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ABSTRACT 

  

 

 To limit the reputational damage inflicted on an organization during crises, crisis 

communication scholars have spent considerable effort analyzing the appropriate crisis response 

strategies that coincide with certain crisis situations (Benoit, 1997; Coombs 1995, 2006, 2007; 

Coombs & Holladay, 2014; Seeger & Ulmer, 2002). Although it is valuable and essential to gain 

understanding of the implications of post-crisis communication, scholars have also alluded to the 

importance of pre-crisis preparation and the devising of a pre-crisis plan (Coombs, 2007; 

Coombs & Holladay, 2001, 2002, 2006; Heath 1997). However, a majority of crisis 

communication research has focused on post-crisis reactive strategies rather than pre-crisis 

preparation and prevention (Avery, Lariscy, Kim, & Hocke, 2010). In addition, crisis 

communication scholars have studied the influence of the organization-public relationship 

(OPR), a dominant public relations paradigm, on organizations post-crisis reputational 

assessments (Brown & White, 2011; Coombs, 2000). Nevertheless, no known research has 

examined the effects of pre-crisis plan exposure on post-crisis evaluations of organizations, 

specifically the attitudinal measures trust and forgiveness.  

As a result, the current study sought to empirically test the effects of transparently 

communicating a pre-crisis plan to stakeholders on their levels of organizational trustworthiness 

and forgiveness. To test this effect, a 2 X 1 between-subject experiment was conducted, in which 

participants were either exposed to a pre-crisis plan or an alternative plan (i.e. control group). 

Following a two-day delay, participants were then exposed to a crisis scenario description and 

corresponding crisis response, as suggested by SCCT. Lastly, dependent measures and 

demographics were reported. Participants who completed the experiment were rewarded extra 

credit.  
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Statistical analysis revealed that while stakeholders who are exposed to a pre-crisis plan 

do report slightly higher levels of organizational trustworthiness and forgiveness in comparison 

to those not exposed to a pre-crisis plan, the mean difference between the groups is not 

significant. However, it is important to report that analysis of scale items did reveal a significant 

difference between groups on their evaluations of organizational dependability. Thus, several 

implications and future research opportunities are suggested. Most importantly, this study 

expanded the OPR research in crisis communication scholarship by alluding to the need for 

further analysis on pre-crisis communication and its effect on organizational dependability. In 

addition, by empirically testing the effects of pre-crisis plan exposure, the current study attends 

to the call for further research in crisis preparation (Avery et al., 2010).  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Organizational crises regularly disrupt and negatively affect societies (van der Meer & 

Verhoeven, 2013). If handled inadequately, a crisis can inflict serious damage on an organization 

and may lead to negative perceptions among stakeholders (Coombs, 2012; Laar, 2015). These 

‘inevitable surprises’ can decimate entire regions and cities (e.g. Hurricane Katrina), threaten 

human welfare (e.g. Zika), discredit and destabilize corporations (e.g. Enron), and be influential 

in the removal of key figures from public office (e.g. FEMA Director Michael Brown and 

Hurricane Katrina) (McConnell & Drennan, 2006). Knowing that a crisis can impact how 

stakeholders perceive an organization, crisis communication practitioners and academic 

researchers have particularly stressed the value of maintaining a positive reputation in the 

aftermath of any crises (Coombs, 2007). Thus, crisis communication research has traditionally 

emphasized and examined response strategies that can be used to repair and/or alleviate 

reputational damage and generate new reputational assets (Benoit, 1997; Coombs 1995, 2006, 

2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2014; Seeger & Ulmer, 2002). As a result, authors have proposed a 

typology of crisis response strategies that can be matched to the nature of a crisis, a template 

largely discussed in the scholarship (Benoit, 1997; Coombs, 2006, 2007; Jin & Liu, 2010).  

Although traditional crisis communication research has primarily focused on post-crisis 

reactive strategies through the review of such a template, researchers have also stated that 

possessing a pre-crisis plan and forming pre-crisis relationships constitute a valuable component 

of crisis management (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2001, 2002, 2006; Heath 1997). 

Furthermore, planning has been regarded has a technique through which crisis managers can 

reduce the potential of a situation becoming a crisis and reduce its severity by lessening 
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uncertainty of the response (Milburn, Schuler, & Watman, 1983). In fact, situations often 

become crises because an organization is “naïve to patterned organizational characteristics 

and/or fail to prepare for them,” (Milburn et al., 1983, p. 1147). However, little empirical 

evidence supports these claims. A content analysis of public relations literature revealed that 

only 5% of the research in crisis communication analyzed the pre-crisis or preparation stage 

(Avery et al., 2010). Additionally, Avery et al. (2010) discovered that only 5% of the crisis 

communication research examined all three stages of the crisis process (i.e. pre-, during- and 

post-crisis). In order to increase and strengthen the crisis communication dimension of public 

relations, both theoretically and pragmatically, further research needs to be conducted in the area 

of pre-crisis preparation (Avery et al., 2010). The present work intends to fill this gap in the 

scholarship.  

In the field of public relations, the organization-public relationship (OPR) and the value 

of trust have long been established (Hon & Grunig, 1999; Huang, 2001; Huang, 2008; 

Ledingham, 2003; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, 2000; Ledingham, Bruning, & Wilson, 1999; 

Morgan & Hunt 1994). Trust is a critical element of an OPR (Huang, 2001), and as such can 

mediate the effect of public relations strategies on conflict resolution (Huang, 2008). However, 

before an organization can rebuild trust with its stakeholders, forgiveness must occur (Chung & 

Beverland, 2006; Schoorman et al., 2007). Forgiveness, like trust, is regarded as a key element in 

establishing and maintaining an OPR (Chung & Beverland, 2006; Huang, 2001, 2008; 

Schoorman et al., 2007). Therefore, organizations should consider forgiveness as a requisite for 

rebuilding trust, and ultimately restoring harmony in a relationship potentially damaged by a 

crisis (Chung & Beverland, 2006; Schoorman et al., 2007).  

Knowing the importance of establishing a mutually beneficial relationship built on trust 
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and the connection between trust and forgiveness, is it not reasonable to believe that by fostering 

an OPR through pre-crisis communication, an organization will gain trust and forgiveness 

following a crisis? In other words, can a transparent pre-crisis plan positively influence how 

stakeholders perceive an organization during the post-crisis communication phase?  

