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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the phenomenon of negative brand-related false news (NBRFN) has

increased in frequency and consequently represents a threat towards important intangible assets
such as brand equity (Keller, 1993). In 2016, the owner and employees of Comet Ping Pong
pizzeria in Washington D.C received death threats after several articles were spread through social
media about “Pizzagate”, which can be described as a conspiracy theory (LaCapria, 2016). The
articles portrayed the pizzeria as the location for a child abuse ring led by Hillary Clinton and John
D. Podestra. Despite none of these claims being true, this politically-motivated misinformation
severely damaged the Comet-Ping-Pong brand. In fact, it led to a severe safety risk for its
employees and customers as a 29-year-old man—which wrongly believed he was saving children
trapped in the child abuse ring—fired an assault rifle inside the pizzeria in December 2016 (Haag
& Maya, 2017; Kang, 2016). This is an example where false news making assertions about a brand
led to tangible implications for the brand and its stakeholders. However, despite its increasing
frequency the phenomenon is still relatively under investigated. The present research contributes
to deepen our understanding of this new phenomenon, first by providing a definition of brand-
related false news (BRFN) based on a broad literature review, before focusing explicitly on
NBRFN in two studies. Study 1 tests two different emotional appeals of NBRFN, whereas Study
2 examines how NBRFN influence customer-based band equity (CBBE), compared to negative

brand-related true news (NBRTN)).

Background
Rapid digitalization increases our consumption of information online and social-media

companies have become a focal point of our economy that enable fruitful possibilities for both
individuals and organizations. Survey results from Pew Research Center (2017) show that 67% of
Americans receive at least a proportion of their news through social media. However, as Google's
vice president Vinton G. Cerf (2017) points out, these possibilities also represent a threat, which
became especially visible in 2016 during the U.K. vote about leaving the European Union (i.e.
“Brexit”) and the U.S. presidential election. During these events, social media platforms amplified
the distribution of misinformation and the term “fake news” became prominent. In fact, Collins
English Dictionary named “fake news” the word of the year 2017, since the usage of the term
increased by 365% in 2017 compared to 2016 (Flood, 2017). Consequently, the 2016 US
presidential election have been subject to research on fake news especially within the journalistic
domain (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). The majority of this research have focused on negative
implications for the free press, political elections, and the democracy arising from fake or false
news (Tandoc Jr, Lim, & Ling, 2018). Related past research within marketing have focused on
crises (e.g. crisis management, product-harm crisis, and brand crisis), scandals, consumer brand
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sabotage (CBS), and negative word of mouth (Angelis, Bonezzi, Peluso, Rucker, & Costabile,
2012; Dawar & Lei, 2009; Dawar & Pillutla, 2000; Kihr, Nyffenegger, Krohmer, & Hoyer, 2016;
Roehm & Tybout, 2006; Ward & Ostrom, 2006). However, product-harm crises or negative word
of mouth are most often resulting from actual events, whereas false news can originate without
actual events. Therefore, Cleeren, Dekimpe, and van Heerde (2017) calls for research on whether
consumers can distinguish between actual product-harm crises and fake news. Thus, a gap
currently exists between the literature of false news and marketing.

Furthermore, integration of social media and mobile devices has simplified information
search and increased the speed of communication between people (V. Kumar, 2015). Today, we
use social media as arenas for individual expression and interaction with friends, but we also use
it for decision support (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016). Consequently, firm-generated content in
social media supported by electronic word of mouth and engagement can increase consumers’
spending, stimulate cross-buying behavior, and even increase customer profitability (A. Kumar,
Bezawada, Rishika, Janakiraman, & Kannan, 2016). Therefore, considerable resources are
invested by companies in social-media marketing. According to The CMO Survey, from February
2018, spending on social-media marketing has increased with 244% since 2009, and 45.6% of the
362 CMO-participants use social media for brand awareness and brand building purposes
(Moorman, 2018). The average proportion spent on social-media marketing is currently 12.05%
(SD = 12.95) of the marketing budget, but this proportion is expected to increase by 71% during
the next 5 years. However, the social-media structure allows for sharing of content between users
nearly without fact-checking or third-party filtering, and the average user could reach as many
receivers as the New York Times (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). Therefore, NBRFN that goes viral
could damage brand attitudes, lower purchase intentions, disrupt customer acquisition, and shrink
companies’ marketing return of investment. Yet, NBRFN is a relatively under-investigated
phenomenon.

Emerald Publishing (2017) currently calls for articles to a special issue of the Journal of
Product and Brand Management named “Brands and Brand Management Under Threat in an Age
of Fake News”. Specifically, Emerald considers it particularly fruitful to examine: (1) how brands
are impacted by fake news, (2) how customers process and respond to fake news about brands, (3)
to what extent emotion or content attributes play a role in consumers” sharing intention, and (4) to
what extent different kinds of consumers are susceptible to fake news about brands. This thesis

aims to contribute by answering several of these questions.

