (Hayes, 2018) (bootstrap samples 

N = 5,000). The results reveal a significant moderated mediation effect (b = .11, CI [.02, .22]; see 

Figure 5).  

In particular, the results showed that a hopeful response message led to more negative 

intentions than a rational response message due to a higher perceived inappropriateness of the 

response message when the crisis was perceived as highly severe (M=9, b = .45, CI [.20, .78]) and 

moderately severe (M=8, b =. 27, CI [.15, .60]) but not in a less severe crisis situation (M=6, b = .08, 

CI [-.06, .35]). In sum, the results provide support for H2b. 

 
Figure 4. Moderating impact of perceived severity (W) on the mediating role of perceived 

inappropriateness (M) [Codes: Apology framing (rational=0, hope=1)]. 

 

2.4.3 Discussion 
 

The results of Study 2 indicate that perceived crisis severity moderates the effectiveness of a hope-

framed apology on negative behavioural intentions through the perceived inappropriateness of the 

message. A hope-framed apology is perceived to be more inappropriate than a rational one when a 
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crisis is perceived as highly or moderately severe, leading to more negative behavioural intentions. 

When crisis severity is perceived to be low, there is no significant difference between either type of 

message framing in regard to negative behavioural intentions. However perceived crisis severity 

shows no moderated mediation effect in the effectiveness of a hope-framed apology on negative 

behavioural intentions through the perceived uncertainty of the message, which is different from what 

we found in study 1.  

 

2.5 Study 3: The moderating role of pre-crisis reputation 
 

Organizational reputation is ‘an aggregate evaluation stakeholders make about how well an 

organization is meeting stakeholder expectations based on its past behaviours (Coombs 2007, p. 164). 

A favourable reputation is built on an organization’s isolated crisis history and good relationship 

history with the stakeholders (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). A crisis is a sudden and unexpected event 

that threatens stakeholders and leads to high uncertainty. The pre-crisis reputation of an organization 

may play an important role in affecting stakeholders’ initial perceptions of the crisis and in turn 

influence their behavioural responses during a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Pre-crisis 

reputation has been acknowledged to shield the organization from reputational loss (cf. Claeys 

&Cauberge, 2015) and decreases word of mouth behavioural intentions towards the organization (cf. 

Hong & Yang, 2009). This is because stakeholders prefer to interpret the crisis information based on 

their prior perceptions of an organization (Wei, OuYang, & Chen, 2017; Coombs &Holladay, 2001).  

Thus, a favourable organizational pre-crisis reputation has the potential to create a buffering 

effect to protect the organization from reputational damage during a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 

2006; Claeys &Cauberge, 2015). A favourable pre-crisis reputation can on the one hand provide the 

organization with more reputational capital to spend in times of distress then an organization that has 

an unfavourable reputation prior to a crisis. On the other hand, a favourable pre-crisis reputation can 

actually create a halo effect because stakeholders may tend to neglect negative information related to 

the organization they favour so much. They might consider any crisis as just a slight mistake of an 

otherwise ‘good company’ (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). While organization with an unfavourable 

reputation prior the crisis may be considered all the more responsible for a crisis, because people 

expect nothing else from such a ‘bad company’. The former has been labelled a halo effect while the 

latter is called a velcro effect (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). These effects from a favourable or 

unfavourable pre-crisis reputation may also be relevant when considering the strategic potential of 

expressing hope in times of crisis. When an organization with a favourable pre-crisis reputation is 

confronted with a crisis, it is more likely to be considered a one-time event (Coombs & Holladay, 

2001), and thus perceived the crisis event as less severe. The expression of hope in this context may 

be considered genuine and stakeholders may genuinely believe that the organization will learn from 
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this ‘mistake’ and grow, therefore confirm stakeholders’ perception of a low level of crisis severity. 

Thus, in this case, hopeful framing may affect stakeholders’ perception of the crisis severity, and in 

turn influence their affective response intentions. When an organization with an unfavourable pre-

crisis reputation is confronted with a crisis, this is considered as ‘typical’ for the organization so the 

expression of hope is more likely to be considered merely strategic and incredible. Thus this results in 

following research hypothesis (see Figure 5): 

 

H3a: In case of an organization with favourable reputation, a hopeful message framing will lead to a 

less perceived crisis severity compared to a rational message framing; In case of an organization with 

unfavourable reputation, a hopeful message framing will no difference on perceived crisis severity 

compared to a rational message framing. 

H3b: In case of an organization with favourable reputation, a hopeful message framing will lead to a 

lower perceived crisis severity therefore less perceived uncertainty, and ultimately less negative 

behavioural intentions compared to a rational message framing; In case of an organization with 

unfavourable reputation, a hopeful message framing shows no moderated mediation effect on 

negative behavioural intentions through perceived severity and perceived uncertainty in serial. 

H3c: In case of an organization with favourable reputation, a hopeful message framing will lead to a 

lower perceived crisis severity therefore less perceived inappropriateness of the message, and 

ultimately fewer negative behavioural intentions compared to a rational message framing; In case of 

an organization with unfavourable reputation, a hopeful message framing shows no moderated 

mediation effect on negative behavioural intentions through perceived severity and perceived 

inappropriateness in serial. 

                    

 
Figure 5. . Hypothesized model for the moderating impact of pre-crisis reputation on the serial 

mediating role of perceived severity and perceived uncertainty/ perceived severity and 

inappropriateness in the effect of message framing on negative behavioural intentions 

 

2.5.1 Method 
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Study design and participants. Study 3 Study 1 used a 2 (Apology Framing: hope vs. rational 

message) × 2 (Pre-crisis reputation: Favourable vs. unfavourable) between-subjects design. We 

recruited 162 U.S. citizens (51% males, Mage =35.35 years, SD=10.30) from AMT to participate for 

financial compensation. The participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental 

conditions (N rational-unfavourable = 40, N rational-favour = 39, N hope- unfavourable = 42, N hope-favourable = 41). 

Between these conditions no age (F (3, 158)= .65, p = .58) or gender ( 2(3) =1.49, p = .68) 

differences were found among the participants. 

   Stimuli. We used a ‘signal failure’ crisis of a fictional mobile network operator called 

‘Nordicom’ (see Appendix D) retrieved from the CNN Facebook page. The article is entitled 

‘Nordicom users all suddenly fail to access any signal’. Unlike an accidental crisis in the first study, 

we made it a preventable crisis and made the bad effects of the crisis more explicit. The crisis was 

said having been caused by a technical problem in the data service system that could be prevented. 

    To manipulate pre-crisis reputation, participants were asked to read an introduction of the 

organization. In case of a favourable pre-crisis reputation, the company was described as a 

trustworthy company, maintaining a good relationship with its customers, employees and investors, 

and attaching much importance to giving back to society. In case of a favourable pre-crisis reputation, 

the company was described as an unreliable company, having bad relationships with its customers, 

employees and investors and being egoistic. After reading the scenarios respondents were asked to 

rate a 20-item 7-degree scale of perceived reputation ( = .96).  

   The responses of Nordicom were retrieved from its fictitious Facebook page (see Appendix 

D). In both responses, the CEO apologized for the inconvenience and stated the fact that the signal 

status is solved but ready to use all the functions (rational response). However, in the hope-framed 

response, the CEO added a hopeful message at the end with ‘I am very hopeful that these events will 

help us provide better quality and services to all our customers from now on.’ to promise a better 

product experience in the future.  

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions by the Qualtrics 

software. We first provided the introduction of the company, then the manipulation questions to rate 

the perceived reputation of the organization. Then the basic information on the crisis through the news 

report from the CNN Facebook page was presented, and later manipulation questions on crisis 

responsibility attribution. And in the end came the responses on the company Facebook page. After 

reading all the stimuli, the respondents answered some manipulation check questions about the 

message framing. Participants were asked to imagine that they were one of the users of the mobile 

network operator and then answer the rest of the online questions. The whole procedure took 

approximately 15 minutes.  

Measures. An overview of all measures and reliability analyses can be found in Appendix D, 

descriptive statistics of the measurements see table 3. All the measures are the same as used in study 

χ
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two. Additionally, for the manipulation of pre-crisis reputation, the 20-item organizational reputation 

scale of Fombrun, Gardberg and Sever (2000) and 4-item responsibility attribution scale of 

Griffin,Babin and Darden (1992) were used. 

 

2.5.2 Results 
 

Manipulation check. The participants perceived the response as more hopeful in the hope-framed 

condition (M = 5.18, SD = 1.17) than in the rational one (M = 4.59, SD = 1.43) (t (160) = 2.86, p 

= .005). And, the participants felt more hopeful in the hope-framed condition (M = 4.48, SD = 1.25) 

than in the rational one (M = 4.12, SD = 1.04) (t (160) = 1.95, p = .05). Furthermore, participants 

perceived the message more emotional in the hopeful response (M=4.55,SD=1.73) than the rational 

one (M=3.39,SD=1.04, t (160)=4.10, p < .001). 

Regarding pre-crisis reputation, participants perceived the company more favourable in the 

favourable pre-crisis reputation scenario (M = 5.47, SD = .97) than in the unfavourable pre-crisis 

reputation scenario (M=2.77, SD=1.55) (t (160) = 13.27, p < .001). Furthermore, as participants would 

attribute less responsibility to organizations with a favourable pre-crisis reputation (cf. Coombs 

&Holladay, 2001), perceived crisis responsibility was also tested immediately after showing the 

information of the crisis. Participants attributed the company more responsibility in the unfavourable 

pre-crisis reputation scenario (M = 5.59, SD = 1.29) than in the favourable pre-crisis reputation 

scenario (M=5.11, SD=1.20) (t (160) = 2.42, p = .017) , which showed a successful manipulation of 

the scenarios. 

Descriptive Analysis. As Shown in Table 3, the three mediators were all positively correlated 

with negative behavioural intention.  

Table 3. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics of study 3 

Measures 
Perceived  

Uncertainty 
Perceived  

Inappropriateness 
Perceived  
Severity 

Negative  
BI M SD 

Perceived Uncertainty / .524** .457** .742** 4.39 1.23 
Perceived Inappropriateness / .156* .686** 3.63 1.64 

Perceived Severity / 389** 6.18 1.80 
Negative BI / 4.10 1.60 

Note. N=162. M= mean, SD=standard deviation 
** Correlation significant at the 0.01 level. * Correlation significant at the 0.05 level. 
 

    Perceived severity. To test H3a, Model 7 of PROCESS Version 3 (Hayes, 2018) (bootstrap 

samples N = 5,000) was used to test the interaction of message framing and pre-crisis reputation on 

severity perception. A significant interaction effect (F (1, 158)= 4.63, p= .033; b=1.20, CI [.10, 2.31]) 

was found. In case of a favourable pre-crisis reputation, a rational message led to a significantly lower 

perceived severity (M=5.53, SD=0.28) than a hopeful message (M=6.32,SD=0.28; b= .79, CI [.01, 

1.57], p=.05), while no significant difference was found between a rational (M=6.63,SD=0.28) and a 
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hopeful message (M=6.22,SD=0.27; b= -.42, CI [-1.19, .36], p=.29) in case of an unfavourable pre-

crisis reputation. In addition, we should also notice that when using hopeful message, there is no 

significant difference on severity perception between both pre-crisis reputation conditions 

(Mfavourable=6.32,SD=0.28; Munfavourable=6.22,SD=0.27). 

 
Figure 6. Interaction effect of message framing and pre-crisis reputation on perceived severity 

Negative behavioural intentions. Model 83 of the Process Version 3 (Hayes, 2018) (bootstrap 

samples N = 5,000) was used to test the moderated serial mediation effect as suggested in H3b, with 

apology framing as the independent variable, pre-crisis reputation as the moderator, perceived 

severity and perceived uncertainty as the mediator in serial and negative behavioural intentions as the 

dependent variable. The results reveal a significant moderated serial mediation effect (b = .35, CI 

[.02, .75]). In case of an unfavourable reputation, message framing shows no effect on negative 

behavioural intention (b = -.12, CI [-.38, .10]); in case of a favourable reputation, hopeful message 

framing shows significant fewer negative behavioural intentions through higher severity perception 

and in turn more perceived uncertainty (b = .23, CI [.01, .50]), this contradicts what we have 

hypothesized. The result partially supports H3b.  

For H3c, a similar analysis, but with perceived inappropriateness as serial mediator (instead 

of perceived uncertainty) showed no significant moderated serial mediation effect (b = .11, CI [-

.01, .33]). This implies that a hopeful message framing leads to more negative behavioural intent due 

to higher perceived severity and uncertainty, but no effects were found through perceived 

inappropriateness of the message. Thus H3c is not supported.  
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2.5.3 Discussion 
 
The results of Study 3 show that organizational pre-crisis reputation moderates the effectiveness of a 

hope-framed apology on negative behavioural intentions through perceived severity and the perceived 

uncertainty of the crisis. Compared to a hope-framed apology, a rational apology leads to lower 

perceived severity of the crisis, which in turn create less uncertainty when an organization is viewed 

favourable, leading to fewer negative behavioural intentions. Perceived inappropriateness does not 

mediate these results. When an organization is viewed unfavourable, there is no significant difference 

between either types of message framing in regard to negative behavioural intentions.  