To answer this question and fill the pre-crisis gap in public relations literature, the current 

study consequently proposes a 2X1 between-subject experiment where participants will be 

randomly assigned to a treatment group that either exposes them to a university pre-crisis plan or 

an alternative plan serving as the control group. Then, following exposure to a fictitious crisis 

case and corresponding response, participants will report their levels of organizational 

trustworthiness and forgiveness. Thus, the study is seeking to identify if the transparent 

communication of a pre-crisis plan to stakeholders affects their levels of organizational 

trustworthiness and forgiveness following a crisis, in comparison to stakeholders not exposed to 

a pre-crisis plan.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

Crisis Communication 

 

Crisis communication seeks to provide effective and efficient messages to relevant 

audiences (i.e. stakeholders) during the course of a crisis process (Benoit, 1997; Coombs & 

Holladay, 2014). During a crisis, the members of a crisis communication team seek to explain 

the crisis, identify the likely consequences and outcomes, and as a result provide harm-reducing 

information to the affected audiences (e.g. stakeholders and victims) in an honest, candid, 

prompt, accurate, and complete manner (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). The value of crisis 

communication rests on the belief that the crisis message(s) will have a positive effect on the 

publics, and as a result those positive effects will benefit the organization (Coombs & Holladay, 

2014).  

In the field of public relations, the sub-discipline of crisis communication is relatively 

young (Oyer, 2010). Since its infancy, researchers have acknowledged that the term “crisis” 

lacks a common meaning (Hermann, 1972). Coombs (2002) describes crisis as an unpredictable 

event that carries the potential to disrupt normal operations and damage an organization’s 

reputation. According to Seeger and Ulmer (2002), crisis is a fundamental threat to an 

organization’s stability, a questioning of its core beliefs, and a risk to high priority goals (i.e. 

image, legitimacy, profitability, and survival). These fundamental threats can range in severity 

from actions such as natural disasters to personal problems (Coombs, 2014). When pertaining to 

crises specific to organizations, researchers have aimed to narrow the term crisis to 

organizational crisis (Coombs, 2014).  
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For the sake of this study, the term organizational crisis will be used. An organizational 

crisis is a “significant threat to organizational operations or reputations that can have negative 

consequences for stakeholders and/or the organization if not handled properly,” (Coombs, 2014, 

p. 3; Coombs, 2015). Furthermore, organizational crisis can be divided into operational and 

reputational crises. An operational crisis can create an actual or potential disruption to an 

organization’s operations (Coombs, 2014). Operational crises include fires, explosions, criminal 

activity by a CEO/company executive, and harmful product recalls (Coombs, 2014). 

Reputational crises, on the other hand, do not impact organization operations in any meaningful 

way. They do, however, threaten to inflict serious damage to an organization’s reputation 

(Coombs, 2014). Examples of reputational crises include irresponsible behavior by management 

and corporate messages that offend stakeholders (Coombs, 2014). According to Wartick (1992), 

an organization’s reputation is measured by how well it is meeting stakeholder expectations.  

The field of crisis communication consistently stresses the value of an organization’s 

reputation (Coombs, 2007). As a result, the evaluation and understanding of an organization’s 

stakeholder population is crucial. Stakeholders determine the effectiveness of an organization’s 

crisis response strategy (i.e. messaging), and therefore play an integral role in determining the 

value of a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2014). A stakeholder is any persons or group that can 

affect or be affected by the behavior of an organization (Agle, Mitchell, & Sonnenfeld, 1999; 

Bryson, 2004). This definition of stakeholder lends itself to a wide array of groups, including 

community members, employees, customers, suppliers and stockholders (Coombs, 2007). A 

crisis, and the possible reputational repercussions that can ensue, may alter stakeholder 

interaction with an organization. If an organization’s reputation shifts from favorable to 

unfavorable, the stakeholders may alter how they interact with the organization (Coombs, 2007). 
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In addition, the stakeholders may even sever all ties to the organization and/or spread negative 

word of mouth about the organization’s actions (Coombs, 2007).  

Since the success of an organization’s crisis communication efforts, and ultimately its 

reputation rely on the evaluations made by stakeholders (Coombs, 2007), researchers have 

shifted from utilizing case studies to adopting a methodological approach that can determine 

causality. Traditionally, due to the dominance of case studies, crisis communication researchers 

knew precious little about how stakeholders react to crises or the response strategies used to 

manage them (Ahluwalia, Burnkrant, & Unnava, 2000; Dawar & Pillutla, 2000; Dean, 2004). 

Therefore, it was necessary to develop an evidence-based crisis communication framework 

(Coombs, 2007).   

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) is an evidence-based framework 

that establishes an understanding for how to maximize an organization’s reputational protection 

through post-crisis communication strategies (Coombs, 2007). The foundation of SCCT rests in 

the Attribution Theory, which outlines the relationship between the perceived causality of an 

event and the attribution of responsibility (Weiner, 1985).  

SCCT: Attribution Theory Roots  

According to Weiner (1985), decisions made based on attributes represent phenomenal 

causality—the causal world perceived by the viewer. The perceived causes (i.e. attributions) 

differ from person to person, and within an individual depending on the circumstance (Weiner, 

1985). A person assessing causality will attribute responsibility for an event (i.e. crisis), and as a 

result experience an emotional reaction (Coombs, 2007). The two core emotions of the 

Attribution Theory are anger and sympathy (Coombs, 2007). According to Coombs (2007), the 
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attributions of responsibility and the emotional reactions elicited due to an event can serve as 

motivations for action. When a person or an organization is held responsible for an event, anger 

is evoked and the behavioral responses are negative. However, when a person or an organization 

is believed to have not caused an event to occur, sympathy is evoked and the behavioral 

responses are positive (Weiner, 2006). SCCT expands upon the foundation provided by the 

Attribution Theory to anticipate and assess the reputational threat presented by a crisis, and 

therefore recommend the appropriate crisis response strategies designed to protect reputational 

assets (Coombs, 2007).  

SCCT: Reputational Threat and Threat Assessment 

 SCCT suggests that by understanding the crisis situation, the crisis manager can properly 

assess which crisis response strategy will maximize an organization’s reputational protection, 

and therefore limit the reputational damage (Coombs, 2007). A threat is “the amount of damage 

a crisis could inflict on an organization’s reputation if no action is taken,” (Coombs, 2007, p. 

166). The three key factors that shape reputational threat are (a) initial crisis responsibility, (b) 

crisis history and (c) prior relational reputation (Coombs, 2007).  

 The first factor, initial crisis responsibility, is defined as “a function of stakeholder 

attributions of personal control for the crisis by the organization,” (Coombs, 2007, p. 166; 

Coombs, 1995). In other words, the extent to which an organization is perceived responsible for 

a crisis by its stakeholders. According to Coombs (2007), previous research has consistently 

demonstrated that the greater the amount of crisis responsibility a stakeholder population 

attributes to the organization, the lower the reputational score of the organization. As a result, the 

reputational threat to an organization increases as the stakeholders’ attributions of crisis 

responsibility intensify (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). In order to assess the 
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amount of responsibility attributed to an organization during a crisis, the crisis type, as it is being 

framed, needs to be properly analyzed (Coombs, 2007).  

 The second factor that shapes reputational threat is crisis history. Crisis history, according 

to Coombs (2007), “is whether or not an organization has had a similar crisis in the past,” (p. 