The Purpose of the Present Studies and Research Question
The main purpose of this thesis is to deepen the understanding of how NBRFN influence
CBBE, and thereby the present research aims to contribute scientifically and managerially by
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deepening the understanding of an under-investigated phenomenon. Hence, the present studies

seek to answer the following research question:

RQ: How does negative brand-related false news, compared to negative brand-related true

news, conveyed through social media, influence customer-based brand equity?

On the basis of findings from the present studies and previous research I also provide suggestions
for further research, associated with the following sub question:

o How can companies respond to negative brand-related false news to prevent brand damage?

Scientific Relevance
There are currently no studies explicitly focusing on brand-related false news. Therefore,

the present research theorizes by bridging research within marketing, journalism, communication,
psychology, and information science. Crises may arise from accidents causing severe
environmental damages, such as the 2010 Deepwater Horizon disaster. Negative word-of-mouth
and consumer brand sabotage may arise from dissatisfied customers, such as David Carroll who
made the song “United Breaks Guitars” (Mouawad, 2010; Negroni, 2009). Similarly, product-
harm crises are actual events which might arise when products are contaminated or defect (Cleeren
etal., 2017). Unlike product-harm crises and negative word-of-mouth, NBRFN does not need facts
to occur, and can emerge independent of actual events.

The untruthful characteristics of the present topic is to some extent covered in research on
rumors and urban legends (Heath, Bell, & Sternberg, 2001). Rumors can be characterized as claims
of facts which has not been shown to be true, that spread between people, and which have
credibility because people seem to believe them, without support from direct evidence (Sunstein,
2007). NBRFN is different from rumors in the sense that NBRFN often presents direct evidence
and uses fabricated credibility cues. The presence of evidence, even though it is false evidence,
and the possibility to inspect the source might lead the receiver to be more certain about the
truthfulness of the news, compared to a rumor context where the source often is unknown (Dubois,
Rucker, & Tormala, 2011). If this is the case, NBRFN could pose a large threat towards CBBE.
However, the limited number of studies which have examined how urban legends and rumors
impact brands have primarily focused on purchase intention and sharing intention (Fragale &
Heath, 2004). Thus, how NBRFN might impact brand equity is not thoroughly understood.

Recent research conducted by Vosoughi, Roy, and Aral (2018) which examined a data set
of 126,000 different rumors spread more than 3 million times on Twitter between 2006 and 2017,
showed that false news reached more people and propagated faster, compared to true news. The
researchers suggest that recipients” emotional reactions and the fact that false news is more novel

than true news might explain the observed differences. Nevertheless, the extent to which such false
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news impact brand equity remains to be understood. Furthermore, Cleeren et al. (2017) call for
research on whether consumers can distinguish actual product-harm crises from hoaxes or fake
news, and state that little research has tried to typify firms” responses. The present research

contributes scientifically by deepening our understanding of how NBRFN influence CBBE.

Managerial relevance
The endurance of corporations, non-profit organizations and other institutions is dependent

on a certain degree of trust, and positive evaluations by target audiences. However, today
customers” trust in the company and their evaluations of its brands have the potential to be
damaged by false news. Thus, a deeper understanding of how NBRFN impact consumers, and
their evaluations of brands can help companies to navigate in the challenging and interactive media
landscape (V. Kumar, 2015). The studies presented here make several managerial contributions.
First, I provide managerial implications for marketers regarding the extent to which NBRFN poses
a threat to brands. Second, potential firm-response strategies for minimizing brand damage from
NBRFN are discussed. Third, the examination of how consumers are persuaded by NBRFN

provides implications both for consumers and policymakers.

Delimitations
Even though the scope of this research is outlined above, it is also valuable to clarify its

boundaries. Here, I focus on how NBRFN compared to NBRTN, conveyed through social media,
influence CBBE. Thus, this thesis does not focus on; (1) the intention or motivation process of the
purveyors, (2) the information-diffusion process, (3) how NBRFN impact financial and stock-
market performance, or (4) spillover effects between online advertising and content on fake-news
websites. Thus, I aim to solve the research question by examining customers, using an individual

level of analysis.

Outline
The context and purpose of this research are outlined above. Next, in Chapter II I combine

research from marketing, psychology, journalism, communication, and folklore to develop my
conceptual framework and hypotheses. Thereafter, in Chapter III, the methodology used to test the
hypotheses is explained, followed by Chapter IV where the findings are reported. Consequently,
in Chapter V, I summarize my findings and provide a general discussion of the scientific and
managerial implications provided by the present research. Finally, I discuss the limitations of my

research and provide directions for future research before I present my conclusion.
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CHAPTER II: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Literature Review of Fake and False News

As stated above, there is currently no explicit literature on brand-related false news. Thus,

the starting point towards answering my research question—how brand-related false news,

compared to brand-related true news, conveyed through social media, influence customer-based

brand equity—is to define the concept of brand-related fake news. Therefore, an exploratory and

broad literature review was initially conducted on the topics of “fake news” and “false news”,

which primarily entails studies of journalism, communication, information science, information-

diffusion online, and political science (Balmas, 2014; Brigida & Pratt, 2017; Lischka, 2017;

Vosoughi et al., 2018). Furthermore, to discover other relevant and related concepts the literature

review also included examination of studies of marketing, psychology, folklore, urban legends,

memes and rumors (Anderson & Simester, 2014; Best & Horiuchi, 1985; Cleeren et al., 2017,
Dawar & Pillutla, 2000; Dubois et al., 2011; Heath et al., 2001). This literature review, which is

summarized in Table 1, serves as the foundation for my definition of brand-related false news.