However, the results contradict what we have hypothesized that hope would be more 

appropriate for a company with a favorable reputation. According to the results, a hope-framed 

organizational crisis response may weaken the hallo effect of a favourable organizational pre-crisis 

reputation. A possible explanation is that a favourable pre-crisis reputation indicates a good 

organization-customer relationship (Coombs & Holladay, 2001), which consumers may feel highly 

involved in the crisis. Since it is an anomaly to see a crisis for a favourable organization, the crisis 

should be perceived as more severe, because it could be viewed as a one-time event, which has never 

happened in the past (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). However, in case of an unfavorable pre-crisis 

reputation, the crisis could be viewed as just another bad example among its many misdeeds.  

Therefore, consumers may prefer a rational response that focuses on the factual content of the 

response (i.e. apology) and the current information of the crisis event (problem fixed) when they feel 

highly involved in a crisis (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2012). This is because a rational message highlights 

the key information (e.g., responsibility acceptance) for consumers’ needs to decrease their 

uncertainty in crisis (Coombs, 2007; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2012). However, a hopeful response 

focuses on the emotion. Consumers may neglect the content of the response but pay more attention to 

the organization’s intention of shifting the current negative event to its future actions in the hope-

framed response. This may increase consumers’ judgements of the crisis severity. Because a 

favourable organization always performed well and met consumers’ expectations in the past (Coombs 

&Holladay, 2001), we highlighted the crisis situation in the stimulus the crisis could have been 

prevented, which may lead stakeholders to perceive the crisis this time more severe and 

uncontrollable than before. Thus consumers may view the crisis situation more uncertain thus conduct 

more negative behaviours. Compared to a message expressing hope, a rational message may lead 

consumers to perceive the crisis less severe, in turn less uncertainty towards the organization’s 

solution towards the crisis events in case of a favourable reputation.  

On the other hand, in case of an unfavourable reputation, the crisis may view as a pattern of 

similar crises (Coombs &Holladay, 2001). Thus the organization has nothing to lose in crisis (Helm 
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and Tolsdorf, 2013), consumers may pay less attention to what the organization has responded, the 

framing effect should not be significant on severity perception in this case.  

 

3. GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

3.1 Key Findings  
 
The current study examines how emotional framing can be incorporated into a crisis response 

message on social media. Crises bring a high level of uncertainty to stakeholders due to their 

unexpected nature. This uncertainty may evoke a negative tension among individuals, which may lead 

to negative behavioural intentions and negative effects on organizational reputation. Companies 

should therefore try to reduce this tension by providing accurate information to the public as soon as 

possible. Social media are an ideal tool for crisis communication managers to communicate in a quick 

and timely manner in crisis situations (Utz, Schultz, & Glocka, 2013). However, these messages on 

social media may also cause additional uncertainty because unconfirmed and false information gets 

quickly spread (Zhao, Yin, & Song, 2016). It is therefore crucial that organizations adopt 

communication strategies that reduce this uncertainty. The present study examines how expressing 

hope in a crisis response message on social media (Facebook) may reduce perceived uncertainty and 

perceived inappropriateness thus accordingly lower negative behavioural intentions.  

The present experimental research shows that a hope-framed crisis response can mitigate the 

detrimental effects of crises on negative behavioural intentions by reducing uncertainty. This 

contradicts past research on the role of humour in crisis response messages as humour was found to 

decrease the effectiveness of a message as it led to lower perceived sincerity of the message (Xiao et 

al., 2017). The current study shows that expressing positively valenced emotions may be beneficial in 

a crisis situation as it may reduce perceptions of uncertainty. This may be especially effective in the 

post-crisis stage as individuals may then be more focused on the future. In the post-crisis stage, people 

expect more than instructional information and expect to hear what organizations have learned from 

the crisis and their plans for future actions (Coombs, 2015; Jin et al., 2010). However, hope showed 

no moderated mediation effect on negative behavioural intentions through perceived uncertainty in 

study two. The reasoning may be that we induced uncertainty of the service in the both responses (we 

are not sure the failure will happen again) in experiment one, however the uncertainty is not explicitly 

mentioned in study two. 

However, one should be careful with the use of positive emotions as this study also shows 

that this emotion is perceived to be inappropriate when crisis situations are perceived to be highly 

severe. This is in line with past research showing an inverse relationship between perceived 

inappropriateness and positive affective responses in crisis situations (e.g. van der Meer and 
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Verhoeven, 2014). Our study in particular showed that the more inappropriate the message was 

perceived to be, the more negative behavioural intentions the respondents indicated. In the less severe 

condition, no difference appeared between hopeful and rational crisis response messages. Future 

research should further examine whether other positive emotions can be used in less severe crisis 

situations—in these cases, expressions of happiness, inspiration or serenity. In addition, it would be 

interesting to examine the effects of more controversial positive emotions in crisis contexts, such as 

pride. It would be interesting to see in which cases expressing these emotions may have positive 

effects in crisis situations.  

In addition, we also have an unexpected finding that hope works less for organizations with 

favourable pre-crisis reputation. In which, expressing hope in a crisis response may weaken the 

buffering effect of favourable pre-crisis reputation. A possible explanation is that as it is rare to see a 

company with favourable reputation have crises (Coombs &Holladay, 2001), the intention of 

expressing hope may lead to consumers’ additional uncertainty perception through increased 

perceived severity of the crisis, ultimately more negative behavioural intentions. Because a company 

with favourable reputation always maintains good relationship with consumers, this may lead 

consumers feel deeply involved in the crisis. Thus the result is also in line with Claeys and 

Cauberghe’s (2012) finding that when consumers feel highly involved, they tend to focus the content 

rather than the emotion.  

 

3.2 Managerial Implications 
 
The results of this study show that it may be effective to use an emotional message framing in crisis 

response messages spread through social media. In particular, the findings suggest that expressing 

hope in a crisis response message may be most effective in the post-crisis stage as it reduces perceived 

uncertainty. However, our findings further suggest that public relations practitioners should be very 

cautious when integrating hope in a crisis response message. Accordingly, in a severe crisis with 

injuries and victims, expressing hope may be perceived as inappropriate, which may result in more 

negative behavioural intentions. In this case, it is better to avoid a hope framing and use a rational 

message framing instead. Additionally, it may be better to use a rational message framing when the 

company has a strong pre-crisis reputation as a hopeful message framing may increase perceived 

severity of the crisis, which in turn may lead to higher perceived uncertainty and to more negative 

behavioural intentions. For companies with an unfavourable pre-crisis reputation, no differences 

appeared between the uses of a rational or hopeful message framing.  

   

3.3 Future Research and Limitations 
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Although the current paper provides valuable insights into the use of the positively valenced emotion 

of hope in a crisis response message on social media, some limitations of this study should be 

recognized and from which the research could be expanded in many other directions.  

First, only one response strategy (rebuild strategy) and one crisis type (preventable crisis) 

were used in the current research. According to Coombs and Holladay (2002), the message strategies 

may have different effects depending on the crisis type. However, in this case, we expect that 

expressing hope may be even more effective in situations where the attributed responsibility of the 

company for the crisis is low (victim or accidental crisis). While our study found that in a severe 

preventable crisis situation, expressing hope is detrimental, it is possible that expressing hope in a 

severe victim crisis would be more appropriate. Seeger and Sellnow's (2016) discourse of renewal 

indicates that crises offer an opportunity for growth but that a discourse of renewal seems more likely 

to occur when organizations face extreme victim crises such as natural disasters or terrorist attacks. 

Hope-framed crisis responses tend to emphasize the future rather than its past actions and negative 

consequences (Jin et al., 2010); instead, it can express empathy for the victims and promise a positive 

future to the stakeholders. Therefore, the hope used in a victim crisis should be related more to 

renewal rather than enhancing the product experience like we did in the current research.  

In addition, it may be a strategy to make a denial or diminish more effective as it may divert 

attention from the companies’ attempt to deny its responsibility. Different underlying mechanisms 

should be additionally taken into account, such as perceived message sincerity or perceived 

responsibility.  

Next, we used two fictional brands in our research. Actual brands may have different pre-

crisis reputation perceptions, and brands with a favourable pre-crisis reputation may experience less 

responsibility attribution for a crisis from the public (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2015). In addition, it may 

be that the respondents were confused about the names we used in the current study, as they resemble 

existing brand names. As such, Nordicom is the name of an academic journal in Sweden and T-Phone 

sounds very similar to the mobile network provider T-Mobile in America. Although Nordicom is not a 

professional brand of mobile network provider as mentioned in our experiment, and T-Mobile is not a 

producer of mobile phones, it may still confound the results.  

Additionally, the perceived hope of the message and evoked hope in the three studies are all 

above the midpoint in both hopeful and rational framing. This is because we used rebuild strategy 

with description of the solution for the crisis in all the designs (e.g., the signal failure being updated). 

This might somehow reduce psychological stress produced by the crisis made the participants feel 

more hopeful. Framing is to highlight some elements of the information and make them more salient 

in communication text (Entman, 1993). It is not practical to make the hopeful aspect salient in the 

hope framing if there is no hope in the rational framing. Importantly, if we would have used a no hope 

frame (instead of a rational one) in the control condition (e.g. ‘we are sorry that the signal failure is 



!
!
!

"!!

fixed but will happen again next week’), there would be no uncertainty evoked and conditions would 

differ both in hope framing and uncertainty. We wanted to keep the uncertainty about the crisis 

occurrence constant in our conditions and that’s why we decide to compare a hopeful and rational 

message framing. But indeed, this implies rather highly evoked hope feelings in both conditions. But 

we also had the emotional-rational measure (as discussed above) and this shows that the rational 

messages scored on or below the mid-point of the scale, while the emotional (hope) messages scored 

above the mid-point of the scale.    

Further, one should note that the means of perceived severity of the two scenarios in Study 2 

were both pretty high in the manipulation check and pre-test when interpreting the findings, which 

may lead to less variation in the moderator-perceived severity and have had unaccounted effects on 

our findings. However, the high scores on perceived severity may be partly explained by the fact that 

a crisis is per definition a severe situation, and otherwise there would be no crisis. 

Further, it is possible that the hopeful appeal did not only evoke a hopeful feeling but also other 

emotions like sadness or anger (e.g. when hope is used in inappropriate situations), which may affect 

the effectiveness of the hopeful frame. Future research should check the emotions evoked by the crisis 

response and test how they affect individuals’ responses.  

Additionally, the perceived severity scores in all studies here are all above the midpoint. This 

can be explained by the fact that it is a crisis situation that inherently needs a high severity level. 

When a situation is not perceived to be severe, it is not likely to be perceived as a crisis. Accordingly, 

high severity scores are desirable (above the mid-point of the scale), but there is a gradual intensity of 

severity of the crisis, ranging from less to highly severe. 

We did not take the types of hope into consideration when framing the crisis response. 

According to Poels and Dewitte (2008), hope can be divided into promotion hope and prevention 

hope, and they found that prevention hope-framed advertisements may lead to more product-related 

consumer behaviours than promotion hope (e.g. higher willingness to test the advertised product). 

Thus future research is necessary to clarify the impact of prevention versus promotion hope-framed 

responses in crisis communication messages.  

Finally, it is important to examine whether the effects of emotions in message framing depend 

on the medium that is used to distribute the message. Is a hopeful message more effective when a 

company communicates this message in a newspaper article, on a Facebook page, on their Twitter 

account or in a television interview? The specifics of these different media can lead to different effects 

of an emotional message framing. It would be interesting to take this into account in future research. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Appendix A''Stimulus Material Study 1 

 

First, respondents viewed a news message from CNN.  

During-crisis condition: 

JUST IN: At this moment, Nordicom users cannot use their mobile phones due to a signal failure. This 

happens due to a technical bug in the Nordicom data service system. 

Post-crisis condition: 

Yesterday, Nordicom users could not use their mobile phones due to a signal failure.  

This happened due to a technical bug in the Nordicom data service system. 

 

Next, respondents were instructed to read the response from Nordicom on their Facebook page.  

Rational message framing: 

Our CEO apologizes for the inconvenience and responds: “Our technical experts are now updating/ 

have updated the data service system. We are sorry for the inconvenience; however, we are not yet 

sure whether the signal failure might happen again in the Nordicom network. ” 

Hopeful message framing: 

Our CEO apologizes for the inconvenience and expresses his hope that “To promote a more powerful 

service system for our users, our technical experts are now updating /have updated the data service 

system, but we are not yet sure whether the signal failure might happen again. We are sorry for the 

inconvenience, and we truly hope that our customers can use the desirable full strength of a more 

reliable Nordicom network. ” 

 

Appendix B'Stimulus Material Study 2 

 

First, respondents viewed a news message from CNN.  

Low severity condition: 

Last week, many T-Phone 3X owners reported that their T-Phones automatically shut off even with 

the battery fully charged. The unexpected shutdowns happened due to the lithium-ion battery inside 

the device becoming overheated due to a technical problem. 