167). The Attribution Theory suggests that if an organization suffers from an unfavorable crisis 

history, then the organization has an ongoing problem that needs to be addressed (Kelley & 

Michela, 1980; Martinko, Douglas, Ford, & Gundlach, 2004). Prior relational reputation, the last 

factor that shapes reputational threat, is defined as “how well or poorly an organization has or is 

perceived to have treated stakeholders in other contexts,” (Coombs, 2007, p. 167). An 

organization’s unfavorable prior relational reputation can be attributed to a history of treating 

stakeholders poorly (Porritt, 2005). According to Coombs (2007), crisis history and prior 

relational reputation both have a direct and indirect effect on reputational threat of a crisis on an 

organization. An organization with a history of crises and/or an unfavorable prior relational 

reputation will have intensified attributions of crisis responsibility, which indirectly affects 

reputational threat (Coombs, 2007).  

In order to assess reputational threat, Coombs (2007) suggests that crisis managers follow 

a two-step process using the three factors previously discussed (i.e. initial crisis responsibility, 

crisis history and prior relational reputation). The first step is to determine the initial crisis 

responsibility attached to the crisis (Coombs, 2007). To properly identify the initial crisis 

responsibility, crisis managers need to identify the type of crisis that occurred: (a) victim, (b) 

accidental or (c) intentional (also referred to as preventable) (Coombs, 2007). During a victim 

crisis, the organization is viewed as a victim of the event (e.g. natural disasters, workplace 

violence, product tampering and rumor), and therefore has weak attributions of crisis 
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responsibility (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). When an organization experiences an 

accidental crisis (e.g. technical-error accident, technical-error product harm and challenge) there 

are minimal attributions of crisis responsibility because the crisis is viewed as unintentional or 

uncontrollable (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). The last crisis type, intentional, is 

considered purposeful, and therefore has strong attributions of crisis responsibility (e.g. human-

error accident, human-error product harm and organizational misdeed) (Coombs, 2007; Coombs 

& Holladay, 2002).  

After properly classifying the type of crisis, crisis managers can anticipate the amount of 

crisis responsibility stakeholders will attribute to the organization, and therefore establishing the 

initial crisis responsibility level (Coombs, 2007). Research by Coombs and Holladay (1996, 

2001) has established that crisis responsibility is negatively related to organizational reputation. 

In other words, as stakeholders attribute greater crisis responsibility to an organization, their 

perceptions of the organization’s reputation will be less favorable (Coombs, 2007). The second 

step in evaluating reputational threat involves assessing an organization’s crisis history and prior 

relational reputation, which serve to increase the initial assessment of reputational threat 

(Coombs, 2007). If an organization has a history of crises and/or an unfavorable prior relational 

reputation, a victim crisis generates the same reputational threat as an accident crisis (Coombs, 

2007). Comparably, when the intensifying factors (i.e. crisis history and prior relational 

reputation) are present, an accident crisis creates the same reputational threat as an intentional 

crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). As intensifying factors, crisis history and prior relational 

reputation can exacerbate the reputational threat of a crisis and adjust the nature of the crisis 

(Coombs, 2007). In other words, if an organization has a history of crises and a negative prior 

relational reputation with stakeholders, a crisis may place a greater threat to an organization’s 
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reputation, in comparison to an organization that possesses none or a minimal crisis history and a 

positive prior relational reputation with stakeholders.  

SCCT: Crisis Response Strategies  

 Traditionally, crisis managers have relied on hunches and recommendations from case 

study research to indicate the appropriate crisis response strategy(ies) to employ (Coombs, 

2007). However, Coombs and Schmidt (2000) recommend that crisis managers make informed 

choices about the appropriate crisis response strategies based on theoretical evidence. SCCT 

provides the theoretical evidence needed for a crisis manager to select the crisis response 

strategy(ies) that corresponds with the characteristics of the crisis situation (Coombs, 2006). 

According to Coombs (2006), the initial crisis response from any organization undergoing a 

crisis is providing what is called instructing information. Instructing information is comprised of 

what stakeholders need and want to know following a crisis (Coombs, 2006). The three types of 

instructing information are as follows: (a) crisis basics, (b) protection and (c) correction 

(Coombs, 2006). Crisis basics include basic information about what happened in a crisis, and 

protection implicates what stakeholders need to do in order to protect themselves from harm 

(Coombs, 2006). The last type of instructing information, correction, is what an organization is 

doing to correct the crisis situation and prevent it from occurring in the future (Coombs, 1999, 

2006). SCCT maintains that providing instructing information is a requirement, not an option 

(Coombs, 2006). After instructing information has been provided to stakeholders, a crisis 

manager may adopt one or more of the following crisis response strategies: (a) denial, (b) 

diminish and (c) rebuild (Coombs, 2006, 2007).  

 The denial crisis response strategies seek to establish that there is no connection between 

the organization and the crisis situation by proving that no crisis exists or by establishing that the 
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organization has no responsibility for the crisis (Coombs, 2006, 2007). By establishing that there 

is no connection between the organization and the crisis, reputational threat to the organization 

can be eliminated (Coombs, 2006). In the case of rumor and challenge crises, a crisis manager 

needs to ensure stakeholders that there is no ‘real’ crisis by denying any truth to the rumor and 

refuting charges of immoral conduct (Coombs, 2007). For example, an organization being 

accused of releasing chemicals (accident), can deny this rumor by proving that the gas cloud was 

in fact steam vented by turbines (Coombs, 2006). In addition, a crisis manager can ‘attack’ the 

accuser, which involves confronting the individual or group claiming that the organization has 

done something wrong (Coombs, 2006). Denying any responsibility by confronting those who 

have accused an organization of wrongdoing can go as far as threating to sue people who 

perpetuate the false claims (Coombs, 2006). Lastly, an organization can deny any responsibility 

in a crisis by partaking in scapegoating, which involves blaming someone else for the crisis 

situation (Coombs, 2006).  

 The diminish crisis response strategies argue that the crisis situation is not as severe as 

people believe it to be (i.e. justification) or that the organization lacked control over the crisis 

(i.e. excuse) (Coombs, 2006, 2007). This response option implies that the crisis manager accepts 

his or hers organization’s involvement in the crisis situation, but seeks to change the attributions 

stakeholders make about the crisis in order to limit reputational damage to the organization 

(Coombs, 2006). The key focus of the diminish response strategies are to lessen attributions of 

crisis responsibility by establishing the true, lower level of seriousness for the crisis (Coombs, 

2006). In order to establish the true (lower) level of seriousness, a crisis manager must provide 

sufficient evidence to support the claims (Coombs, 2007). However, even with solid evidence, 

the diminish response strategy may fail due to news media posting messages that reject the crisis 
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managers frame (Coombs, 2007). The diminish response strategies are most effective when 

reinforcing existing frames, such as the accidental frame (Coombs, 2007). Excuse strategies, 

which demonstrate a lack of intent, can be used to reaffirm a crisis situation as an accident 

(Coombs, 2007). The reinforcement of the accidental frame proves beneficial, as it is much 

easier and less expensive to manage in comparison to an intentional crisis (Coombs, 2007; 

Coombs & Holladay, 2002, 2004).  