TABLE 1

Summary of Previous Research on Fake and False News

Author & Topic & - A
Findings Contribution
Journal Method 9

Provides evidence for the presence of
phony bad news in media. The authors
. By comparing several statements in media with  speculate that bad news occur since it
Simon (1980) False Bad News aggregate data, the author finds that false bad (i.e. sells newspapers, magazines and
Science Secondary Data negative) news about natural resources, population books; and peoples” preference for bad

Best and Horiuchi
(1985)

Social Problems

Dawar and Pillutla
(2000)

Journal of
Marketing
Research

Heath et al. (2001)
Journal of

Personality and
Social Psychology

Urban Legends

Secondary Data/
Case Study

Product-harm crisis

Field survey and
Experiments

Emotional selection
of memes

Experimental
surveys / content
analysis

growth and the environment are published widely.

Results imply that the widespread perceived threat of
Halloween sadism in the U.S. has been severely
exaggerated and can be viewed as an urban legend,
which emerged in 1970s to express growing concern
about crime and safety of children.

By applying the expectations-evidence framework the
authors find that customers’ interpretation of firm
responses after a product-harm crisis are moderated by
prior expectations about the firm.

Findings support the emotional-selection hypotheses
that a meme (e.g. ideas) compete based on the extent
to which it evokes emotions like fear, disgust or anger.
Specifically, people were more willing to share stories
that elicited stronger disgust.

news might be a consequence of
comparing the future and present with
an ideal state, compared to the past.

The authors contribute to debunk the
myth about Halloween sadism, and
provide an explanation of the
phenomenon using social strain theory.

Contributes by discovering that
consumers are likely to have
differential interpretations of firms’
responses to a product harm crisis and
selectively process information. Thus,
tailored crisis communication for
different audiences are suggested.

Contributes by  deepening  the
understanding of how memes compete
based on emotional selection. That is,
people are more likely to share the
story the stronger emotions it elicits.
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Fernback (2003)

New Media &
Society

Dubois et al.
(2011)

Journal of
Marketing
Research

Marchi (2012)

Journal of
Communication
Inquiry

Balmas (2014)

Communication
Research

Anderson and
Simester (2014)

Journal of
Marketing
Research

Y. Chen, Conroy,
and Rubin (2015)

Proceedings of the
2015 ACM on
Workshop on
Multimodal
Deception
Detection

Berkowitz and
Schwartz (2016)

Journalism
Practice

Lappas, Sabnis,
and Valkanas
(2016)

Information
Systems Research

Tandoc Jr et al.
(2017)

New Media &
Society

Urban Legends

Observation

Rumors

Experiments

Fake News

Interviews with

diverse high school

students

Fake News

Survey

Fake Online
Reviews

Secondary Data

Clickbait as False
News

Review

Fake News

Qualitative Case
Study: Miley Cyrus

twerking at the MTV
Video Music Awards

in 2013

Fake online reviews

Secondary Data

Fake News

Survey

Qualitative interpretation of posts in online discussion
forums suggests that technological antecedents make
written computer-mediated communication more oral,
which helps urban legends to spread on the internet.

Results show that consumers are less likely to convey
certainty information than core beliefs, which dilutes
initial certainty or uncertainty across communication.
Consequently, the most effective firm response for
stopping rumors are found to be questioning
consumers” certainty of whether the rumor being true
or not.

A common theme across 61 interviews is that young
people perceive objective news to be boring and
unoriginal. Instead, they prefer opinionated news from
fake-news shows that uses parody and satire; family
and friends; social media networks; and blogs.

Findings show an indirect positive effect of viewing
fake news on feelings of alienation, cynicism, and
inefficacy, through perceived realism of fake news.
Furthermore, viewing hard news moderates the
relationship between viewing fake news and perceived
realism. Additionally, perceived realism of fake news
is stronger among participants with high exposure to
fake news and low exposure to hard news, compared
to participants with high exposures to both fake and
hard news.

Results indicate that false reviews are written by loyal
customers. Furthermore, false reviews are found to be
significantly more negative, less likely to contain cues
describing the fit or feel of the items and has increased
likelihood of containing deception cues.

Clickbait are associated with the rapid spread of
misinformation and rumors online by appealing to our
curiosity and need for sensemaking. The presentation
of incomplete information creates a knowledge gap
which consequently initiate exploring activity.