High severity condition: 

Last week, many T-Phone 3X owners got badly burned caused by their phones exploding. 26 victims 

still require major surgeries in hospital. The unexpected explosions happened due to the lithium-ion 

battery inside the T-Phone 3X, which became overheated due to a technical problem.  
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Next, respondents were instructed to read the response from Nordicom on their Facebook page.  

Rational message framing 

At T-Phone, we supply T-Phone services and technologies to our customers that enrich people’s lives. 

We apologize for the frustration the T-Phone 3X problems have caused to our customers. After a 

thorough investigation, our experts have already determined the cause of the overheating batteries and 

produced a new version of T-Phone 3X-V2. Last week, we offered replacements for the new version 

of T-Phone 3X for free to our customers. We appreciate your cooperation throughout the replacement 

process and your ongoing support for T-phones.  

Hopeful message framing 

At T-Phone, we strive to deliver world-class user experiences to our customers with T-phones. We 

apologize for the frustration the T-Phone 3X problems have caused our customers. We sincerely hope 

to enhance your experience with the T-phone by doing everything we can. Our experts have already 

determined the cause of the overheating batteries and upgraded the working process of the batteries in 

the new version of T-Phone 3X-V2. Last week, we offered replacements for the new version of T-

Phone 3X for free to our customers. We truly hope that the new, upgraded version of T-Phone leads to 

fantastic user experiences. 

 

Appendix C''Stimulus Material Study 3 

 

First, respondents viewed an introduction of the company.  

Company with favourable reputation: 

Nordicom is a providor of mobile telephone services in Belgium. It has been established 10 years ago. 

Since that time, it has built a very strong relationship with its customers, as well as its employees and 

investors. The company is considered one of the best employers in the country. It is also highly 

trustworthy amongst its customers and has increased profits over the years. In addition, its charismatic 

CEO attaches a lot of importance to giving back to society. The company does not only donate money 

to a number of good causes and, compared to other companies within the same sector, also tries hard 

to use its own expertise to help improve the lives of those less fortunate. 

Company with unfavourable reputation: 

Nordicom is a providor of mobile telephone services in Belgium. It has been established 10 years ago. 

Since that time, it has been known for its poor relationship with its customers, as well as its 

employees and investors. The company is considered one of the worst employers in the country, is 

considered quite untrustworthy amongst its customers and has suffered increased financial losses over 

the years. In addition, its charmless CEO appears to attach little importance to giving back to society. 

The company only donates a minimum of its income to good causes and, compared to other 
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companies within the same sector, refuses to use its own expertise to help improve the lives of those 

less fortunate.  

 

After completing the manipulation questions of perceived organizational reputation, 

respondents viewed a news message from CNN.  

Last week, the company received negative media coverage due to a problem situation. Nordicom 

users could not use their mobile phones for almost an entire day due to a signal failure. This happened 

due to a technical bug in the Nordicom data service system that could and should have been 

prevented. The company additionally struggled to solve this bug and the problem therefore lasted 

almost a full day. Customers of Nordicom were unable to use their phone and thus unable to call, send 

messages or even access the Internet with their smartphones. This situation hence caused significant 

inconvenience to all of its customers.  

 

Next, after completing the manipulation questions of perceived organizational crisis 

responsibility, respondents were instructed to read the response from Nordicom on their 

Facebook page.  

Rational: 

The CEO of Nordicom has apologized for the inconvenience and additionally responded:  

“Our technical experts have updated the data service system and the problem is now solved. All 

customers can use all functions of their phones again. We are very sorry for the inconvenience.” 

 

Hopeful: 

The CEO of Nordicom has apologized for the inconvenience and additionally responded:  

“Our technical experts have updated the data service system and the problem is now solved. All 

customers can use all functions of their phones again. We are very sorry for the inconvenience. I 

strongly believe, however, that this situation has provided us with an opportunity to learn and to 

improve our operations for the future. Therefore I am very hopeful that these events will help us 

provide better quality and services to all our customers from now on. ” 
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THE IMPACT OF MIXED VALENCE EMOTIONS IN ORGANIZATIONAL CRISIS 

COMMUNICATION ON CONSUMER’S NEGATIVE WORD-OF-MOUTH INTENTION 3 

 

ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the impact of expressing mixed valence emotions of anger and hope in 

organizational crisis communication on negative word-of-mouth on social media. In particular, the 

effects of expressing single valence (either positive or negative) versus mixed valence (expressing 

both positive and negative emotions) emotions are studied by means of a 4 (emotional message 

framing: control vs. s positive emotion vs. negative emotion vs. mixed valence emotions) by 2 (crisis 

type: victim vs. preventable crisis) between-subjects experimental design (N=295). Results show that 

in a preventable crisis, expressing mixed valence emotions elicits higher perceived sincerity and more 

empathy towards the spokesperson, and subsequently less negative word-of-mouth compared to 

expressing either single emotions or the control condition. However, in the case of a victim crisis, 

expressing single emotions, and especially a negative emotion like anger, results in less negative 

word-of-mouth through an increase in perceived sincerity and empathy towards the spokesperson.  

 

KEYWORDS: Crisis communication, negative word-of-mouth, mixed emotions; emotion valence, 

anger, hope. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
!

“I have to see patients in the morning,” said a 69-year-old doctor who refused to give up his seat on 

United Airlines flight 3411 on April 2017. Because the airline had overbooked the flight and no 

passengers were willing to leave the plane, the man was removed from his seat with force, knocking 

his head against an armrest before dragging his limp body down the aisle by his arms and legs. What 

happened was filmed simultaneously by other passengers, and nearly instantly posted on their 

Facebook and Twitter profiles, where they reached millions of views. At the same time, millions of 

complaints about what was happening on board of the plane came up throughout the Internet, which 

forced United Airline to issue its first quick response on social media. The response began with 

expressing the spokesperson’s feeling about the event (“this is an upsetting event to all of us here at 

United”), and then apologized for “re-accommodating” the passenger, but not for the passenger being 

dragged off the plane. Benoit (2018) points out that the response tried to make mortification but not 

apologizing for its offensive behavior. Thus the response infuriated the Internet even more, leading to 

numerous negative word-of-mouth and online boycott behaviors towards the airline. However, the 

emotion that United Airlines expressed in its response may also have played an important role in 

eliciting negative word-of-mouth. The current study will further examine how emotional message 

framing in crisis response messages on social media affects word-of-mouth intentions by comparing 

the effects of discrete emotions with a single (either positive or negative) versus mixed valence. 

Important to note is that we will keep the message content constant, but only manipulate the framing 

of the message to be either rational or emotional. This is important to be able to examine how 

emotions may affect the public’s reaction to crisis communication.  

Furthermore, we will examine this in the context of a product recall on social media. Most 

companies follow the guidelines provided by agencies such as the Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA, Food and Drug Administration, 2003) and frame their recalls in a rational manner, rarely 

expressing emotions in their communication. This approach may ensure clarity and transparency in 

communicating crises (Bowen, 2013; Hung-Baesecke & Bowen, 2017), however, it is more like 

informing stakeholders rather than engaging in a dialogic interaction with their stakeholders 

(Kelleher, 2009). This strategy may not be the most effective one however in an online environment, 

as the interactive and dialogic nature of social media makes it possible for stakeholders as well as 

organizations to spread user-generated contents instantly to a large group of people (Austin, Liu, & 

Jin, 2012; Valentini, 2015). Organizations should participate and engage more actively with 

stakeholders in this social media context. Research has already found that a personalized 

organizational crisis response via social media can be considered as more personal and humane and as 

such minimize crisis damage (Crijns, Cauberghe, Hudders, & Claeys, 2017; Kelleher, 2009). Because 

these social media allow for personalized and conversational crisis communication, we argue that they 
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may provide organizations with a good opportunity to engage dialogically with their stakeholders 

through expressing their emotions regarding the crisis events. 

 

   2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 
!
2.1 Emotional Message Framing in a Crisis Response 

 
Emotions refer to “internal, mental states representing evaluative, valenced reactions to events, 

agents, or objects that vary in intensity. They are generally short-lived, intense, and directed at some 

external stimuli” (Nabi, 2003, p. 226). Crisis events nowadays strike organizations immediately and 

unexpectedly, triggering devastating reputational damage instantly for organizations that are held 

responsible (Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 2007a). Research has shown that expressing emotions in crisis 

response messages may minimize crisis damage. This may be explained by the information these 

emotional messages may reveal, such as the organization’s concern for the wellbeing of publics or its 

willingness to accept responsibility for the crisis (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). Especially, most 

of these studies on emotional crisis response framing compare emotional framing to rational framing 

and focus on specific emotions (cf. van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014; Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014). In 

a rational framing, the crisis information is addressed to stakeholders in an objective and 

straightforward manner (Lu & Huang, 2018) and focus on the “factual and concrete information on 

the crisis event itself and describes the steps the organization is taking to manage the situation” (Moon 

& Rhee, 2012, p. 618). In an emotional framing, the crisis information focuses on the subjective and 

emotional factors in the message (Lu & Huang, 2018), in which the basic information in rational 

framing should also be included (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014).  

The discrete emotion theory suggests that there are different types of emotions that range on a 

continuum from lower-order (more automatic) to higher-order (more complex) emotions a few core 

emotions (Lazarus, 1991; Rossiter & Bellman, 2005). These distinct emotions may have distinct 

effects. The dimensional perspective, on the other hand, suggests that emotions can be categorized 

into bipolar dimensions, such as arousal (high vs. low activation), involvement (high vs. low) or 

valence (positive vs. negative or pleasure vs. displeasure) (cf. Bolls, 2010; Nabi, 2010). This holds the 

focus on to what extent of “positive or negative feeling evoked by a stimulus affect various cognitive 

and behavioral outcomes” (Nabi, 2010, p.154). Framing research often combines both approaches and 

categorizes discrete emotions on different dimensions (Lecheler, Schuck, & de Vreese, 2013). 

Accordingly, the discrete emotions can be categorized into positively or negatively valenced 

emotions.  

Most studies on crisis message framing have focused solely on discrete emotions with a 

negative valence, such as sadness, regret, and shame (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; Claeys, Cauberghe, 
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& Leysen, 2013; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). In particular, expressing shame and regret in 

crisis responses were found more effective on reputation repair by increasing message acceptance 

than rationally framed message (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). Similarly, expressing sadness 

over the crisis situation resulted in less reputational damage because it was perceived as more sincere 

as opposed to a rationally framed message (Claeys et al., 2013). Only limited research has focused on 

discrete emotions with a positive valence. One study found that humor results in a better reputation by 

decreasing the perceived crisis severity in the case of a rumor (Xiao, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017). 

That same study also indicates, however, that the use of humor in crisis communication can make 

matters worse in crisis situations where it may be perceived as insincere.  

However, the discrete emotion perspective holds that each emotion is associated with a core 

relational theme in order to produce the eliciting factor of the emotion, which in turn predicts its own 

action tendency (Lazarus, 1991). For example the action tendency of anger leads to “attack the 

offense against me” and hope leads to “yearning for better ”(Lazarus, 1991, p.826). According to Nabi 

(2003), emotions should not simply be ranged on a continuum but are rather distinguished as discrete 

emotions, and that each discrete emotion can play a different role in predicting individuals’ 

subsequent behaviors. However, rather than comparing a single emotional crisis response framing to a 

rational framing in previous studies (cf. van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014; Claeys & Cauberghe, 

2014), this study will compare the effectiveness of framing discrete emotions with a different valence.  

 

2.2 Expressing Emotions with Mixed Valence in Crisis Communication 

 

Previous research on the effectiveness of emotional crisis communication focuses on the effects of 

discrete emotions with a single valence, either negative (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; Claeys, 

Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) or positive (Xiao et al., 2018). In this 

study, we aimed to examine the complexity of situations where an organizational spokesperson 

expresses different discrete emotions with a different valence in the same response. Research shows, 

for instance, that entrepreneurs tend to experience mixed instead of single emotions in their decision 

making, as they are often confronted with ambiguous risk situations (Podoynitsyna, Van der Bij, & 

Song, 2012). In times of crisis, spokespersons should inevitably experience mixed emotions, as they 

have to alwyas deal with ambiguity and uncertainty that a crisis brings (Liu, Bartz, & Duke, 2016). A 

crisis may not only lead to negative outcomes such as reputational damage, but also to opportunities 

to learn from the crisis and grow (Ulmer et al., 2007; Ulmer & Sellnow, 2002). These opportunities 

may be reflected in post-crisis communication. Anger is triggered when people experience a negative 

event (e.g. blocking of a goal), and hope motivates individuals to attain desired goals in the future. 

Both emotions may be used to communicate a renewal goal in crisis communication. Several crisis 

definitions propose this dual effect of crises (cf. Ulmer et al., 2007). So it may be relevant to consider 
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communication that expresses both negative as well as positive emotions in response to these crises. 

For example, Duke University communicated both anger and hope in its rape scandal (Jin et al., 

2010), and the CEO of United Airlines expressed his anger for the misdeeds and hope for a better 

service in the final response to the passenger dragging off crisis in 2016 (Benoit, 2018).  