 Rebuild crisis response strategies seek to change an organization’s perception in a crisis 

situation by presenting new, positive information about the organization and/or remind the 

stakeholders of the good contributions made by the organization in the past (Coombs, 2007). The 

main focus of the rebuild response strategy is to offset any negative feelings toward the 

organization by sharing positive current and/or past works (Coombs, 2007). In order to rebuild 

organizational reputation, a crisis manager can offer a material (i.e. compensation) and/or 

symbolic (i.e. apology) forms of aid to the victims (Coombs, 2007). Both compensation and 

apology are positive reputational actions that should be used for crises that present a severe 

reputational threat to the organization (Coombs, 2007). According to Coombs (2007), rebuild 

response strategies should be employed for crises that impose a severe reputational threat, such 

as an accidental crisis coupled with a crisis history. As a result, the current study, which will 

develop a fictitious crisis scenario based on a real accidental crisis case at an organization with a 

history of crises, will adopt rebuild response strategies.  

 In addition to the primary crisis response strategies previously described, SCCT also 

suggests a secondary crisis response strategy called bolstering (Coombs, 2007). The bolstering 

response strategy draws upon goodwill established between management and the stakeholder 

population to help protect the organization’s reputation (Coombs, 2007). The bolstering response 
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strategy can involve reminding stakeholders of positive current and past works, praising the 

stakeholders, or reminding the stakeholders that the organization is a victim in the crisis situation 

in order to evoke sympathy (Coombs, 2007). 

 Each of the crisis response strategies, primary and secondary, strive to achieve the 

following three objectives: (a) shape attributions of the crisis, (b) change perceptions of the 

organization in crisis and (c) reduce the negative affect generated by the crisis (Coombs, 1995, 

2007). These three objectives all support the larger goal of protecting an organization’s 

reputation (Coombs, 2007). The current study will utilize Coombs’ SCCT as a theoretical 

framework in establishing the connection between crisis type and the appropriate corresponding 

crisis response strategy.   

Crisis Communication: Organization-Public Relationship (OPR) 

The majority of crisis communication research has emphasized post-crisis reactive 

strategies, while foregoing an analysis of pre-crisis preparation. In a content analysis of public 

relations literature, Avery et al. (2010) unveiled that a majority of crisis communication research 

places a strong focus on the post-crisis (i.e. recovery) phase, while only 5% of the literature 

analyzes prevention and preparation in the pre-crisis stage. According to Heath (1997), 

organizations should place a high importance on developing strong pre-crisis relationships with 

stakeholders. Specifically, he argues that organizations should focus on building “mutually 

beneficial relationships” with stakeholders and focus on “an appropriate sense of corporate 

responsibility” in their pre-crisis communication (Heath, 1997). Given the value of relationships 

in the field of public relations, the focus of research has begun to shift from evaluating 

communication processes or outcomes to analyzing the factors that influence the development 

and maintenance of mutually beneficial relationships among organizations and the stakeholder 
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population (Bruning, 2002). In order to better understand the implications of mutually favorable 

relationships between organizations and the public (i.e. stakeholders), the current study seeks to 

analyze the effects of communicating a pre-crisis plan to stakeholders, specifically to test their 

level of organizational trust and forgiveness following a crisis.  

 A relationship has been defined as the interdependence between two or more persons 

(O‘Hair, Friedrich, & Wiemann, 1995). In other words, a relationship implies that two or more 

individuals are related to one another, and mutually dependent (Park, 2007). When applied to an 

organizational context, Ledingham and Bruning (1998) have defined relationship as “the state 

which exists between an organization and its key publics in which the actions of either entity 

impact the economic, social, political, and/or cultural well-being of the other entity,” (p. 62). 

According to Coombs (2000), managing a relationship is fundamentally based on whether or not 

the organization is meeting the social norms and expectations of its key publics (Coombs, 2000; 

Park & Reber, 2011). A crisis indicates that an organization has violated the social 

norms/expectations established by the key publics (Park & Reber, 2011). As a result, the 

organization may experience damage to its image, as well as its financial status (Park & Reber, 

2011). More importantly, the extent to which an organization meets stakeholder expectations 

determines the quality and longevity of the relationship, which can be disrupted by a crisis 

(Leningham, 2003).  

 The relational perspective of public relations places a strong emphasis on generating 

mutual understanding and benefits between organizations and their key publics (i.e. 

stakeholders) through the development and management of long-term organization-public 

relationships (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998; Park & Reber, 2011). Several studies conducted by 

public relations researchers have concluded that publics’ attitudes toward an organization were 
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enhanced when there was a well-maintained relationship between an organization and its publics 

(Claeys & Cauberghe, 2015; Coombs & Holladay, 2001; Ki & Hon, 2007). In a 2001 study, 

Coombs and Holladay considered two explanatory frames—Attribution Theory and Halo Effect 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2001). The Attribution Theory suggests that stability is one of the main 

predictors of casual attributions (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). However, the results indicated that 

stability did not appear to be the most useful explanatory frame to explain the effects of 

performance history on a crisis situation (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). They did, on the other 

hand, indicate that having relationship history does affect how people perceive an organizational 

crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2001).  

In contrast to the Attribution Theory, the Halo Effect proved to be a viable explanatory 

frame (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). The Halo Effect states that reputational history affects the 

acceptance and interpretation of new information (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). Research 

indicated that the effect on perceptions of organizational reputation is stronger than those on 

crisis responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). Although relationship history and crisis history 

both contributed similar explanations of variance for crisis responsibility, relationship history 

revealed almost three times as much variance for organizational reputation than crisis history 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2001). Thus, an organization’s relationship history is a more powerful 

predictor of organizational reputation than crisis history (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). This 

reveals the value of relationship history and its implications for analyzing organizational 

reputation. More importantly, having favorable organizational relationships with key publics is a 

valuable preventative measure by which an organization can avoid the worst outcomes (i.e. 

consequences) in the aftermath of a crisis (Kim & Lee, 2005; Park & Reber, 2011).    
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OPR: Role in Pre-Crisis Preparation   

 Crises are unpredictable events that impact the operational effectiveness of an 

organization (Coombs, 2012). One of, if not the most critical consequences of an organizational 

crisis is the potential for reputational loss (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2015; Coombs, 2007; Dutta & 

Pullig, 2011; Falkheimer & Heide, 2006). As most crisis communication literature emphasizes, 

to restore reputational loss an organization should adopt an appropriate crisis response strategy 

(Coombs, 2007; Dutta & Pullig, 2011). Initially, however, reputational loss is dependent on the 

stakeholders’ pre-crisis perceptions of an organization (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2015). As 

previously described, research (e.g. Coombs & Holladay, 2001) has concluded that in 

comparison to organization’s with an unfavorable pre-crisis reputation, organization’s with a 

favorable pre-crisis reputation will more likely preserve a positive reputation following a crisis 

(Claeys & Cauberghe, 2015). Therefore, a favorable pre-crisis reputation can act as a “shield” 

against the potential reputational consequences of a crisis (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2015; Coombs 

& Holladay, 2006). This shielding concept has been termed the Halo Effect (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2006).  