Findings from textual analyses of both real (e.g. CNN)
and fake news sources (e.g. the Onion) implies that
columnists, bloggers, and fake-news organizations
have come to serve a role as a Fifth Estate. That is,
these sources watch over the mainstream journalism
institutions and engage in boundary work.

Even small amounts of fake online reviews can
significantly impact online visibility. A hybrid strategy
of self-injecting positive reviews and injecting
negative reviews about competitors were most
effective. In markets were customers consider a small
number of attributes positive injections were most
effective, whereas negative injections were most
effective when users consider a wider set of attributes.

Findings imply that people rely on their own
experience (i.e. “gut feeling”) and their own judgement
of the source and the message when assessing news. If
this strategy does not provide sufficient answers,
people turn to external resources for authentication.

Raises awareness about the increased
presence of computer-mediated urban
legends online, which might have
higher legitimacy and authority than
orally conveyed stories.

Contributes ~ with a  plausible
explanation of why transmission of
negative rumors happens despite initial
uncertainty, and why the effect of
positive WOM dilutes over time.

Contributes to the understanding of
adolescents’ attitudes to different types
of news, and how news is acquired and
processed.

Contributes by demonstrating that
perceived realism of fake news serves
as a mediating variable between fake
news and individual's attitudes
towards politicians.

Contributes to the understanding of
fake online reviews and suggest three
antecedents: (1) upset customers, (2)
loyal customers eager to help
improving the company, or (3)
consumers motivated by  self-
enhancement and social status.

Contribute by raising awareness
regarding content cues used in click
baiting and introduces methods for
deception detection.

While most scholars have focused on
negative consequences of fake news,
this paper contributes by highlighting a
positive consequence of particular
fake-news sources that apply parody
and satire.

Contributes to the understanding of
companies” vulnerability to fake-
review attacks, and differences
between industries.

Contributes to the discussion of how
todays” speedy information sharing
trough social media forces consumers
to be the judge and authenticate the
news they receive.
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Cleeren et al.
(2017)

Journal of the
Academy of
Marketing Science

Brigida and Pratt
(2017)

North American
Journal of
Economics and
Finance

Allcott and
Gentzkow (2017)

Journal of

Economic
Perspectives

C. J. Vargo, Guo,
and Amazeen
(2017)

New Media &
Society

Tandoc Jr et al.

(2018)

Digital
Journalism

Vosoughi et al.
(2018)

Science

This thesis, 2018

Product-harm crisis

Review

Fake News and
Stock- Markets

Secondary Data

Fake News in the
2016 American
Election

Secondary Data/
Post-Election
Survey/

Case Study

Agenda-setting

power of fake news

Secondary Data

Fake News

Review of fake-news

definitions

Diffusion of true
and false news
online

Secondary Data

Negative Brand-

Related False News

Experimental
surveys

Product-harm crises serve as a major threat to brand
equity, and companies often struggle with how to
respond. Most papers about this topic apply theories
from organizational learning, attribution theory,
associative network theory and theory of
anthropomorphism. Most common  dependent
variables used are blame attribution, purchase
intentions, brand evaluations, post-crisis purchase
intentions.

The authors examine volatility in association with fake
news on twitter (a fake Bloomberg site report that a bid
of 31 billion are offered on Twitter, and several
journalists and spokespersons comment on the
“news”). The findings show that noise traders
(uninformed traders) first responded by trading in
equities which led to a decline in the implied volatility.
Furthermore, there is a delayed reaction in the option
price. Overall, stock price reacted to the news faster
than option prices.

Findings show websites producing fake news to be
short-lived and that their names try to mimic
traditional media channels. The motivation behind the
websites is either generating advertising revenues or an
ideological motive of advancing the candidate one
favor.

Results from aggregate analysis show that fake news
influences the agenda of partisan media. Conversely,
fake news is sometimes driven by the agenda of
partisan media.

Fake news has been used to describe news parody,
news satire, manipulation, fabrication, propaganda and
advertising. The authors categorize the types of fake
news along two dimensions across a continuum from
high to low deception (i.e. intention to mislead) and
facticity (i.e. reliance on facts).

Results show that false news diffuses significantly
more broadly, faster, and deeper than true news in all
categories (e.g. political news, urban legends,
business, science). Furthermore, false news inspires
disgust, fear and surprise in responses and are more
novel than true news which inspire joy, sadness, trust,
and anticipation. Finally, the authors find that robots
equally accelerated the spread of false and true news.

Results show that negative brand-related false news
influences CBBE negatively, through activation of
consumers” feelings of disgust. The higher the feeling
of disgust the larger the effect on CBBE. Furthermore,
the higher the initial level of CBBE, the higher the
indirect effect of NBRFN through disgust on CBBE
after exposure. Finally, both NBRFN and NBRTN
were found to have negative effects on CBBE, and no
difference was found between NBRFN and NBRTN.

Extensive overview of papers about
product-harm crises. The authors also
call for research on whether consumers
can distinguish actual product-harm
crises from hoaxes or fake news, and
state that little research has tried to
typify firms’ responses.