As anger and hope have already been used in crisis communication practice and research (cf. Jin 

et al., 2010; Benoit, 2018), in the current study, we use anger to represent the emotions with negative 

valence, hope as the emotion with positive valence and include both emotions to reflect the emotion 

with mixed valence. Anger is triggered when people experienced a negative event (e.g. blocking of a 

goal) (Lazarus, 1991), and hope motivates individuals to attain possible desired goals in the future 

(MacInnis & De Mello, 2005), which is quite suitable to communicate a renewal goal in crisis. In 

particular, we expect that the use of mixed emotions can affect perceptions of sincerity, which has 

been shown to be of importance in prior research on emotional crisis communication (cf. Claeys et al., 

2013). In turn, we expect this sincerity to affect the level of empathy experienced with the 

spokesperson of an organization in crisis, which determines the amount of reputation repair according 

to prior research (Crijns, Claeys, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017). We therefore experimentally examine 

the impact of mixed versus single valence emotions on negative word-of-mouth intention through 

sincerity and empathy. We consider the crisis type to be a potential moderator to the impact of 

emotions in crisis communication, however. Different crisis types require different crisis reactions 

(Coombs, 2007b). While this has been tested before in terms of the content of a crisis response (e.g., 

apology vs. denial) (e.g., Claeys, Cauberghe, & Vyncke, 2010), this needs to be examined for the 

framing of the message in terms of emotions.   

 

2.3 The Impact of Emotional Message Framing on Negative Word-of-Mouth Intention in 

Different Crisis Types 

 

Crisis events cause devastating reputational damage for organizations (Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 2007), 

however, according to situational crisis communication theory (SCCT, Coombs & Holladay, 2002), 

potential reputational damage and stakeholders’ negative behavioral reactions (e.g. negative word-of-

mouth) can be mitigated through communicating appropriately. Coombs and Holladay (2002) suggest 

that an appropriate crisis communication strategy should accept the corresponding level to which 

stakeholders attribute responsibility for the crisis to the organization. Crisis types can therefore be 

categorized into three clusters reflecting an increase in stakeholders’ responsibility attribution: victim 

crisis (e.g. damage by an external agent against the organization), accidental crisis (e.g. industrial 

accident caused by sudden equipment failure) and preventable crisis (e.g. organizational misdeed and 

misconduct) (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Accordingly, crisis communication strategies should be 

differentiated into three main clusters with an increase in responsibility acceptance: denial, diminish 
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and rebuild (Coombs & Holladay, 2002; Coombs, 2007b). An organization should match its crisis 

response strategy to the crisis type and accept as much responsibility for the events as is attributed by 

the public. 

With this study we argue that organizations should not only take the crisis type into account when 

determining the content of the crisis message (i.e. crisis response strategy), but also when considering 

which emotions are appropriate to express. Because each discrete emotion can play a different role in 

predicting individuals’ subsequent behaviors (Nabi, 2003; Lazarus, 1991). In a crisis context, it is 

noteworthy that different emotions or combinations of emotions expressed by spokespersons may 

reveal organization’s different concern for the crisis and its intention in responsibility acceptance, 

guiding stakeholders’ judgments and decision making (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014, Kim & 

Cameron, 2011).  

To better understand the moderating role of crisis type in the effect of emotional crisis response 

message framing on negative word-of-mouth intention, we expect the moderation effect could be 

explained by perceived sincerity of the message and empathy towards the spokesperson. The framing 

effect of emotions in crisis communication can be mediated by perceived sincerity (Claeys et al., 

2013; Xiao et al., 2017). A message expressed with heartfelt and genuineness can be perceived as 

sincere (Risen & Gilovich, 2007). Sincerity can be enhanced through expressing concern or 

consideration for an event in the message (Hoeffler & Keller, 2002). Choi and Chung (2012) stressed 

that perceived sincerity is a key factor in affecting individuals’ acceptance of a crisis communication 

strategy. The more sincere an organizational crisis response is perceived, the more positive publics’ 

reaction towards the organization (Choi and Chung, 2012; Claeys et al., 2013; Xiao et al., 2017). 

However, empathy is also related to emotional message framing as it is defined as the ability to 

appreciate others’ state and representing an affective vicarious response to others’ feelings or 

emotions (Bennett, 2015). The empathy model of forgiveness (McCullough, Rachal, & Worthington, 

1997) suggests that people forgive others for wrongdoings depending on the extent that people 

experience empathy for them (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). McCullough et al. (1997) found that a 

victim tended to experience more empathy when the offender offers an apology over his or her 

misdeeds, which in turn resulted in forgiveness. 

 

2.4 Single Valence Emotional Framing (Anger vs. Hope)  

 

Anger is defined as a negative emotion, which is mostly triggered when people feel offended or 

experienced an unpleasant event (e.g. blocking of a goal), and involves an action tendency for 

blaming (Lazarus, 1991; Kuppens & Tuerlinckx, 2007). However, the blaming behavior is different 

depending on who or what is responsible for the negative events (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006). When an 

external agent is responsible, anger means a blocking of a goal!which caused by another individuals. 
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This may elicit the feeling that one has been treated unfairly (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006). Anger drives a 

strong desire to take revenge and blame the offender, showing a willingness to overcome the 

frustration, fix the situation and regain the control over a threatening situation (Turner, 2007). In that 

sense, anger may function as an implicit denial and blame external agents for the crisis. When one-

self is responsible, anger means someone is blaming him/herself for causing negative events, in this 

sense anger is highly correlated with regret and guilt (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006). However, Ellsworth 

and Tong (2006) also pointed out that people use anger here to wish they had acted differently and 

want to escape from the uncomfortable situation. Thus, when the organization is responsible, anger 

gives a hint they are willing to accept the responsibility but shows no desire to remedy the situation or 

to make amends.  

Hope can be defined as a positive emotion that arises from uncertain environments or outcomes 

and motivates individuals to attain uncertain but possible desired goals in the future (MacInnis & De 

Mello, 2005). As a future goal-driven emotion, hope could help organizations to shift publics’ 

attention from their past misdeeds to their future actions to achieve better goals in crisis 

communication (Jin, Park, & Len-Ríos, 2010; MacInnis & De Mello, 2005; Poels & Dewitte, 2008). 

Compared to anger, hope only focuses on an organization’s future actions but shows no explicit 

information in responsibility acceptance, which lacks the key information for publics’ decision 

making during crisis (Coombs, 2007a). Thus, hope may be considered insincere and could elicit 

publics’ lower empathy towards the organization. 

Accordingly, in the context of crisis communication, the effectiveness of anger could be 

moderated by crisis type. As mentioned previously, the causality of a crisis lies in the external agent 

against organization in a victim crisis whereas the causality lies in the organization itself in a 

preventable crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). As we know, anger frame direct publics to attribute 

blame to individuals who hold responsibility for the crisis (Kim & Cameron, 2011). In a victim crisis, 

this implies that an anger frame directs publics to attribute blame to an external agent. As such, anger 

expressed in the context of a victim crisis may function as a denial strategy. In this case, expressing 

anger implies a match according to SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). In addition, an anger frame 

expressed in response to a victim crisis may indicate organization’s promotional willingness to 

overcome the frustration, fix the situation and regain the control of a threatening situation (Turner, 

2007). Anger is the most natural reaction towards a situation when someone is offended or suffers 

from negative events caused by others (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006). Therefore, publics may consider the 

message as highly sincere and empathetic as it expresses what a human would feel in such situation 

under most circumstances. 

However, in a preventable crisis, an anger frame directs the public to attribute blame to the 

organization itself (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006; Kuppens & Tuerlinckx, 2007). Because when an 

organization that is to blame expresses anger, it implies that it accepts blame. In this sense, anger in 
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the context of a preventable crisis may indicate the organization’s regret for the wrongdoings and 

willingness to accept the responsibility. Hence, the publics may also interpret expressing anger in a 

preventable crisis as a match response according to SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 2002), however, not 

entirely. An accommodative rebuild strategy, which is recommended by SCCT in the case of a 

preventable crisis, implies not only that the organization admits responsibility but also that it tries to 

accommodate the victims (Coombs, 2007b). Anger, however, can lead the public to believe that the 

organization has no intention to remedy its actions or learn from the crisis in the future (Ellsworth & 

Tong, 2006). Accordingly, the crisis response message may be perceived as insincere, and it is less 

likely to evoke publics’ empathy towards the spokesperson. Thus, we argue that in preventable crisis, 

an anger frame should include another emotion that emphasizes future actions (i.e. hope) in order to 

remedy the shortage.  

 

2.5 Mixed Valence Emotional Framing (Anger and Hope) 

 

Following the logic that crisis can be negative in resulting in damage, but also in opportunity for 

renewal (Ulmer et al., 2007; Ulmer & Sellnow, 2002), we define mixed valence emotions are those 

comprising both negative and positive emotions (Bennett, 2015), it is usually characterized as a 

negative-positive sequence (Merchant, Ford, & Sargeant, 2010). Because positive emotions should be 

evoked after experiencing negative emotions in order to minimize the discomfort that negative 

emotion may bring to people and as such in order to maintain the positive elements of the message 

(Merchant et al., 2010).  

McCullough, Fincham and Tsang (2003) argued that when individuals are responsible for a 

negative event, empathy can be evoked by resuming publics’ caring for the individual on the basis of 

their distress over their wrongdoings. A mixed valence emotional message shows its regret over its 

misdeeds and acceptance of crisis responsibility through expressing anger (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006) 

and shows future action to change the unsatisfied situation through expressing hope (Jin et al., 2010). 

Thus, we argue expressing mixed valence emotion may be seen more sincere than solely admiting 

one's mistake (anger) or making promise for future (hope) in a crisis response. In addition, we expect 

mixed valence emotional framing used in preventable crisis may result in publics’ highest empathy 

towards the organization than other emotional framing.  

To conclude, we argue that the effectiveness of the mixed valence emotional message framing on 

negative word-of-mouth is moderated by the crisis type through perceived sincerity and empathy 

towards the spokesperson. In the case of a victim crisis, single negative emotional framing will result 

in less negative word-of-mouth than positive and mixed valence emotional framing through increased 

perceived sincerity and empathy towards the spokesperson. In the case of a preventable crisis, mixed 

valence emotional framing will result in less negative word-of-mouth than single positive or negative 
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valence emotional framing through increased perceived sincerity and empathy towards the 

spokesperson.  

 

H1.1: In the case of a victim crisis, solely expressing anger will result in less negative word-of-

mouth than expressing hope or mixed valence emotional framing, through increased perceived 

sincerity and empathy towards the spokesperson. 

 H1.2: In the case of a preventable crisis mixed valence emotional framing will result in less 

negative word than solely expressing hope or anger through increased perceived sincerity and 

empathy towards the spokesperson (see Figure 1).  

 
        Figure 1. Conceptual moderated mediation model of the hypotheses 

 

 
3 METHOD 

!
3.1 Experimental design and Stimuli 

!
In order to examine how an emotional message framing impact publics’ negative word-of-mouth 

intentions in different crisis types, we compared discrete emotions with a single valence, either 

negative (anger) or positive (hope) to emotions with a mixed valence (combining anger with hope). 

We included a rational frame as a control condition.. We thus conducted a 4 (message framing: 

rational vs. anger vs. hope vs. anger-hope) × 2 (crisis type: victim vs. preventable) between-subjects 

experimental design. This led to eight crisis scenarios that were randomly allocated to participants.  

   We used a fictitional crisis scenario to manipulate the conditions. The scenarios involved a 

fictitious milk powder brand called Vitapabies. The scenarios consisted of a breaking news report 

from CNN about a milk powder tampering crisis (see Appendix A) and the crisis response from the 

spokesperson of the company involved on its Facebook page (see Appendix B). The crisis type was 

manipulated in different crisis descriptions. It describes the same basic information of the crisis 

(cyanide contamination) and the victims (seven babies died and three are still in an intensive care 

unit) in all scenarios. In the victim crisis condition, a salesman from local supermarket, who had 

nothing to do with the milk powder brand, was to blame for the contaminating the powder 
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deliberately. In the preventable crisis condition, the crisis was caused by an employee of the milk 

powder brand. The organization was considered responsible because it had failed to prevent this from 

happening due to a lack of quality control mechanisms. 

The response from the spokesperson was designed as a post from the official Facebook account 

of the company. Participants were told the response was issued immediately after the crisis event was 

triggered. The responses were manipulated in four different emotional frames (rational vs. anger vs. 

hope vs. anger and hope combined). In the rational response, the company released its plan to recall 

milk powder, and claimed that they will learn from this experience. At last, the company showed their 

desire to support the police and the families involved. This part was used in all the other emotional 

frames as well, each of which added an emotional expression by the spokesperson. In anger-framed 

response, the spokesperson claimed to feel “angry” towards the “infuriating” crisis events, and that 

the organization would “learn” from this “upsetting” experience. In hope-framed response, the 

spokesperson enhanced the future goals by claiming that he “hoped” no more families would ever 

have to suffer through anything like this again, and they as an organization would “grow“ from this 

experience moving forward. In the condition that combined hope and anger, the spokesperson firstly 

expressed his anger (same as in the anger framed condition) and then hope (same as in the hope 

framed condition). Each of these manipulations is fully described in Appendix B.  