The Halo Effect suggests that an established positive reputation with stakeholders 

provides an organization with an armor that deflects the potential reputational damage from a 

crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Among the group of researchers who believe that a pre-crisis 

reputation will lessen the damage from a crisis, Fombrun and van Riel (2003) argue that a 

favorable reputation may create a “halo effect” that protects an organization from reputational 

damage (Caruana, 1997; Ulmer, 2001). The research on the Halo Effect offers two explanations: 

(a) halo as benefit of doubt and (b) halo as shield (Coombs & Holladay, 2006).  
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 In the benefit of the doubt explanation, if the stakeholder population holds a favorable 

reputation of the organization, they may give the organization the benefit of the doubt and not 

assign as much crisis responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). In contrast, an organization that 

has an unfavorable reputation with its stakeholder population may not receive the benefit of the 

doubt, and therefore be attributed more crisis responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). The 

halo as shield explanation, on the other hand, is derived from the larger psychological 

phenomenon of expectancy confirmation (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Expectancy confirmation 

suggests that when people make initial expectations, they are hesitant to revise those 

expectations even when confronted with substantial disconfirming evidence (Traut-Mattausch, 

Schulz-Hardt, Greitemeyer, & Frey, 2004). Using this phenomenon as a foundation for the halo 

as shield explanation, when stakeholders possess a favorable image of an organization they may 

feel inclined to ignore the negative information and stay consistent with their initial expectations 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2006). In a crisis situation, the halo as shield explanation argues that 

stakeholders will focus on positive aspects (i.e. initial expectations) and overlook negative 

information (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Therefore, the prior positive reputation of an 

organization functions as a shield, repelling reputational harm from a crisis (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2006).   

 Just as a favorable prior reputation with stakeholders may provide an organization with 

the benefit of the doubt or a shield, ultimately protecting its reputational assets, the opposite can 

also occur. If an organization has an unfavorable prior reputation, its stakeholders may be more 

accepting of negative information, and therefore bring about reputational damage (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2002). Coombs and Holladay (2002) referred to this negative effect of an unfavorable 

prior reputation as “the velcro effect,” highlighting that relationship and crisis history can have 
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significantly negative effects on attributions of crisis responsibility and reputational damage 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2002; Park, 2007). Therefore, crisis managers and public relations 

practitioners should be aware that “the best crisis strategy is to maintain good relationships,” 

(Brown & White, 2011, p. 90).  

Relationship Dimensions 

 A relationship that a company has with its consumers distinguishes the consumers who 

will remain in the relationship from those who will leave the relationship (Leningham & 

Bruning, 1998). Through the development and maintenance of a favorable organization-public 

relationship, an organization can bring about economic, societal, and political gains for itself and 

its stakeholders (Ledingham, 2003). In the areas of marketing and public relations, research has 

revealed a collection of relationship dimensions (Hon & Grunig, 1999; Ledingham & Bruning, 

1998; Morgan & Hunt; 1994; Park, 2007; Wilson, 1995), which were established and remain 

significant in order to measure the perceptions of an organization’s relationship with 

stakeholders (Hon & Grunig, 1999; Park, 2007). Building upon previous literature, Park (2007) 

suggests eight dimensions of relationship: (a) control mutuality, (b) trust, (c) satisfaction, (d) 

commitment, (e) openness, (f) exchange relationship, (g) communal relationship, and (h) 

intimacy. Although each dimension is valuable, and therefore briefly described below, the 

current study will be testing trust. As a result, following the description of the other seven 

dimensions, trust will be explained in detail.  

 Control mutuality refers to the degree to which parties agree on who possesses the 

rightful power to influence one another (Hon and Grunig, 1999). In addition, it emphasizes the 

importance of maintaining an appropriate level of power among parties, so that the relationship 

does not develop an imbalance (Park, 2007). Satisfaction is described as “the degree of positive 
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feelings that one has about another,” (Park, 2007, p. 11). Satisfaction, unlike control mutuality, 

involves affection and emotion (Huang, 2001; Park, 2007). According to Han and Grunig (1999), 

satisfaction is the degree to which one party feels favorably towards another due to the 

fulfillment of relationship expectations. Commitment, according to Park (2007), is a mutual 

investment between both partners in a relationship. Morgan and Hunt (1994) describe 

commitment as the core element that differentiates a successful relationship from an 

unsuccessful relationship. They further define commitment as an effort to maintain a continuous 

and long-term relationship with another (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Openness refers to the sharing 

of thoughts and feelings by each party in a relationship (Park, 2007). According to Ferguson 

(1984), openness is a key concept in the discussion of organization-public relationships. 

Exchange relationship, as the name implies, is one in which benefits are given with the 

expectation of receiving a comparable benefit in return (i.e. an equal exchange) (Clark & Mils, 

1993). If a partner does not repay an obligation or does not accept a reward, the other partner 

who initiated the exchange will become unwilling to provide benefits to the partner (Park, 2007). 

Communal relationship, in contrast to exchange relationship, focuses on providing benefits to 

another party based on their needs or to simply show general concern (Park, 2007). Hon and 

Grunig (1999) emphasize that organizations need these communal relationships with the public 

because by showing concern for the public’s well being, an organization can build a favorable 

reputation and reduce conflict. As a result of building a positive relationship with the public, an 

organization can gain more support and boost potential profits (Hon & Grunig, 1999). The last 

dimension, with the exception of trust, is intimacy. Intimacy, according to Park (2007), “refers to 

the emotional feelings of warmth for and friendliness to a subject,” (p. 14). In a relationship, if 

one expects the benefits to outweigh the costs, the person will share more information (Park, 
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2007). As a result of sharing information, greater feelings of intimacy among those in a 

relationship will strengthen (Park, 2007).  

OPR: Role of Trustworthiness and Forgiveness 

 Trust, one of two variables being tested in the current study, is a strong determinant of 

stakeholders’ attitudes toward an organization (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). It is a term that many 

researchers have included as a critical concept in discussing relationships (Park, 2007), and is a 

main outcome variable taken into consideration in crisis communication research (Laar, 2015). 

According to Canary and Cupach (1988), trust is defined as the willingness to take a risk because 

the partner is perceived as both honest and benevolent. In the context of relationship marketing, 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) suggest that trust requires confidence in the exchange party’s reliability 

and integrity. Additionally, Hon and Grunig (1999) have described trust as one party’s level of 

confidence in and willingness to open up to the other party. With the diverse collection of 

definitions for trust, the social exchange theory provides an explanation for trust in regards to 

relationships (Park, 2007). Social exchanges are based on the foundation of trust, and the 

expectation that one will make some return for what one has received (Park, 2007). Relationships 

are based on the idea of mutual trust, and therefore the persons in the relationship can use trust as 

a determinant of relationship legitimacy (Park, 2007).  