Contributes by demonstrating that fake
news can influence stock performance.

Contributes theoretically by applying
utility theory. Consumers receive
utility trough two conflicting channels:
(1) knowing the truth vs. (2)
confirming their priors.

By using agenda-setting theory the
authors provide insights regarding the
spread of fake news and its moderate
agenda-setting power.

The authors contribute by mapping the
diverse landscape of fake-news
definitions and provide a typology
which is useful to direct further
research.

With a large dataset of 126,000 true
and false news—tweeted more than 4.5
million times between 2006 to 2017—
this paper contributes to a deeper
understanding of false news online,
and provide accurate definitions
associated with this new phenomenon.

Contribute scientifically by
conceptualizing and defining NBRFN.
Yet, the main scientific contribution
of the two pioneer studies is the
demonstration of a negative effect of
NBRFN on consumers” individual
CBBE, through the elicitation of
consumers” feelings of disgust.

Note: This table is limited to papers on ‘fake news”, ‘‘false news, “rumors”,

I

Other relevant papers on other topics are cited in-text.

urban legends” and “product-harm crises”.
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What is news and what makes it fake or false?

News. The first step towards my definition of brand-related false news is to clarify what
we mean by news, and what makes them false. Despite the frequent use of the terms news and fake
news in politics and academic literature the definition of both terms is rather fluent (Vosoughi et
al., 2018). News has been defined as descriptions of interesting, recent and significant events;
accounts of events that affect people in a significant way; or even as dramatic accounts of
something deviant or novel (K. K. Campbell & Jamieson, 2006; Kershner, 2011; Richardson,
2006). Furthermore, news is often seen as an output made by journalists, consistent with the
traditional idea of journalism as an important contributor to democracy through its governing role
as the Fourth Estate (Carlyle, 1993; Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). News conveyed trough journalistic
institutions signals a higher legitimacy which amplifies the persuasiveness of the stories.
Therefore, we expect journalists to employ objectivity and accuracy in their work to provide
reliable and correct information. Nevertheless, journalists exercise some degree of subjective
judgement when it comes to framing and which pieces of information to include or exclude.

Conceptualizing news as outputs made by journalists is problematic, since online social
platforms now act as channels for non-journalists to reach a mass audience (Allcott & Gentzkow,
2017). Today, individuals or any organization can post text information, videos, photos, and
narratives of newsworthy events they witness (Hermida, 2010). Consequently, the business models
of journalistic institutions are challenged, and revenues from subscriptions are decreasing. That is,
journalistic institutions is now in a market with demand-side increasing returns (i.e. network
effects), where the institutions compete to increase their respective bases of readers in order to
attract advertisers (Saloner, Shepard, & Podolny, 2006). Other organizations such as fake-news
webpages, which is not bound by journalistic guidelines, also compete to attract readers (C. J.
Vargo et al., 2017). This increased competition has led to more frequent tabloidization, sharable
reporting, and attention-grabbing, also from the journalistic institutions, which subsequently has
blurred the line between fact and fiction (Y. Chen et al., 2015). Since news are vulnerable to market
forces and due to the diverse landscape of news providers, a broader definition of news is needed.

In a recent article published in the prestigious Science journal, Vosoughi et al. (2018)
provide a large-scale examination of false-news diffusion online. The authors clearly distinguish
between news and rumors. First, news is simply defined as “any story or claim with assertion in
it” (p. 1). That is, any claim—either textual, visual or audiovisual—made online, for example on
social media, by individuals or organizations qualify as news. Second, rumors are defined as “the
social phenomena of a news story or claim spreading or diffusing trough the...network” (p. 1).
Thus, news is an assertion with claims, irrespective of whether the assertion is shared or not, but

news first become rumors trough propagation when the assertion is shared between people. Since
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this definition of news fits well with todays” fragmented media landscape, where news no longer
is dependent on its source, it serves as a basis for my definition of brand-related false news below.

Fake News. The term “fake news” has frequently occurred in the media during the recent
years, but what constitutes fake or false news? Normatively, news is based on truth, which makes
the term fake news an oxymoron (Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). Several scholarly definitions of fake and
false news have accumulated through time. Earlier studies are underlined by the journalistic
definition of news. For example, Simon (1980) discusses false bad news conveyed through
newspapers about the scarcity of natural resources and negative implications of population growth.
The news is defined as false in the sense that the statements are derived from either flimsy
evidence, or from no evidence at all. More recent research conducted by Allcott and Gentzkow
(2017) define fake news strictly as “news articles that are intentionally and verifiably false and
could mislead readers” (p. 213). Other narrower definitions incorporate the fabrication of content
and the attempts to mimic credible journalism by fake-news sites, or an underlying financial
motivation. For example, Nelson and Taneja (2018) conceptualize fake news as “sites that are very
literally fabricating the news” (p. 6), whereas the media editor Craig Silverman views fake news
as completely false information, which is created for financial gain (C. J. Vargo et al., 2017). In
its broadest sense, clickbait is also a form of fake news. Clickbait is defined by Y. Chen et al.
(2015) as “content whose main purpose is to attract attention and encourage visitors to click on a
link to a particular web page (p. 1)”, and this attention is often achieved by exaggerating the
importance of news by presenting them as more relevant, interesting, and extraordinary. Thus, the

fake-news concept seems to entail nearly any form of misinformation.