 

3.2 Measures 

!
Manipulation check measures. For the manipulation check of the rational versus emotional frames, 

participants were asked how they rated the reaction from the spokesperson of the organization on a 

four-item 7-degree semantic differential scale (rational/emotional, objective/subjective, based on 

facts/not based on facts, tangible/intangible, α = .70) (Liu & Stout, 1987).  

For the manipulation of the discrete emotional frames, participants were asked to rate how the 

spokesperson felt in his response towards the events on a 7-degree 3-item scale (angry, irritated, 

annoyed, α = .89) for anger, and 2 items (hopeful, optimistic, α = .96) for hope (Fredrickson, Tugade, 

Waugh, & Larkin, 2003).  

For the manipulation of single versus mixed valence emotional frames, in addition to the 

measurement of hope and anger, participants were asked to rate how they think the spokesperson 

expressed only a positive/negative emotion vs. both positive and negative emotions in his response 

(only positive/negative emotion vs. both positive and negative emotions).  

For the manipulation of crisis type, participants were asked to rate the following statements 

concerning the events that happened on a 7-degree scale: (a) “Circumstances, not the organization, are 

responsible for the crisis,” (b) “The blame for the crisis lies with the organization,” and (c) “The 

blame for the crisis lies in the circumstances, not the organization.” (α = .90, Griffin, Babin & 



!
!
!

""#

Darden, 1992; Coombs& Holladay, 2002) 

Mediating Variables.  Perceived sincerity was measured using a three-item scale from Aaker 

(1997) by asking how “honest /sincere/genuine” participants judge the response of the organization on 

a 7-point Likert scale (α = .96).  

Empathy towards the spokesperson was measured by asking participants to rate to what extent 

they held the following emotions (sympathetic/ empathic/ concerned/ moved/ compassionate, α

= .95) with regard to the spokesperson on a 7-point Likert scale (McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 

2003).  

Dependent Variable. Negative word-of-mouth intention was measured by asking participants to 

what degree thy would intend to do each of the following behaviors after reading the response from 

the spokesperson: (a) Warn my friends and relatives not to buy this brand. (b) Complain to my friends 

and relatives about this brand. (c) Say negative things about this brand to other people (α = .91, 

Alexandrov, Lilly, & Babakus, 2013), again, on a 7-point Likert scale. 

Control Variable. Perceived involvement with the crisis was used as control variable because 

Claeys and Cauberghe (2014) found that the effectiveness of emotional message framing was 

influenced by the individual's perceived involvement with the crisis, when someone feel highly 

involved in a crisis, he or she may not accept an emotional crisis message. For example, as we used a 

milk powder tampering event in the stimuli, participants who have babies may feel highly involved in 

the crisis, thus it is better to keep the level of perceived involvement low to avoid unaccountable 

noise.  Therefore, we measured this by asking participants to rate following statements on a 7-point 

Likert scale: (a) The information about the events is very important to me. (b) These events matter a 

great deal to me. (b) These events are very relevant to me ( = .92, Kopalle & Lehmann, 2001).  

 

3.3 Pretests 
 
The first pretest was performed to check the manipulations of the stimuli of the crisis type among 115 

U.S. citizens (55% males, Mage = 37.03 years, SD = 12.67). The second pretest was performed to 

check the manipulations of the message framing stimuli among 133 U.S. citizens (52% males, Mage = 

36.23 years, SD = 11.36). All participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (AMT) to 

participate for financial compensation. 
Crisis type Participants in the preventable crisis condition (M=4.96, SD=1.28) attributed more 

crisis responsibility to the organization than in the victim crisis condition (M=2.60, SD=1.41, 

t(113)=9.40, p< .001), which showed a successful manipulation of crisis type. 

Rational vs. Emotional Frames (Anger/ hope/ mixed) One-way ANOVA test was used to check 

the manipulation (F (3, 129) =5.51, p< .001). The LSD post-hoc analysis suggested that rational 

message (M=2.94, SD=1.85) was perceived less emotional than the anger message framing (M=5.18, 

α
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SD=1.73, p< .001), the hope message framing (M=3.90, SD=1.86, p= .05) and the mixed emotional 

message framing (M=4.27, SD=2.10, p= .004). Hence, the manipulation of the emotional responses 

versus the rational control condition was successful.  

Emotional Frames (Anger vs. hope vs. rational) Participants in the anger message framing 

scenario perceived the spokesperson as expressing significantly more anger (M=5.41, SD=1.39) than 

those in the hope scenario (M=3.83, SD=2.07, t (62)= 3.62, p< .001) and marginally significantly 

more than those in the rational scenario (M=4.37, SD=1.71, t (68)= 2.79, p= .007). Participants in the 

hopeful message scenario (M=3.87, SD=1.70) perceived the spokesperson as being significantly more 

hopeful than those in the anger scenario (M=3.15, SD=1.62, t (62)= 1.75, p= .05) and those in the 

rational scenario (M=2.99, SD=1.61, t (64)= 2.16, p= .035).  

Single vs. Mixed valence emotional frames Participants in the mixed valence emotional framing 

scenarios (M=4.48, SD=1.73) were more likely to report that the spokesperson had expressed mixed 

valence emotions than the ones in the responses framed with single emotions (anger and hope) 

(M=3.61, SD=2.09, t (95)=2.07, p=0.04). 

 

3.4 Participants and procedure 

!
We recruited 295 U.S. citizens (46% males, Mage = 39.19 years, SD = 11.44) from Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk (AMT) to participate for financial compensation. The participants were randomly 

assigned to one of the eight experimental conditions (N rational-victim crisis = 35, N rational-

preventable crisis = 43, N anger -victim crisis = 42, N anger -preventable crisis = 35, N hope-victim 

crisis = 37, N hope-preventable crisis = 37, N anger-hope-victim crisis = 34, N anger-hope-

preventable crisis = 34). Between these conditions no age (F (7, 287)= 1.54, p = .15) or gender 

differences (Chi2 (7)= 7.54, p = .38) were found. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the eight conditions by the Qualtrics online survey 

software. We first provided participants with basic information on the crisis through the news report 

from the CNN website, and then the response from the official Facebook account. After reading the 

stimuli, respondents answered some manipulation check questions and then answered the rest of the 

online questions. The whole procedure took about 15 minutes. 

 

4. ANALYSES AND RESULTS  
!
4.1 Manipulation checks 

!
Rational vs. Emotional Frames (Anger/ hope/ mixed). One-way ANOVA test was used to check the 

manipulation (F (3, 291) =15.47, p< .001). According to the LSD post-hoc analysis of ANOVA, the 
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rational message (M=3.89, SD=2.05) was perceived less emotional than the anger message frame 

(M=5.57, SD=1.57, p< .001), the hope message frame (M=4.58, SD=1.86, p= .02) and the mixed 

emotional message framing (M=5.53, SD=1.55, p< .001). 

Single emotional Frames (Anger vs. hope vs. rational). Participants in the anger condition 

considered the spokesperson to have been significantly more angry (M=5.60, SD=1.44) than those in 

both the hope condition (M=3.97, SD=1.55, t (149)= 6.71, p< .001) and the rational scenario (M=4.39, 

SD=1.54, t (151)= 5.03, p< .001). Participants in the hope condition (M=4.30, SD=1.85) considered 

the spokesperson to have been significantly more hopeful than those in the anger scenario (M=3.32, 

SD=2.01, t (149)= 6.71, p= .003) and the rational scenario (M=3.45, SD=1.94, t (148)= 2.70, p= .008). 

Single vs. Mixed valence emotional frames. Participants in mixed valence emotional framing 

scenarios (M=4.90, SD=1.70) were more likely to report experiencing mixed valence emotions than 

the ones in the responses framed with single emotions (M=4.07, SD=2.23, t (217)=2.73, p=0.01). 

Crisis type. Participants in the preventable crisis (M=5.31, SD=1.37) attributed more crisis 

responsibility to the organization than those in the victim crisis (M=2.55,SD=1.49, t (293)=16.50, 

p< .001), which finally showed a success in crisis type manipulation. 

 

4.2 Descriptive Analysis 

 

As Shown in Table 1, the two mediators were both negatively correlated with negative word-of-

mouth intention. This implies that when participants perceived the response to be more sincere or 

when the response evoked more empathy towards the spokesperson, they were less inclined to spread 

negative information about the company in crisis. The control variable crisis involvement, however, 

was positively correlated with negative word-of-mouth intention. When participants felt deeply 

involved with the crisis, they were more likely to engage in negative word-of-mouth towards the 

company. 

 

Table 1. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics 

Measures 
Perceived  
Sincerity 

Empathy 
Towards spokesperson 

Perceived  
Involvement 

Negative  
Word-of-mouth  M SD 

Perceived Sincerity / .638** .140* -.437** 4.81 1.62 
Empathy towards spokesperson .638** / .296** -.393** 4.05 1.84 

Perceived involvement .140* .296** / .084 4.74 1.73 
Negative word-of-mouth  -.437** -.393** .084 / 4.05 1.71 

            Note. N=295. M= mean, SD=standard deviation 

** Correlation significant at the 0.01 level. * Correlation significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

4.3 The Impact of Single Valence Emotions on Negative WoM Intention 

!
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To test the dual moderated mediation model, we used Model 7 of PROCESS (Hayes, 2017, bootstrap 

samples N = 10,000) in the analyses by adding perceived crisis involvement as control variable. 

Before we start the moderated mediation analysis, however, the interaction effect between crisis type 

and message framing on negative word-of-mouth intention was tested (F (3, 291)=3.55, p= .015, 2 

= .036). This allows us to examine how message framing works in different crisis types. As shown in 

Table 2, we found no interaction between any of the single valence emotional message frames and the 

rational frame. However, interaction effects were found when comparing the mixed valence emotional 

message frame to the other conditions. Thus, we especially focused the moderated mediation analysis 

on the differences between the mixed valence emotional message frame on the one hand and the 

single valence emotional message frames or rational frame on the other hand. 

 

Table 2. Interaction between crisis type and message framings on negative word-of-mouth 

intention 

Crisis Type Message Frame M SD Rational Anger Hope Mixed 

Victim crisis 

Rational 3.6 1.80 / 0.32 0.03 -.41 
Anger 3.28 1.72 -.32 / -.29 -.73* 
Hope 3.57 1.84 -.32 0.29 / -.44 
Mixed 4.01 1.65 0.41 0.73* 0.44 / 

Preventable crisis 

Rational 5.04 1.37 / 0.59 0.46 1.25* 
Anger 4.45 1.41 -.59 / -.13 0.65 
Hope 4.59 1.43 -.46 0.13 / .78* 
Mixed 4.51 1.54 -1.25* -.65 -.78* / 

           Note. N=295. M= mean of negative word-of-mouth intention, SD=standard deviation. 

*Significant at the 0.05 level based on estimated marginal means. 

 

To illustrate the moderated mediation model, we conducted all analyses with the SPSS macro 

PROCESS version 3 by adding perceived crisis involvement as control variable (model 7, 10000 

bootstrap, 95 confidence interval, Hayes, 2017). The results discussed in Table 3 are in line with what 

we have found in the interaction analysis, which there are no moderated mediation effects among any 

of the single valenced emotional message frames and the rational frame. 

 

Table 3.  Moderated mediation between single valence emotions 

Rational vs. 
Anger  

Rational vs. 
Hope Anger vs. Hope 

Moderated mediation via perceived 
sincerity 

b= .44, CI[-
.06, .93],  n.s 

b= .37, CI[-
.21, .95] ,n.s. 

b = .37, CI[-
.21, .95], n.s. 

Moderated mediation via empathy 
towards the spokesperson 

b= .31, CI[-
.19, .81]), n.s. 

b= .07, CI[-
.59, .43], n.s. 

b= .04, CI[-
.48, .54], n.s. 

          Note. n.s. no significance 

η
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4.4 The Impact of Mixed Valence Emotion Compared to Single Valence Emotions on 
Negative WoM Intention 
4.4.1 Mixed vs. Rational 

!
Moderated mediation through perceived sincerity No significant moderated mediation effect (b= .03, 

CI[-.47, .47]) was found on negative word-of-mouth intention through perceived sincerity (perceived 

crisis involvement positively influenced (b= .20, p= .01) negative word-of-mouth intention) 

Moderated mediation through empathy towards the spokesperson. No significant moderated 

mediation effect (b= -.18, CI[-.69, .18]) was found on negative word-of-mouth intention through 

empathy towards the spokesperson (perceived crisis involvement n.s. (perceived crisis involvement 

positively influenced (b= .24, p< .01) negative word-of-mouth intention). 

 
4.4.2 Mixed vs. Anger 

!
Moderated mediation through perceived sincerity. When comparing the mixed valence emotional 

frame to the anger frame, we found a significant moderated mediation effect (b=-.31, CI [-.81, -.02]). 