In the event of a crisis, an organization’s trustworthiness or ability to maintain legitimacy 

could be called into question (Arpan & Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2005). Therefore, it is logical to assert 

that one of the main goals of crisis communication is to restore trust among stakeholders (Laar, 

2015). In addition, to minimize the negative effects of a crisis, an organization should strive to 

ensure its stakeholders that they are trustworthy (Laar, 2015). In other words, trust has the 

potential to shield an organization from the negative consequences of its actions (Johar, Birk, & 
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Einwiller, 2010). Trust and forgiveness, the other variable being testing, are considered essential 

elements to indicate the value stakeholders place on a relationship with an organization (Laar, 

2015). As a result, the current study adopts both elements as outcome variables.  

According to Xie and Peng (2009), the concept of forgiveness has its roots in the areas of 

philosophy and theology. However, it can also be applied to the social sciences (Xie & Peng, 

2009). Forgiveness has been defined in many different ways and across many different fields, so 

there is no consensus on its definition (Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002). While 

some researchers regard forgiveness as an intrapersonal phenomenon of mentality, others apply a 

more interpersonal interpretation (Xie & Peng, 2009). The current study drew upon Finkel et 

al.’s (2002) interpersonal relationship perspective, which defines forgiveness as “the victim’s 

resumption of prebetrayal behavioral tendencies—as the tendency to forego vengeance and other 

destructive patterns of interaction, instead behaving toward the perpetrator in a positive and 

constructive manner,” (p. 958). In other words, the victim cancels their interpersonal debt that 

was generated by betrayal (Finkel et al., 2002). Finkel et al. (2002) stresses the importance of 

characterizing forgiveness as a continuum rather than an all-or-nothing proposition. This is a 

valuable component of forgiveness because although complete forgiveness (i.e. no interpersonal 

negativity) is the logical endpoint, it is still unclear whether it is a practical possibility (Finkel et 

al., 2002).  

In order to restore harmony in a relationship, Finkel et al. (2002) suggest that forgiveness 

from one party toward another following a transgression, betrayal, and/or harmful action is 

essential. In addition, forgiveness has been regarded as the initial step in rebuilding trust (Chung 

& Beverland, 2006; Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007). For these reasons, and because it plays 

a vital role in reducing conflicts and restoring relationships (Moon & Rhee, 2012), forgiveness 
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has been selected as an outcome variable.  

In recent years, marketing academics have begun to investigate the role of forgiveness in 

the relationship between an organization and its stakeholder population (Xie & Peng, 2009). 

Research conducted by Chung and Beverland (2006) suggests that the construct of forgiveness is 

more capable of embodying stakeholders’ cognitive and affective reactions after a brand 

transgression (i.e. organizational crisis). The cognitive dimension refers to how a stakeholder 

understands a crisis and abandons unfavorable attitudes toward an organization (Moon & Rhee, 

2012; Oh, 2008), while the affective dimension suggests the extent that a stakeholder withdraws 

hatred for an organization (Moon & Rhee, 2012; Oh, 2008). In addition to the cognitive and 

affective reactions, scholars have regarded forgiveness as a concept that also includes behavioral 

responses (Moon & Rhee, 2012; Oh, 2006). The behavioral aspect refers to a stakeholder’s 

ability to meet and improve their relationship with an organization (Moon & Rhee, 2012; Oh, 

2008). This posts that forgiveness is the foundation for relationship restoration (Xie & Peng, 

2009). And while forgiveness is regarded as a foundational step in reestablishing a relationship, 

Chung and Beverland (2006) propose that in order to develop stakeholder forgiveness, the 

process of reevaluating corporate trustworthiness is critical. Therefore, the two concepts, trust 

and forgiveness, are connected and together play a pivotal role in evaluating the relationship 

between an organization and its stakeholders (Laar, 2015). As a result, the current study seeks to 

analyze the extent to which proactive communication, in the form of a pre-crisis plan, leads to a 

more positive evaluation of an organization in terms of trustworthiness and forgiveness.  

Research Questions 

Public relations researchers are developing literature focused on an understanding of 

relationship management (Park & Reber, 2011). However, little attention is being dedicated to 
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examining the impact of organization-public relationship on publics’ perceptions, attitudes and 

behaviors in crisis communication (Park & Reber, 2011). Previous works (e.g. Claeys & 

Cauberghe, 2015; Coombs & Holladay, 2001; Ki & Hon, 2007) highlighted the value of a 

favorable reputational image and a positive organization-public relationship, and how these 

components can influence reputational damage to an organization. However, the potential effects 

of communicating a pre-crisis plan, which outlines the organization’s post-crisis response 

strategy details, have seldom been approached in recent literature. The current study seeks to fill 

the gap by testing how exposure to a pre-crisis plan affects stakeholders’ level of trustworthiness 

and forgiveness toward an organization following a crisis.  

RQ1: To what extent does exposing stakeholders to a pre-crisis plan affect organizational 

trust following a crisis, in comparison to stakeholders who are not exposed to a pre-crisis 

plan? 

RQ2: To what extent does exposing stakeholders to a pre-crisis plan affect organizational 

forgiveness following a crisis, in comparison to stakeholders who are not exposed to a 

pre-crisis plan? 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHOD 

 

 

Overview 

 

 The current study employed a between-subject experimental design to test if exposure to 

a pre-crisis plan has any effect on stakeholder trust and forgiveness toward an organization 

following a crisis (see proposed model in Figure 1). First, participants were randomly assigned to 

a treatment group, either a pre-crisis plan outlining the organization’s course of action in the case 

of an accidental crisis or a plan outlining the same organization’s proposal for a community 

garden, thus serving as a control group. Then, two days later, both treatment groups were invited 

for stage two. Participants within each treatment group were exposed to the same accidental 

crisis scenario, and then shown the same post-crisis response strategy (i.e. rebuild). Following 

exposure to the post-crisis response strategy, participants reported their levels of organizational 

trust and forgiveness.  

 

 
Figure 1: Research Model 

 

 

 



	

	 25	

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from communication courses at a large public southeastern 

research institution by asking faculty for access to students in their classrooms. Under the 

discretion of the course professor, extra credit was awarded to each student who completed the 

experiment. For students who opted to not participate in the experiment, an alternative form of 

extra credit was provided to comply with IRB guidelines.  

 A total of 73 students enrolled in graduate and undergraduate communication courses 

participated in the first stage of the experiment, with 62 of these students completing the second 

stage. Two students were dropped from the study after the data collection process. One student 

was dropped because he or she participated in stage one twice, and therefore was exposed to both 

conditions (i.e. treatment A and treatment B). The other student was dropped during data 

cleaning because he or she did not participate in stage one of the study. Thus, the total sample 

size used for data analysis was 60 (N = 60), with 28 (n = 28) participants in treatment A (i.e. 

Northern Nevada University Pre-Crisis Plan) and 32 (n = 32) participants in treatment B (i.e. 