Six Different Types of Fake News

A recent review of fake-news definitions in articles between 2003 and 2017 conducted by
Tandoc Jr et al. (2018) identify six different forms of operationalization: news satire, news parody,
photo manipulation, fabrication, propaganda, and even advertising. First, news satire uses
exaggeration and humor to present news updates (i.e. mock news programs, such as The Daily
Show in the US or Mock the Week in the UK). This might be the mildest version of fake news,
since these mock news programs promote themselves as delivering entertainment, and the people
on the screen are described as entertainers or comedians. Second, news parody, which shares many
characteristics with news satire, uses humor and a presentation form that mimics mainstream news
media. However, different from news satire, news parody also uses non-factual information to
inject humor and it is often hard to distinguish a parody website (e.g. The Onion) from a legit
mainstream news source. For example, in 2017, several fake-news articles made to look like

journalism from Peoples Magazine was spread through social media. The stories reported that the

9



Victor Rolfsnes, 2018

makeup and beauty chain Ulta Beauty would close its doors because of a buyout made by the
competitor Sephora (LaCapria, 2017). Similarly, in May 2015 a news-link claimed that the famous
food chain Taco Bell would close all its US locations on June 1, 2015 (Evon, 2017). This link was
created by the prank website Feednewz.com to troll (i.e. to fool) Facebook users, and those who
clicked on the link arrived at a webpage showing the words “You got owned!” next to a number
expressing how many people that had been tricked. Thus, those who clicked on the link realized it
was a joke, but the majority did not click and might believe Taco Bell were actually closing. The
same prank was repeated in May 2017 by another source which claimed Taco Bell were bankrupt
and would close all stores by 2018. Nevertheless, news satire and parody pose a relatively low risk
of harmful deception, and by criticizing the editorial choices of journalistic institutions (e.g. The
Onion’s critique of CNNs heavy coverage of the Miley Cyrus” twerking performance in 2013)
news satire and parody serves a useful role as the Fifth Estate (Berkowitz & Schwartz, 2016).
Thus, these two mild forms of fake news are outside the scope of this thesis.

Photo manipulation as fake news refers to the editing of real images or videos to create
false narratives (Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). Minor adjustments can be to increase color saturation and
removing small elements, whereas more significant manipulations can be to insert a person to an
image. Adjustments of color and tone are done by most journalistic institutions but adding or
deleting items are forbidden for journalists according to the Reuters code of ethics. Conversely,
users of social media do not need to follow such codes of ethics. For example, in October 2015,
Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) had to answer concerned customers on Twitter after the website
Now8News published an article that showed a manipulated picture of a chicken with four legs,
and claimed that several thousand severely mutated chickens from KFC farms were confiscated
by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (LaCapria, 2015). According to Snopes, this
information was false. Finally, Tandoc Jr et al. (2018) also highlight that misappropriation of
images also should be referred to as fake news. Misappropriation is when a non-manipulated photo
is taken out of the original context to make assertions. For example, a photo showing buses were
shared on Twitter together with a false assertion claiming that the buses were gathered to transport
anti-Trump supporters. It ended up being shared over 370.000 times.

The aforementioned “Pizzagate”-example illustrates the phenomenon of fabrication,
which entails articles that have no factual basis and that mimics the presentation form of news
articles to create legitimacy (Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). Unlike parody and satire, in the case of
fabrication there is no understanding between reader and author that the item is false. Such
fabricated fake-news articles are often first published on the websites of non-news organizations,
before it is shared in social media by individuals, organizations or even by robots (Vosoughi et al.,

2018). Thus, it is often very hard for the consumer to examine the credibility or legitimacy by face
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value. Furthermore, fabricated items often incorporate pre-existing memes into the narratives,
which increase the likelihood of acceptance by readers. However, Tandoc Jr et al. (2018) also
points out that the success of fabrications, from the purveyors point of view, depends on pre-
existing social tension regarding the topic. Therefore, persons with high trust towards the topic
(e.g. food safety) might be less likely to accept contradicting information about it.

Advertising as a form of fake news referrers particularly to video news releases and native
advertising, which is the concealment of marketing as real news (Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). These
native advertising articles are often partially based on facts, containing statistical evidence, several
sources, interviews, and a balanced discussion of a topic, but it ends by promoting a product or
service. Similarly, propaganda also mixes fact and fiction, and refers to fake news stories created
by political entities (e.g. official news channel, such as Chanel One in Russia) to influence public
perceptions. However, since advertising is regulated under marketing legislation in most countries
and propaganda is defined by its institutional source, advertising and propaganda as a form of fake
news are outside the scope of this thesis.