Specifically, compared to the anger frame, the mixed valence emotional frame showed eliciting more 

negative word-of-mouth through perceived decreased sincerity in the victim crisis type (b = .38, CI 

[.12, .81]), however no difference found in the preventable crisis through perceived sincerity (b = .07, 

CI [-.14, .35]) (perceived crisis involvement positively influence (b= .19, p< .05) negative word-of-

mouth intention). As seen from Figure 2, compared to anger frame, mixed valence emotional frame 

increased negative word-of-mouth intention through decreased perceived sincerity in a victim crisis, 

while it showed no difference in affecting negative word-of-mouth intention through perceived 

sincerity in a preventable crisis.  
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Figure 2. Interaction effect of emotional message framing and crisis type on perceived sincerity 

 

Moderated mediation through empathy towards the spokesperson. When comparing the mixed 

valence emotional frame to the anger frame, we also found a significant moderated mediation effect 

through perceived empathy (b=-.42, CI [-.99, -.03]). Specifically, the mixed valence framing response 

message evoked less empathy towards the spokesperson (b=. 08, CI [.06, 70]) in a victim crisis and 

thus increased negative word-of-mouth intention more than the anger framed crisis response. No 

significant difference has been found in a preventable crisis through empathy towards the 

spokesperson (b=-.02, CI [-.11, .03]) on negative word-of-mouth intention (perceived crisis 

involvement positively influence (b= .30, p< .001) negative word-of-mouth intention). Hence, as we 

could conclude from Figure 3, mixed valence emotional frame resulted in more negative word-of-

mouth intention through decreased empathy in a victim crisis, but it showed no difference in a 

preventable crisis. 

 
Figure 3. Interaction effect of emotional message framing and crisis type on empathy towards 

the spokesperson 

 

 

4.4.3 Mixed vs. Hope        
!

The results revealed no significant moderated mediation effect of mixed valence versus hope frame on 

negative WOM intention through perceived sincerity (b=-.31, CI [-.81, .14], see figure 2). However, a 

significant moderated mediation occurred through perceived empathy towards the spokesperson (b=-

.51, CI [-1.11, -.07], see figure 3). In particular, results revealed that, in a preventable crisis, the mixed 

valence frame led to lower negative WOM intention than the hope frame through higher feelings of 
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empathy towards the spokesperson (b=-.47, CI [-.92, -.12]). No significant mediation effect appeared 

in the victim crisis (b= .04, CI [-.26, .39]). 

 

5. DISCUSSION 
5.1 Key Findings  

!
The current study examined the impact of expressing discrete emotions with a single versus mixed 

valence on negative word-of-mouth and how these effects are moderated by crisis type. The results of 

an experimental study showed that there was no main effect of emotional message framing on 

negative word-of-mouth. However, there appeared to be a significant interaction between emotional 

message framing and crisis type. More specifically, in a victim crisis, expressing emotions with a 

mixed valence (compared to an anger frame) led to less perceived sincerity and less empathy to the 

spokesperson, which eventually resulted in more on negative word-of-mouth intention. In the case of 

a preventable crisis, expressing mixed valence emotions (compared to an anger frame) resulted in less 

negative word-of-mouth through increased perceived sincerity. No differences occurred on perceived 

empathy towards the spokesperson. When comparing the mixed valence conditions to the hope frame, 

results revealed that the effect of expressing mixed valence emotions on negative word-of-mouth 

intention was only mediated by empathy towards the spokesperson and not by perceived sincerity. 

More specifically, a mixed valence frame decreased negative word-of-mouth intention through 

enhanced empathy in the preventable crisis, while no difference has been found in victim crisis. In 

addition, no differences were found between anger and hope or between mixed and hope frames on 

negative word-of -mouth in both victim crisis and preventable crisis through perceived sincerity or 

empathy towards spokesperson. 

 

5.2 Theoretical contributions  

!
We unraveled the effectiveness of mixed valence emotional message framing by comparing it to a 

crisis response that reflected either a single positive emotion (i.e. hope) or a single negative emotion 

(i.e. anger). In addition, because the importance of perceived sincerity (Claeys et al., 2013; Xiao et al., 

2017) and empathy towards the spokesperson (Crijns, et al., 2017) in crisis response messages has 

already been illustrated by past research and because these studies indicate that these elements can be 

related to the expression of emotions, we also investigated if and how empathy and sincerity mediated 

the effect of emotional framing on negative word-of-mouth.  

 The results demonstrated that expressing both positive and negative emotions in the same 

crisis message could indeed enhance the sincerity of a crisis response and evoke more empathy 

towards the organization. Yet, this effect differs depending on the crisis type. While expressing mixed 
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emotions is not recommended in the case of a victim crisis, it does appear quite suitable for a 

preventable crisis. However, when comparing it to hope or rational framing, it is equally effective in 

victim crisis. In line with Kim and Cameron (2011), anger functions as guidance for individuals to 

attribute responsibility to whom caused the negative events in emotional crisis communication. Thus 

anger implicitly reveals the most important information of causality for publics’ decision making 

immediately after the crisis (Coombs, 2007). Whereas, hope framed crisis messages only focus on an 

organization’s future actions (Jin et al., 2010). However the timing immediately after the crisis, people 

may not need a single hopeful message because this refers to the future. And as for immediately after 

the crisis, they need the company to say something regarding the situation at hand (Claeys & 

Cauberghe, 2014), especially the information about responsibility (Coombs, 2007). For that reason 

anger may be more relevant than hope in that crisis stage.  

However, expressing anger in preventable crisis may be perceived insincere and thus evoke 

less empathy, as it shows a willingness to accept the responsibility but indicates no desire to make 

amends to the victims or damage (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006). In that case, a mixed valence emotion 

comprising both anger and hope should make more sense, because it shows responsibility acceptance 

by expressing anger and hope remedy the shortage of anger by showing willingness for future action 

(Jin et al., 2010). Thus a mixed valence emotion makes the response more accommodative and similar 

with a rebuild strategy according to SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). This would evoke more 

publics’ empathy towards the organization and seen the response more sincere than single valence 

emotional responses. However, in a victim crisis, it is better to implicitly deny the responsibility 

attribution by solely expressing anger, which matches the suggestions of SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 

2002). So that this could evoke publics’ empathy towards the victim (the organization), resulting in 

less negative word-of-mouth intention. In addition, expressing anger is quite human when someone’s 

interest being offended, which makes the response even more sincere.  

One should notice that the moderation effects of mixed emotional message framing compared 

to a hope frame could not be explained through the mediation of perceived sincerity, but only through 

the mediation of empathy towards the spokesperson. This means that even though the mixed valence 

emotional message was not considered more sincere than the single hope framed message, it 

nevertheless evoked more empathy. A message is considered as sincere when the concern expressed in 

the response appears genuine (Risen & Gilovich, 2007). Both the mixed emotional message and the 

single hopeful message placed the emphasis on the concern of the positive aspect of the message, 

hence they should not be perceived different in terms of genuineness. However, according to the 

empathy model of forgiveness, the publics’ empathy can be determined by the organization’s distress 

over their wrongdoings (McCullough et al., 2003). Therefore, a negative valence emotion appears 

necessary for increasing empathy towards the organization in crisis message framing.  
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5.3 Managerial implications 

!
Firstly, we provided insight in the effects of combining different emotions into a crisis response and 

showed that using mixed emotions can, under some circumstances, be of value to an organization in 

crisis. Specifically, we found that a combination of anger and hope can be useful in a preventable 

crisis situation because it helps to conduct a more authentic communication through enhancing the 

sincerity of a crisis response and evoke more empathy towards the organization. Given the fact that 

preventable crises are most harmful events to both stakeholders and organizations in distress, and in 

which communicating in the right manner is thus most crucial (cf. Coombs, 2007), it may help an 

organization to respond ethically in a preventable crisis by taking responsibility in crisis 

communication by expressing anger about what happened and expressing hope to move forward 

(Bowen, 2013; Hung-Baesecke & Bowen, 2017). This is not only valuable information for theory but 

for ethical management practice of crises as well. Hence, when confronted with a preventable crisis, 

organizations should consider expressing both positive and negative emotions rather than single 

valence emotion in crisis responses. This is rather important in the context of social media, as this 

may provide public relations practitioners an effective way to engage dialogically with their 

stakeholders in their practices by conducting a more authentic communication (Hung-Baesecke & 

Bowen, 2017). 

Second, we found that it can be okay for an organizational spokesperson to express anger 

over what happened in the case of a victim crisis. While previous research already indicated that 

sadness could be a valuable single emotion to express in times of crisis (e.g., Claeys et al., 2013), this 

study shows that spokespersons may freely express other emotions as well. For instance, expressing 

anger in victim crisis indicates attributing responsibility to external circumstance, which implicitly 

reveals the causality of the crisis (Coombs, 2007).  

In addition, this study shows that the impact of these emotions is likely determined by the 

crisis type which shows that the expression of emotions may be more or less suitable depending on 

the situation and may thus, like the crisis response strategy (cf. SCCT; Coombs, 2007), be a match or 

mismatch to the crisis type. Therefore, in order to determine the right emotional framing strategy, 

organizations should take the crisis type into consideration. 

 

6. Future Research Directions and Limitations 
!
There are some limitations to this study that offer suggestions for futher research regarding emotional 

crisis communication.  

 First and foremost, the current study operationalised the mixed valenced condition through a 

combination of the positive emotion hope and the negative emotion anger. For several reasons, the 
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findings from this study lack generalisability. The conclusions we draw should bear in mind that anger 

and hope were the discrete emotions that were manipulated and that other emotions and other 

combinations of emotions may bring about different results. As suggested by the valence-based and 

discrete approach of emotions, emotions under same valence can lead to different action tendencies. 

Further research should thus be conducted in order to examine whether the findings from this study 

can be attributed to the discrete emotions that were examined here or more generally to the overall 

comparison between mixed and single emotions. Further research should take the following elements 

into regard when examining other mixed valenced emotional crisis responses. First, Bennett (2015) 

explains that it is important to use appropriate mixes of emotions and avoid undesirable mixes of 

emotions, as different mixes of emotions may lead to various effects on persuasion. Some mixes of 

emotions may be more useful for crisis communication than others. For example sadness (sad for 

what happened) and sympathy (feel sympathy for victims ), guilt (feel guilty for wrongdoings) and 

hope (hope for better future) may be more effective to use than anger combined with pride or 

schadenfreude combined with joy. More research on mixed emotions in crisis communication is 

needed though to understand which mixes of emotions are desirable and which are not in different 

crisis conditions. Additionally, it would be interesting to examine how a combination of similarly 

valenced discrete emotions can be used, thus examine the effects of combinations of different positive 

or different negative emotions as well. In this regard we must also not that although mixed valence 

emotional framing is commonly used in a negative-positive sequence (Merchant et al., 2010), further 

research should also examine the framing effects of mixed valence emotions in different sequences. 

Third, besides the different potential combinations of emotions and the sequence of emotions in the 

crisis response, further research should simply examine other emotions as well in order to determine 

whether the effects found here are due to the discrete emotions examined or rather due to the 

comparison between mixed versus single emotions. Additionally, it would be interesting to examine 

how a combination of valence and arousal may lead to different responses on crisis communication.  

 Regarding the specific use of hope and anger, we should also note that the crisis stage might 

have played a role in the lack of positive effects of the hope frame. We argued that hope might not be 

the best emotion to communicate immediately after a crisis, when the public is looking for answers 

and information regarding the crisis at hand (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014). However, in a later stage of 

the crisis, when the dust has settled and the crisis, the public may start looking ahead and wonder 

about the organization’s future. In this respect we can refer to the importance of renewal (Ulmer, 

Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007). Crises can offer an opportunity for growth and renewal. While reputation 

repair may prevail shortly after the crisis events, renewal and as such messages of hope can serve a 

distinct purpose in later crisis stages. As such, further research should examine the effects of hope-

framed messages in later crisis stages.  

     In addition, in the manipulation of the responses in the experiment, we used “we” in the 
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rational response and instead in the emotional response we used ”I” to frame the message comes fro, 

the spokesperson. This may have a potential effect on the results. It would be interesting for future 

studies to examine the differences of an emotional crisis response comes from a role of a 

spokesperson and a role of the organization as a whole. 

 Finally, previous studies examined emotional crisis communication by using emotions to 

frame a specific crisis response strategy as formulated by SCCT (Coombs, 2007), such as apology, 

denial, diminish (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; Claeys, Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2014). In the present study, we only used corrective action (recall) into our message 

framing so that we could see how the framing effect works. However, for future research, it would be 

interesting to find out the effects of mixed valence emotions used to frame other crisis response 

strategy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



!
!
!

;""

 

APPENDIX 
Appendix A: News report about the crisis event: Victim vs. preventable crisis news 

 

Victim crisis: 

Seven babies died in the Netherlands due to milk powder tampering 

By James Crook, CNN 

Amsterdam (CNN)- In the Netherlands, seven babies died last week and three are still in an intensive 

care unit after consuming Vitapabies milk powder. An investigation revealed that the milk powder was 

contaminated with cyanide. The police announced that a salesman from a local supermarket has been 

arrested and convicted for murder because he tampered with the powder.  

The Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority has confirmed that the product 

was contaminated by an individual that had nothing to do with the organization and that Vitapabies 

bears no responsibility for what happened.  