Northern Nevada University Community Garden Plan).  

 A larger percentage of participants were female (78.3%, n = 47) than male (21.7%, n = 

13). The larger female sample is most likely due to the demographic makeup of the recruited 

population. Traditionally, female students outnumber male students in communication courses at 

the institution where testing took place. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 35, with an average 

age of 22 (M = 22.65, SD = 3.26). The majority of participants were Caucasian (56.7%, n = 34), 

while 13.3% (n = 8) were Hispanic, 11.7% (n = 7) were Asian, 10% (n = 6) were African-

American, and 5% (n = 3) identified themselves as other. In addition, one participant identified 
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himself or herself as American Indian or Alaska Native, and one participant preferred not to 

answer.  

Crisis Case Selection and Stimuli Development 

 The pre-crisis plan message, crisis scenario, and corresponding crisis response message 

were created on the basis of a previous existing crisis case involving the University of California, 

Berkeley. In December 2015, UC Berkeley experienced a criminal cyber-attack on a university 

system. At the time, the system stored Social Security and bank account numbers of 

approximately 80,000 current and former faculty, staff, students and vendors. This case was 

chosen because, as an unintentional action by the university, it falls under the accidental crisis 

cluster of the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). According to Coombs (2002), 

the accidental cluster is titled so because “all of the crises represent unintentional actions by the 

organization; that is, the organization’s did not intend to create the crises,” (p. 179). In addition, 

the accidental cluster includes technical-error accidents (Coombs, 2002, 2007), which is what 

occurred in this crisis case.  

 Another rationale for selecting this crisis case is that the scenario itself, which involved 

an academic institution and its students, is relatable and relevant to the population. Therefore, 

participants may be more attentive and more likely to thoroughly read and answer questions 

about the topic. To avoid bias, the accused university in the scenario was assigned a fictitious 

name, Northern Nevada University.  

In order to improve the ecological validity of the study, the crisis material (i.e. pre-crisis 

plan, crisis scenario and crisis response strategy) was produced by utilizing content from the 

actual news coverage of the crisis, in addition to analyzing UC Berkeley’s emergency operations 

plan. Specifically, the pre-crisis plan was developed using news coverage of the event, with 
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supplemental material from the university’s emergency operations plan. By adopting material 

representative of an existing crisis case, the current study was able to effectively immolate a real-

world scenario. The pre-crisis plan, as well as the community garden plan, were written by the 

lead researcher and have a word count of respectively 258 and 260. 

The crisis scenario description and crisis response message were developed using two 

main news stories: Berkeley News and FOX News. According to Coombs (2007), accidental 

crises pose severe reputational threat when an organization has a crisis history, and should 

therefore be dealt with by utilizing rebuild response strategies. The accidental crisis that occurred 

at UC Berkeley (i.e. cyber-attack) was reported as the third largest breach affecting the 

university, which establishes a crisis history. Therefore, according to Coombs (2007), rebuild 

strategies should have been adopted. During the actual crisis, UC Berkeley did in fact utilize 

rebuild tactics, such as providing aid to victims. As a result, the current study matched the 

accidental crisis scenario (i.e. cyber-attack) with the corresponding rebuild response strategies 

employed during the crisis. The crisis scenario outlined the pertinent details of the story such as 

what happened, how it happened, and how many people it affected. The scenario description 

totaled 182 words. The crisis response message, which contained information regarding response 

strategies such as victim aid, as well as personal testimonials from university officials, had a 

word count of 246.  

The stimuli development approach, which sought to emulate a real-world setting, was 

adopted from Park’s (2007) study testing the organization-public relationship on stakeholders’ 

attitudes of an organization following a crisis. However, Park’s (2007) study and a majority of 

crisis communication research, focuses on post-crisis response strategies (Avery et al., 2010). As 
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a result, the current study adopted the Park (2007) stimuli development approach to test the 

effects of pre-crisis plan exposure.  

Procedure 

 The data collection procedure for this study, approved by the university’s Institutional 

Review Board, took place in two stages. In stage one of the experiment, students were sent a 

Qualtrics link by their lead instructor through the announcement feature of their respective 

courses Blackboard sites. The announcement included the stage one link, as well as the following 

instructions:  

To voluntarily participate in stage one of a research study being conducted by Kalani 

Peirce, please click on the link provided below. The link will only be accessible until 

11:59pm this evening (October 4, 2016). At midnight the link will no longer be active. In 

order to receive course extra credit, stage one and two must be completed. The stage two 

link will be sent to you in two days (October 6, 2016).  

Link to study: https://fsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4GH7CK2Eptm0HZ3	

After clicking on the link, participants were directed to a page outlining the study. Participants 

were asked to carefully read it and click the “continue” button if they voluntarily chose to 

proceed. By accepting to continue, participants gave their consent. Participants giving their 

voluntary consent were directed to one of two treatment groups (i.e. treatment A or treatment B). 

In treatment A participants were exposed to a pre-crisis cyber-attack plan for Northern Nevada 

University, the fictitious name of the institution in the crisis scenario. On the other hand, 

participants in treatment B were exposed to a plan that outlined Northern Nevada University’s 

proposal for a community garden. Both plans took no longer than 10 minutes to read. After the 

participants read their randomly assigned plan, they were directed to the final section of stage 
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one. In the final section, participants were asked to respond to a series of recall questions. The 

questions were designed to indicate if the participants actually read and could recall the content 

of the plan they were exposed to. After the participants completed the recall questions they were 

then directed to a screen that asked them to provide their school email address. The email 

address was used to distribute the stage two Qualtrics link. Once the participants provided their 

email addresses, they were thanked for completing stage one and dismissed.	

 Following a 2-day break period, in which participants in neither treatment A or B were 

exposed to any experimental stimuli, the researcher emailed a stage two link to the participants. 

The email included the stage two link, as well as the following instructions:  

To voluntarily participate in stage two of the study being conducted by Kalani Peirce, 

please click on the link provided below. The link will only be accessible until 11:59pm 

this evening (October 6, 2016). At midnight the link will no longer be active. In order to 

receive course extra credit, stage one and two must be completed.  

Link to study: https://fsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_2lT7i4YKSjoUTA1	

 

First, participants were asked to read a fictitious crisis case. The crisis case was based on the 

2015 criminal cyber-attack that occurred at the University of California, Berkeley, which 

exposed Social Security and bank account numbers of 80,000 current and former faculty, staff, 

students and vendors. After reading the fictitious crisis case and the corresponding crisis 

response strategy, participants were asked about their levels of organizational trust and 

forgiveness. Participants’ level of trust was analyzed using Hon and Grunig’s (1999) 

trustworthiness scale, as well as Lee’s (2004) trustworthiness scale. Then, forgiveness was 

assessed using Xie and Peng’s (2009) forgiveness scale. Both measures, trust and forgiveness, 

are detailed below.  
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To complete the experiment, participants were asked to respond to a series of 

demographic questions. Then, participants were directed to a screen that asked them to once 

again provide their school email address. The email address was used as proof of each student’s 

participation and completion of both stages of the experiment. A list of the email addresses was 

compiled and sent to the course professor to award extra credit. The research procedure and all 

experiment materials, including the waiver of consent, emails, pre-crisis plan, crisis case, post-

crisis response, and scale measures, was approved by the Institutional Review Board prior to the 

implementation of the experiment.  