Tandoc Jr et al. (2018) categorize the six different types of fake news along the continuum
of the two dimensions facticity and intention to deceive. Facticity is the degree to which fake news
relies on facts, whereas intention to deceive is the extent to which the author of fake news intends
to mislead. Manipulation, fabrication, and news parody have low facticity, whereas news satire
have high facticity. However, manipulation and fabrication are characterized by high intention to
deceive, whereas news satire and news parody are characterized by low intention to deceive.
Similarly, stories about brands also differ on these two dimensions. For example, the
aforementioned stories about “Pizzagate” and KFC score low on facticity and high on intention to
deceive, whereas the story about Ulta Beauty scores low on both facticity and intention to deceive.
Therefore, the dimensions of facticity and intention to deceive will be used to explain my definition
of brand-related false news below.

The terms fake and false have been used interchangeably in the discussion above to present
different researchers” views on the same phenomenon. However, labeling news that do not support
one’s position as fake news has been a widely used political strategy. Therefore, Vosoughi et al.
(2018) characterize the word fake as academically unprecise, and uses false instead. Thus,

consistent with this recent research I use the term false news in my definition.

Definition of Brand-Related False News
Drawing upon the abovementioned typological discussion I hereby define brand-related

false news (BRFN) as: any story or claim with assertion about a brand that is either completely
false or a considerable distortion of the truth, which is conveyed online by individuals or

organizations, and has the potential to harm the brand.
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My definition of BRFN contains four different components. First, any story or claim with
assertion about a brand entails the broadest possible definition of news, consistent with Vosoughi
et al. (2018). Second, either completely false or a considerable distortion of the truth imply a low
degree of facticity (Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). That is, BRFN refers to a degree of misinformation
that is more similar to fabrication and manipulation, than news satire or parody. Third, conveyed
online by individual users or organizations entail that BRFN is both source and channel
independent. Therefore, it does not matter whether the story or claim is communicated through an
organization’s webpage or by an individual human being (or robot) through a social network
platform. Thus, BRFN also entails negative word of mouth (NWOM) and consumer brand
sabotage (CBS), as long as the evidence of which the assertions are made from (e.g. the anteceding
event of which WOM arise) is false (Chan & Cui, 2011; Kéhr et al., 2016). Finally, has the
potential to harm the brand points to the possible consequences of BRFN. Similar to false online
reviews, the valence of BRFN could in theory either be positive or negative (Lappas et al., 2016).
That is, positive BRFN (PBRFN) would refer to stories with false assertions used to favorably
accentuate brands (e.g. cigarettes marketed as healthy), whereas negative BRFN (NBRFN) are
stories with false assertions used to adversely accentuate brands. The motivation for PBRFN is
likely to be held by brand owners, whereas NBRFN is created outside the company, which implies
that PBRFN are already regulated by marketing legislation. Therefore, companies caught using
falsehoods to market their brands could face legal sanctions, whereas NBRFN could instill false
and unfavorable brand associations within consumers’ minds (Keller, 1993). Thus, I argue that
both NBRFN and PBRFN has the potential to harm the brand. Nevertheless, because of its
increasing frequency NBRFN poses a larger threat towards brands, compared to PBRFN.
Therefore, I focus exclusively on NBRFN in the present research.

Negative Brand-Related False News. NBRFN broadly entails NWOM and CBS conveyed
by consumers and fabrications conveyed by organizations, a range of which is to extensive to be
covered here (Chan & Cui, 2011; Kéhr et al., 2016). Previous research suggest that propagation in
social media is an important component of the threat posed by false news (Vosoughi et al., 2018).
Therefore, in the present studies I focus on NBRFN in the form of fabricated articles from a non-
news organization that are shared by consumers on Facebook. This phenomenon can also be
considered as the most novel version of NBRFN, since it differs from traditional
conceptualizations of rumors, such as the one of Sunstein (2007) which states that rumors are
“claims of fact...that move from one person to another, and hence have credibility not because
direct evidence is available to support them, but because other people seem to believe them”(p. 6).
Unlike rumors, NBRFN present direct evidence — even though this evidence is false. However,

antecedents and processes associated with propagation of rumor cascades are outside my scope.
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Particularly, the present studies entails how a single exposure to this type of NBRFN impacts
customer-based brand equity (CBBE) (Keller, 1993), compared to a single exposure to negative
brand-related true news (NBRTN)).

The main concept of NBRFN is now defined, and the delimitations of the present studies
are clarified. In the following subsections, I explain CBBE, which serves as the dependent variable

in the present studies, before reviewing relevant research and developing hypotheses.

Customer-Based Brand Equity

Brand Equity. A frequently used, and therefore important, measure of brand performance
is the concept of brand equity, which has been conceptualized as a measure of consumer behavior,
a financial measure, and as a measure of consumers’ beliefs (Keller, 2013). Nevertheless, the
majority of authors agree that brand equity is the value contributed by the brand name to a branded
product (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000). Since the scope of this thesis evolve around individual
consumers [ will focus on CBBE which is defined by Keller (1993) as follows: “the differential
effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” (p. 2). Thus,
positive (negative) CBBE occurs when the consumer reacts more (less) positively to a marketing-
mix element (e.g. price, product quality, or advertisement) for the brand compared to the same
element of the marketing mix attributed to an unnamed or fictitiously named version of the service
or product.