 

Preventable crisis: 

Seven babies died in the Netherlands due to milk powder tampering 

By James Crook, CNN 

Amsterdam (CNN)- In the Netherlands, seven babies died last week and three are still in an intensive 

care unit after consuming Vitapabies milk powder. An investigation revealed that the milk powder was 

contaminated with cyanide. The police announced that a Vitapabies worker has been arrested and 

convicted of murder because he tampered with the powder.  

The Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority have confirmed that an employee 

from the organization contaminated the product and blames Vitapabies for a lack of quality control 

mechanism, leading to the cyanide contamination.  

 

 

Appendix B: Crisis responses with different emotional message framing from the official 

Facebook account of the company. 

 

Rational: 

Vitapabies responds to milk powder tampering 

 “As a company, we must learn from the experience. We immediately recalled all the Vitapabies milk 

powder in the Netherlands after the incident, and we will offer our full support to the police and the 

families involved.” 
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Anger: 

Vitapabies responds to milk powder tampering 

“Words can hardly describe the anger that I feel when I think about the infuriating events that these 

babies and their families have gone through. As a company, we must learn from the experience. We 

immediately recalled all the Vitapabies milk powder in the Netherlands after the incident, and we will 

offer our full support to the police and the families involved.” 

 

Hope: 

Vitapabies responds to milk powder tampering 

“Words can hardly describe how much I hope that no more families will ever have to suffer through 

anything like this again. As a company, I sincerely hope we will be able to grow from this experience 

moving forward. We immediately recalled all the Vitapabies milk powder in the Netherlands after the 

incident, and we will offer our full support to the police and the families involved. “ 

 

Mixed valence: 

Vitapabies responds to milk powder tampering 

 “Words can hardly describe the anger that I feel when I think about the infuriating events that these 

babies and their families have gone through. 

I genuinely hope that no more families will ever have to suffer through anything like this again. 

As a company, I sincerely hope we will be able to grow from this experience moving forward. We 

immediately recalled all the Vitapabies milk powder in the Netherlands after the incident, and we will 

offer our full support to the police and the families involved.” 
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CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS 
AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
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1. KEY FINDINGS OF THE DISSERTATION 
!

This dissertation investigated different emotional message framing strategies for crisis 

communication, from positive emotions to negative emotions and from single valence emotions to 

mixed valence emotions. Through three chapters, we answered five research questions. Chapter two 

focused on the effectiveness of humorous crisis communication (research question 1) and its 

mechanism under different circumstances of severity (confirmed crisis vs. rumor). Chapter three 

examined the effectiveness of hopeful crisis communication throughout different crisis stages (during 

crisis vs. post-crisis), depending on different degrees of crisis severity and taking into account the 

organizational pre-crisis reputation. Chapter four focused on the impact of expressing mixed emotions 

and hence on the outcomes of communication positive as well as negative emotions during one and 

the same crisis response on stakeholders’ negative word of mouth intentions through social media 

(research question 3).  The current chapter begins with a discussion of the most important results and 

findings of the dissertation.  

1.1 The effects of humor (RQ1) 

Humorous framing may have a significant impact on the efficiency of a crisis response message, but it 

should be integrated carefully during an organizational crisis. As a result, humor works in completely 

different directions in the case of a confirmed crisis and ambiguous crisis condition. When the crisis 

tends to be unknown or ambiguous, humor works by minimizing stakeholders’ perception of the 

severity of the threat that the crisis brings. The benefit of decreasing the severity of the crisis is in line 

with humor research in risk communication (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011; Nabi, 2016) and the case study 

of Alibaba (Kim et al., 2016). The negative side of humor appears in the condition when the crisis is 

confirmed. In such a case, humor reduces the perceived sincerity of the response. Previous case 

studies have shown that humor may be not applicable when a crisis situation is severe (see Vigsø, 

2013; Kim et al., 2016) as a humorous crisis message may perceived as lacking concern and empathy 

for victims (Sorensen, 2008). 

 
1.2 The effects of hope (RQ2)  
The present research shows that a hope-framed crisis response can mitigate the detrimental effects of 

crises on negative behavioural intentions by reducing uncertainty. This may be especially effective in 

the post-crisis stage as individuals may then be more focused on the future. In the post-crisis stage, 

people expect more than instructional information and expect to hear what organizations have learned 

from the crisis and their plans for future actions (Coombs, 2015; Jin et al., 2010). However, one 

should be careful with the use of positive emotions as this study also shows that this emotion is 

perceived to be inappropriate when crisis situations are perceived to be highly severe. This is in line 
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with past research showing an inverse relationship between perceived inappropriateness and positive 

affective responses in crisis situations (e.g. van der Meer and Verhoeven, 2014). In addition, we also 

have an unexpected finding that hope works less for organizations with a favourable pre-crisis 

reputation. More specific, expressing hope in a crisis response may even weaken the buffering effect 

of favourable pre-crisis reputation. A possible explanation is that as it is rare to see a company with 

favourable reputation have crises (Coombs & Holladay, 2001), expressing hope in the crisis response 

may even lead to higher perceived severity of the crisis and increase feelings of uncertainty. 

1.3 The effects of mixed emotions (RQ3) 
 

The dissertation demonstrated that expressing both positive and negative emotions in the same crisis 

message could indeed enhance the sincerity of a crisis response and evoke more empathy towards the 

organization. Yet, this effect differs depending on the crisis type. Expressing anger is quite effective in 

victim crisis. As anger implicitly reveals the most important information of causality for publics’ 

decision making immediately after the crisis (Coombs, 2007). This in line with Kim and Cameron 

(2011) has indicated, anger functions as guidance for individuals to attribute responsibility to whom 

caused the negative events in emotional crisis communication. However, expressing mixed emotions 

of anger and hope does appear quite suitable for a preventable crisis. Because it shows responsibility 

acceptance by expressing anger and hope remedy the shortage of anger by showing willingness for 

future action (Jin et al., 2010). Thus a mixed valence emotion makes the response more 

accommodative and similar with a rebuild strategy according to SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 

2. THEORETICAL AND IMPLICATIONAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF 

EMPIRICAL STUDIES 
In general, this dissertation is different from previous emotional crisis communication studies in five 

ways. First, this dissertation extends research that has examined emotional crisis response framing. 

While most prior research has focused on whether or not a response should use emotional framing (cf. 

Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; Kim & Cameron, 2011), this dissertation compares the framing effects of 

several discrete emotions, and illustrates in which situations discrete emotions should be applied by 

taking the situational factors into consideration. Second, this dissertation expands the scope of 

emotional crisis message framing from using only negative emotions (cf. sadness by Claeys, 

Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; shame and regret by van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) to positive 

valence emotions (humor in Chapter 2, hope in Chapter 3). Third, the dissertation does not simply 

discuss either positive or negative emotions, but also considers the effects of mixed valence emotions 

(anger-hope in Chapter 4). Fourth, the current dissertation emphasizes the importance of emotion in 

crisis communication as an organizational response rather than a stakeholder’s response, which was 

the focus of most prior research on emotions in crisis communication (cf. Jin, 2010; Jin, 2014). 
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Finally, the studies were carried out in the context of social media and as such provide insight into 

how to make social mediated crisis communication humane and to build more conversation-like 

communication with the stakeholders through the expression of emotions. For section two, overviews 

of the theoretical contributions are provided as follows. 

2.1 Theoretical contributions 

The current dissertation confirms the assumption that emotions are discrete and each emotion has a 

different impact on crisis response message framing (Nabi, 2003). However, it especially focuses on 

how positively valenced emotional appeals (e.g., humor, hope) in organizational crisis response 

message influence stakeholders’ behavioral intentions and the organizational reputation. Previous 

research has stressed the importance of communicating emotions during crisis by using negative 

emotions (cf. van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014). Yet little attention has paid to the impact of 

communicating positive emotions in crisis situation (Lu & Huang, 2018). In chapters two and three, 

the effectiveness of positive emotional message framing in crisis communication was examined by 

framing the crisis response message with humor and hope. It confirms Nabi’s (2010) finding that each 

discrete emotion associates with particular pattern of thought for one’s goal, leading to emotion’s 

particular motivation and action tendencies (e.g., anger for retaliation, hope for desire for better 

future). In particular, Chapter two indicates that humor may be functioned as denial in the case of a 

rumor rather than an actual crisis by reducing the perceived crisis severity, because humorous 

organizational crisis communication indicates an unserious attitude of the organization. 

   In chapter three, hope is found effective when used to reduce the stakeholders’ uncertainty 

perception and the effect is slightly stronger in the post-crisis stage. This is because hope is a future 

oriented emotion and focuses on the future goals and actions (Yan Jin, Park, & Len-Ríos, 2010). This 

dissertation therefore places the importance of emotional crisis message framing into a broader 

perspective by involving positive valence emotions in message framing. 

 The second contribution of this dissertation is that it illustrates the boundary conditions for 

using positive valence emotional crisis response message framing. For instance normally, emotional 

framing should enhance the sincerity of a crisis response and shows the organizational involvement in 

the crisis (cf. van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014!Claeys et al., 2013). However, humorous framing 

has its boundary in decreasing the perceived sincerity of the message in a confirmed crisis. As a 

result, humor works in completely different directions in the case of a confirmed crisis than in the 

case of a rumor. Humor decreases the perceived severity of the crisis in the case of a rumor, while it 

harms the perceived sincerity of the organization when used in response to a confirmed crisis event. In 

addition, hopeful message framing is not recommended when the crisis is perceived as highly severe 

and neither when the organization has a favorable pre-crisis reputation. Because stakeholders may 

view the goals for product enhancing in the hopeful message are perceived as inappropriate in a 
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highly severe condition as this neglects the suffering of the victims. And when an organization with a 

favorable reputation involved in crisis, stakeholders may feel may perceive the crisis event more 

severe when the organization expresses hope and in turn create more uncertainty about the crisis. It is 

crucial for organizations to take the boundary conditions into consideration when select which 

emotional framing to use in crisis response. 

The third contribution of this dissertation is that it provides a possibility to decrease stakeholders’ 

uncertainty and perceived severity during a crisis by framing a crisis message with positively 

valenced emotions. Crises happens in a suddenly and can create high levels of uncertainty, which in 

turn results in a huge amount of psychological pressure for stakeholders (cf. Coombs, 2007, 2015). 

Managing uncertainty correctly can help stakeholders cope and respond to the crisis appropriately. 

Nevertheless, little research has empirically investigated how to communicate uncertainty during 

crisis situations (Liu, Bartz, & Duke, 2016). It is acknowledged that stakeholders’ uncertainty can be 

reduced through adjusting crisis information by reducing their psychological stress in crises (cf. 

Coombs, 2015). However, this dissertation offers proof that stakeholders’ uncertainty towards the 

crisis can also be reduced by framing the crisis message in an emotional way (e.g., hope). It is also 

said stakeholders overestimate the crisis severity due to the inherently uncertainty in crisis situation, 

and hence lead to stakeholders’ inappropriate decision-making during crisis (Laufer, Gillespie, 

McBride, & Gonzalez, 2005). The dissertation shows that humorous framing can minimize 

stakeholders’ crisis severity perception and repair the post-crisis reputational image. 

Fourthly, the current dissertation contributes the our theoretical knowledge of emotional framing 

by illustrating that positive emotions can be also be effective when the crisis is highly severe when 

combined with negative emotions. Communicating one single positive emotion during times of crisis 

appears to only be effective during events that are low in terms of crisis severity (see chapter two and 

three). Specifically, the findings of this dissertation show that communicating hope followed by anger 

results in less stakeholders’ negative behavioral intentions (e.g., boycott, negative word-of-mouth). 

Previous research about emotional crisis communication focuses on the effects of single valence 

emotions in crisis communication, which were either negative (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; Claeys, 

Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014) or positive (Xiao et al., 2017). With 

this study, we aimed to examine the complexity of situations were an organizational spokesperson 

expresses different discrete emotions in the same response. We found mixed valence emotional 

message framing is more effective in the case of a preventable crisis when comparing it to a crisis 

response that reflected either a single positive emotion (i.e. hope) or a single negative emotion (i.e. 

anger). This is an interesting finding, considering the fact that preventable crises are those situations 

in which the organization is likely to suffer most reputational damage and in which communicating in 

the right manner is thus most crucial (cf. Coombs, 2007). This also demonstrates that expressing 

discrete emotions should match the crisis type, which relates to the guidelines of SCCT regarding the 
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selection of an appropriate crisis response strategy (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Yet, 

this effect differs depending on the crisis type. In line with Kim and Cameron (2011) have indicated, 

anger functions as guidance for individuals to attribute responsibility to whom caused the negative 

events in emotional crisis communication. Thus anger implicitly reveals the most important 

information of causality for publics’ decision making immediately after the crisis (Coombs, 2007). 

Therefore expressing anger in crisis response may function as a strong denial in victim crisis as anger 

implicitly reveals the crisis causality lies in external factors, which matches the suggestions of SCCT 

(Coombs, 2007). However, a mixed valence emotion comprising both anger and hope shows 

responsibility acceptance by expressing anger and hope remedy the shortage of anger by showing 

willingness for future action (Jin et al., 2010). Thus a mixed valence emotion makes the response 

more accommodative and similar with a rebuild strategy according to SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 

2002). 