Brand knowledge. Brand knowledge is conceptualized using the associative network
memory model, that views knowledge as a set of nodes (i.e. stored information or associations) in
memory which are connected with associative linkages (Srull & Wyer, 1989). Thus, brand
knowledge can be viewed as consisting of a brand node in a consumer’s memory that is linked to
a variety of brand associations (Keller, 1993). Furthermore, the spreading activation process
determines which nodes and associations that gets retrieved in a given context (Collins & Loftus,
1975). When a concept node is primed (e.g. a particular consumer need, or a usage situation) the
consumer conducts a memory search in which activation spreads outwards from the primed
concept through chains of interrelated linkages and nodes. The accessibility of different nodes—
which is determined by how strong their respective linkages are to the primed concept—
determines which nodes that will be retrieved. For example, the respective strength of the
associative linkages between Coca Cola (i.e. brand node) and different product usage contexts (e.g.
lunch, dinner, at the cinema, or at the football game) determines whether the brand is recalled
when a particular usage-context node is activated (Ratneshwar & Shocker, 1991).

Brand Awareness and Brand Image. Brand knowledge consists of the two dimensions

brand awareness and brand image. First, brand awareness, refers to the existence and strength of
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the brand node which serves as a storage foundation for other brand relevant information (Keller,
1993). Brand awareness consists of the sub dimensions depth and breadth. Depth refers to how
easily the brand is retrieved (e.g. top of mind, unaided recall, or aided recognition) and breadth
refers to the number of usage situations or buyer situations that primes the retrieval of the brand
node (Collins & Loftus, 1975; Keller, 2013). Second, brand image, refers to the consumer’s
perception about the brand, reflected by the brand associations (i.e. informational nodes) held in
the consumer’s memory, which is linked to the brand node. The associations” strength,
favorability, and uniqueness determines what type of brand knowledge that contributes to the
differential effect on consumers” response. Thus, positive CBBE occurs when the consumer is
aware of the brand and holds a set of strong, favorable, and unique brand associations in his or her
memory.

Brand Associations. There are three major categories of brand associations (Keller, 1993).
The first category, attributes, refers to descriptive features characterizing the product or service.
That is, a product’s physical composition which enable performance characteristics, or packaging
and appearance, price information, usage imagery (i.e. in which usage contexts is the product used)
and user imagery (i.e. who uses the product). The second category, benefits, refers to the personal
value the consumer attaches to the service or product attributes. There are three main types of
benefits, which is categorized according to the underlying needs and motivations they address
(Park, Jaworski, & Maclnnis, 1986). First, functional benefits refer to the intrinsic advantages of
consumption (e.g. the detergent is good for cleaning my floor), which often depend on the tangible
product attributes, and are often motivated by fairly basic needs. Second, experiential benefits refer
to how the consumer feel when he or she uses the product, and these benefits often satisfy needs
such as cognitive stimulation, variety, and sensory pleasure. Third, symbolic benefits refer to more
extrinsic advantages of consumption, which is often related to non-product-related attributes and
satisfy needs such as social approval or personal expression. The third category, brand attitudes,
is a consumer’s overall evaluation of a brand. Brand attitudes are central since they often form the
basis for the consumer’s behavior. The most accepted model of brand attitudes is the multi-
attribute formulation that views brand attitudes as a function of the consumer’s evaluative
judgement of attributes and benefits associated with the brand and their respective salience in
memory (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977).

Dependent Variable. For the purposes of this research I treat CBBE as a composite of five
brand-related beliefs: (1) brand attitudes, (2) brand desirability, (3) perceptions of quality, (4)
brand trust (dependability, reliability and trustworthiness) and (5) brand purchase likelihood. This
composite construct is adopted from Dawar and Pillutla (2000) who used it to measure effects on

brands resulting from product-harm crises. The construct is chosen both since it taps into the
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dimensions of brand equity, and since it includes purchase intention (i.e. behavioral intention)
which is an important measure in research on product-harm crises and brand rumors, both of which
shares similarities with NBRFN (Cleeren et al., 2017; Dubois et al., 2011).

The main concept and the dependent construct are now explained, in the following sections
I develop the conceptual framework and hypotheses associated with the persuasiveness of
NBRFN, in order to answer my research question: How does NBRFN compared to NBRTN,

conveyed through social media, influence CBBE?

Persuasiveness of Negative Brand-Related False News

Differences Between Negative Brand-Related False and True News

Since NBRFN can be characterized as a persuasion attempt, The Persuasion Knowledge
Model (PKM) serves as a theoretical foundation for my conceptual framework (Friestad & Wright,
1994). Similar to the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) and the heuristic-systematic model, the
PKM assumes that targets (e.g. consumers) are motivated to form valid 