Finally, the dissertation indicates that an appropriate selection regarding emotional framing in 

crisis communication should take at least the following four situational factors into consideration: 

perceived crisis severity, crisis stage, pre-crisis reputation and crisis type (see figure 3).  More 

specifically, first, organizations should have a clear recognition of the crisis severity. According to the 

findings in the dissertation, solely expressing positive emotions (humor, hope) is only appropriate 

when the crisis is perceived as less severe. This is in line with van der Meer and verhoeven’s (2014) 

suggestion that the emotions expressed in crisis should always be contextually appropriate, and using 

positive emotions in a severe crisis may be considered extremely inappropriate and insincere. 

However, during severe crisis situations positive emotions may also be valuable in combination with 

negative emotions (see Chapter 4). Second, crisis stage is another important factor in expressing 

emotions in crisis response, as we found future-oriented emotion (hope) is quite suitable used in the 

post-crisis stage. In this stage, stakeholders are more directed toward the future and expect 

information about how the organization will prevent such a crisis from reoccurring in the future 

(Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007). However, the stage immediately after the crisis, people may not 

need a single hopeful message because this refers to the future. And as for immediately after the 

crisis, they need the company to say something regarding the situation at hand (Claeys & 

Cauberghe,2014), thus expressing hope turns out to be  inappropriate in the crisis stage. Finally, crisis 

type is always a key factor to determine the content (response strategies: denial, diminish, rebuild) of 

the crisis responses (Coombs, 2007). However, in the dissertation, we also consider crisis type as an 

important factor to determine which emotional framing to use in the crisis responses. For example, 

anger blames external agents for the crisis, which can function as an implicit denial, thus is in line 

with the strategy used Coombs (2007) suggested to use in a victim crisis. And a mixed valence 

emotional message shows its regret over its misdeeds and acceptance of crisis responsibility through 

expressing anger (Ellsworth & Tong, 2006) and shows future action to change the unsatisfied situation 
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through expressing hope (Jin et al., 2010). This make the response quite renewal and similar  to the 

rebuild strategy used to preventable crisis according to SCCT (Coombs & Holladay, 2002).  

           

Figure 3. Situational factors regarding the appropriate selection of emotional framing of crisis 

communication. 

2.2 Managerial implications 

How to Express Humor in Crisis Communication?  The findings from this dissertation indicate 

that organizations can frame a crisis response message with positive valenced emotions in order to 

minimize the negative impact of a crisis in a social media context. When they do this, it is important 

to bear in mind perceptions of crisis severity. Positive emotions are shown to be effective only when a 

crisis situation is perceived less severe. Specifically, during rumors, a humorous message from the 

organization may be perceived as an informal denial and decrease unnecessary severity perception of 

stakeholders. However, for PR professionals who are planning to use humor in responding to crises, it 

is crucial to integrate humorously framed messages carefully when a crisis is confirmed. 

How to Express Hope in Crisis Communication? The findings suggest that public relations 

professionals can express hope in a crisis response message in the post-crisis stage. As this may be 

most effective in reducing stakeholders’ perceived uncertainty in crises. Hence, once the dust has 

settled and the trigger event regarding the crisis has been resolved, organizations may consider the use 

of hope in their communication. However, our findings further suggest that public relations 

practitioners should be very cautious when integrating hope in a crisis response message. In a severe 
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crisis with injuries and victims, expressing hope may be perceived as inappropriate, which may result 

in more negative behavioral intentions. In this case, it is better to avoid a hope framing and use a 

rational message framing instead. Additionally, it may be better to use a rational message framing 

when the company has a strong pre-crisis reputation as a hopeful message framing may increase 

perceived severity of the crisis, which in turn may lead to higher perceived uncertainty and to more 

negative behavioral intentions.  

How to Express Mixed Valence Emotions in Crisis Communication? Firstly, we provided 

insight in the effects of combining different emotions into a crisis response and showed that using 

mixed emotions can, under some circumstances, be of value to an organization in crisis. Specifically, 

we found that a combination of anger and hope can be useful in a preventable crisis situation because 

it enhances the sincerity of a crisis response and evoke more empathy towards the organization. Given 

the fact that preventable crises are most harmful to organizations in distress (cf. Coombs, 2007), this 

is valuable information not only for theory but for practice as well. Hence, when confronted with a 

preventable crisis, organizations should consider expressing both positive and negative emotions 

rather than single valence emotion in crisis responses. Second, we found that it can be okay for an 

organizational spokesperson to express anger over what happened in the case of a victim crisis. While 

previous research already indicated that sadness can be a valuable single emotion to express in times 

of crisis (e.g., Claeys et al., 2013), this study shows that spokespersons may freely express other 

emotions as well. For instance, expressing anger in victim crisis indicates attributing responsibility to 

external circumstance, which implicitly reveals the causality of the crisis (Coombs, 2007). In addition, 

this study shows that the impact of these emotions is likely determined by the crisis type which shows 

that the expression of emotions may be more or less suitable depending on the situation and may thus, 

like the crisis response strategy (cf. SCCT; Coombs, 2007), be a match or mismatch to the crisis type. 

Therefore, in order to determine the right emotional framing strategy, organizations should take the 

crisis type into consideration (see Figure 3). 

How to Deal With Situational Factors and Boundary Effects of Emotional Framing in 
Crisis Communication? In the social mediated crisis communication era, organizations in crisis can 

easily assess the perceptions of stakeholders on social media and monitor their emotions (Lambret & 

Barki, 2018; Zheng, Liu, & Davison, 2018).  As Vigsø (2013) has also suggested that humor is only a 

good idea when the crisis is less severe, and the results of the dissertation also show positive emotions 

such as hope should be used in less severe crisis situations. Thus, if consumers are outraged about the 

crisis on social media, it is probably best not to use positive emotions (e.g., humor), instead, 

practitioners should consider mixed valence emotions. If you can see on social media that consumers 

don’t care that much, you might use humor. Another concern is that it is also important to monitor 

how consumers attribute responsibility for the crisis. Namely, if consumers blame the organization for 
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the crisis, a mixed valence emotional framing should be used, as it is similar to a rebuild strategy in 

SCCT. And if consumers consider the organization as victim in the crisis, organizations should feel 

freely to express their anger, and defense from reputational damage. Crisis not only can be perceived 

as a negative event but can also be an opportunity for the organization to learn from the crisis and 

grow (Seeger & Padgett, 2010; Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007). Thus in the post-crisis stage, when 

people look back and looking forward to renewal, hope is an good option to use as it good at shifting 

people’s attention from the past misdeeds to the future actions (Jin et al., 2010). 

3. LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
!

Despite the theoretical and practical contributions, some limitations should also be highlighted within 

the dissertation. Limitations will be discussed and the further suggestions follow.  

 The first limitation is the fact that in two of the three empirical chapters the crisis stage was 

unclear. Given the relevance of the crisis stage in determining the effectiveness of emotional message 

framing, further research should always bear that crisis stage in mind. In chapter two, the information 

about the crisis stage was not given when testing the effectiveness of humorous framing. In chapter 

four, the effectiveness of mixed valence emotional framing was only tested during the crisis. As 

research in crisis communication indicates the importance of strategically managing the crisis 

depending on different stages (Bundy, Pfarrer, Short, & Coombs, 2017),  research should further 

explore, for instance, whether the effectiveness a message with mixed emotions such as a combination 

of anger and hope would depend on the crisis stage. Because hope focuses on the future actions, an 

anger-hope mixed valence emotional framing may work even better in the post-crisis stage in a highly 

severe crisis condition and that should be more conducive for renewal (cf. Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 

2007). 

 The second limitation might be the sample concerns. In this dissertation, all the empirical 

studies were conducted among the samples from Amazon Mechanical Turk. Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk) provides quick, easy, and cheap channel to online sample panels, and the data obtained are 

found as reliable as those obtained via traditional methods (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; 

Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2013). However there still have some uncontrollable factors, for 

instance the effect of emotional cues may be influenced by cultural differences. As in our studies, we 

used all US citizen samples with a background of Western culture, future studies should examine if 

emotional crisis communication works in the same mechanism among the samples with Eastern or 

Islamic culture background. 

 A third limitation involves the manipulation of the crisis response strategy. According to 

Sturges (1994), crisis response strategies are divided into managing information strategies (instructing 

information and adjusting information) and reputation repair strategies. Instructing information helps 

stakeholders to protect themselves from physically being victims from a crisis (e.g. warning people to 
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evacuate, to not use a product, or to shelter-in-place.). Adjusting information is about the words and 

actions (e.g. expressions of sympathy, information about the crisis event, and corrective action) for 

stakeholders to cope psychologically with a crisis (especially anxiety). Reputation repair is about the 

strategies that organizations used to reduce the reputational damage a crisis has on the organizations 

(e.g., SCCT). Previous studies examined emotional crisis communication by using emotions to frame 

a specific crisis response strategy as formulated by SCCT (Coombs, 2007), such as apology, denial, 

diminish (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; Claeys, Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013; van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2014). In chapter two and four, we only framed the adjusting information emotionally to 

test the basic effect of emotions on organizational repair. In chapter two, we framed a rebuild crisis 

response strategy with hope. However, for future research, it would be interesting to find out the 

effects of humor, mixed valence emotions and more other emotions used to frame a specific crisis 

response strategy. Certain emotions may be more or less effective when used in different crisis 

response strategies, for instance would anger be a good match with denial? Would sadness be a good 

match with an apology? So it might be interesting to examine which emotion matches best with which 

crisis response strategy.  

The fourth limitation involves the manipulation of the emotional framing. For chapter four, the 

study operationalized the mixed valenced condition through a combination of positive emotion hope 

and negative emotion anger. For several reasons, the findings from this study may lack 

generalizability. The conclusions we draw should bear in mind that anger and hope were the discrete 

emotions that were manipulated and that other emotions and other combinations of emotions may 

bring about different results. Further research should thus be conducted in order to examine whether 

the findings from this study should be attributed to the discrete emotions that were examined here or 

more generally to the overall comparison between mixed emotions to single emotions. Further 

research should take the following elements into regard when examining other mixed valenced 

emotional crisis responses. Bennett (2015) explains that it is important to use appropriate mixes of 

emotions and avoid undesirable mixes of emotions, as different mixes of emotions can lead to various 

effects on persuasion. Some mixes of emotions would be interesting used for crisis communication, 

for example sadness (sad for what happened) and sympathy (feel sympathy for victims ), guilt (feel 

guilty for wrongdoings) and hope (hope for better future). More research on mixed emotions in crisis 

communication is need though, to understand which mixes of emotions are desirable and which are 

not in different crisis conditions. In addition, we considered only one order when examining the effect 

of mixed valued emotions. Namely, we used a negative-positive sequence to frame the mixed 

valenced crisis message in chapter four, however it would be interesting that future research would 

turn that around and start with a positive emotion to then continue with a negative emotion. 

 The fifth limitation is that we apply all the studies only in one social mediated platform 

(Facebook). As Schultz, Utz and Göritz (2011) indicate, the medium of which platform to use matters 
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in crisis communication. It is therefore important to examine whether the effects of emotions in 

message framing depend on the platform that is used to distribute the message. Is an emotional 

message more effective when a company communicates this message in a Instagram picture, on a 

Facebook page, on their Twitter account or in a YouTube video? For example, humorous framing may 

benefit from the informal environment of social media, but may be less suitable in YouTube videos. 

The specifics of these different social media can lead to different effects of an emotional message 

framing. It would be interesting to take this into account in future research. 

 The sixth limitation involves the manipulation of the intensity and types of emotions. For 

example, anger is ranged from upset (low) to outrage (high) in intensity (Turner, 2007), and humour is 

different in types with different styles of humour (e.g., aggressive humour, self-enhancing humour). 

Given that emotions are rather complex in types and intensity, representing various forms and styles 

(Martin et al., 2003), future research should focus on the framing effect of different type and intensity 

of discrete emotion. 

          The seventh limitation is that we did not test publics’ feelings or emotions evoked by the 

emotional frames. As we found in chapter three anger (which is a negative emotion) woks better in 

eliciting publics’ sympathy towards the spokesperson, it is also possible that an emotional 

organizational response with negative valence eliciting publics’ positive feelings about the response. 

Thus future research should take stakeholders’ feeling towards the emotional frame into consideration 

to see how their elicited emotions affecting the effectiveness of emotional crisis communication. 

  Finally, the dissertation explores selection of emotional framing in crisis communication 

should take at least four situational factors into consideration: perceived crisis severity, crisis stage, 

pre-crisis reputation and crisis type. This does not mean they are the only factors that are likely to 

matter. It is interesting that future research should what other factors might matter and what other 

boundary effects there may be. For instance, Claeys and Cauberghe (2014) indicate stakeholders’ 

involvement in the crisis affecting the effectiveness of an emotional crisis message framing, and 

emotional framing is only useful when stakeholders’ perception of  involvement is low. However, they 

only tested only negative valence emotions, it might be interesting to examine if positive valence or 

mixed valence emotions could be used in a low or high involvement situation.  
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