Measures 

Trust is an integral component in the discussion of relationships (Park, 2007), and serves 

as a strong indicator of stakeholders’ attitudes toward an organization (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 

Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis (2007) propose that examining the effect of forgiveness on 

repairing trust helps to enhance an understanding of the trust-recovery mechanism. Due to the 

value that each concept plays in the maintenance of an organization-public relationship, this 

study seeks to analyze the effects of pre-crisis plan exposure on organizational trustworthiness 

and forgiveness following a crisis.  

Trustworthiness 

In order to test the participants’ level of trust, two scales were adopted. The first scale 

developed by Hon and Grunig (1999) asked participants to respond to six items designed to 

measure their degree of trust in the organization on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree 

and 7 = strongly agree). The six items are as follows: (a) “This organization treats people like me 

fairly and justly”; (b) “Whenever this organization makes an important decision, I know it will 

be concerned about people like me”; (c) “This organization can be relied on to keep its 
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promises”; (d) “I believe that this organization takes the opinions of people like me into account 

when making decisions”; (e) “I feel very confident about this organization’s skills”; and (f) “This 

organization has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do.” A test of internal consistency 

proved this scale to be reliable (α = .86) (M = 27.48, SD = 5.73).  

Lee’s (2004) scale asked participants to respond to eight items measuring their degree of 

trust in the organization on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree). 

The eight items are as follows: (a) “I lost my confidence in Northern Nevada University”; (b) 

“Northern Nevada University is still trustworthy”; (c) “Northern Nevada University is reliable”; 

(d) “I doubt about the quality of Northern Nevada University”; (e) “I lost my confidence in 

Northern Nevada University’s plans and services”; (f) “Northern Nevada University’s plans and 

services are still trustworthy”; (g) “Northern Nevada University’s plans and services are 

reliable”; and (h) “I doubt about the quality of Northern Nevada University’s plans and 

services,” (Lee, 2004). Items a, d, e, and g were reverse-coded items. A test of internal 

consistency found Lee’s (2004) trust scale to be reliable (α = .91) (M = 31.78, SD = 8.25). 

Forgiveness 

In order to test the participants’ level of forgiveness, Xie and Peng’s (2009) forgiveness 

scale was adopted. Participants responded to five items on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree and 7 = strongly agree). The five items are as follows: (a) “I would think favorably of 

Northern Nevada University”; (b) “Given Northern Nevada University’s response, I would 

condemn it”; (c) “Given Northern Nevada University’s response, I would forgive it”; (d) “I 

would disapprove of Northern Nevada University”; and (e) “I feel sympathetic toward Northern 

Nevada University” (Xie & Peng, 2009). Items b and d were reverse-coded items. A test of 

internal consistency of forgiveness was conducted and found to be reliable (α = .78) (M = 22.43, 
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SD = 4.87).  

Demographics 

To evaluate the demographic makeup of the sample, participants answered several 

multiple-choice items pertaining to their sex, age and race.  

Recall 

To ensure that each participant read and understood the content of their respective plan, 

the stage one questionnaire asked one recall question. Treatment A participants were asked a 

true/false question regarding Northern Nevada University’s crisis plan, while those in treatment 

B were asked a true/false question pertaining to Northern Nevada University’s garden plan. In 

treatment A, two participants answered the recall question incorrectly (n = 2), while four 

participants in treatment B answered the recall question incorrectly (n = 4). Therefore, a total of 

six participants answered their respective recall question incorrectly (N = 6). However, these six 

participants were not deleted during data analysis due to the small sample size.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

 

Test of Research Question 1 

 RQ1 sought to identify whether exposing stakeholders to a pre-crisis plan led to greater 

levels of organizational trustworthiness following a crisis. To test organizational trustworthiness, 

two trust scales were adopted (Hon & Grunig, 1999; Lee, 2004). Results of RQ1 are reported for 

both scales.  

An independent sample t-test using Hon and Grunig’s (1999) trust scale revealed that 

there is no significant difference between stakeholders exposed to a pre-crisis plan (M = 4.77, SD 

= 1.08) and those not exposed to a pre-crisis plan (i.e. control group) (M = 4.41, SD = .80) on 

their levels of organizational trustworthiness (t (58) = 1.48; p = .14).  

Similarly, an independent sample t-test using Lee’s (2004) trust scale indicated that there 

is no significant difference between stakeholders exposed to a pre-crisis plan (M = 4.08, SD = 

1.23) and those not exposed to a pre-crisis plan (i.e. control group) (M = 3.88, SD = .83) on their 

levels of organizational trustworthiness (t (58) = .75; p = .46).  

 

Table 1  

Trustworthiness: Means and Standard Deviations  

 Hon & Grunig (1999) Lee (2004) 

Treatment Group 
 

Mean 
 

SD 
 

Mean 
 

SD 

 

Treatment A 

 

4.77 

 

1.08 

 

4.08 

 

1.23 

 

Treatment B 

 

4.41 

 

.80 

 

3.88 

 

.83 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	 34	

Test of Research Question 2 

 RQ2 sought to identify whether exposing stakeholders to a pre-crisis plan led to greater 

levels of organizational forgiveness following a crisis. To test organizational forgiveness Xie and 

Peng’s (2009) forgiveness scale was adopted. Results of RQ2 are reported for this scale.  

 An independent sample t-test using Xie and Peng’s (2009) forgiveness scale revealed that 

stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations of organizational forgiveness did not significantly differ (t 

(58) = .15; p = .90) whether they were exposed to a pre-crisis plan (M = 4.50, SD = 1.18) or not 

exposed to a pre-crisis plan (i.e. control group) (M = 4.46, SD = .77).  

 

Table 2  

Forgiveness: Means and Standard Deviations  

 Xie & Peng (2009) 

Treatment Group Mean SD 

 

Treatment A 

 

4.50 

 

1.18 

 

Treatment B 

 

4.46 

 

.77 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION  

 

 

 In the field of public relations, one of the fundamental goals is to build and enhance on-

going relationships with an organization’s key constituents (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Organizations 

that communicate effectively with their publics develop better relationships because management 

and publics have a mutual understanding and are therefore less likely to behave in ways that have 

negative consequences (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Furthermore, organizations that develop pre-crisis 

relationships and possess a pre-crisis plan can reduce the potential of a situation becoming a 

crisis and diminish its severity by lessening uncertainty of the crisis response (Milburn, Schuler, 

& Watman, 1983).  

 Traditionally, crisis communication research has examined the post-crisis reactive 

strategies that can be adopted to reduce or alleviate reputational damage (Avery et al., 2010). 

Extensive scholarship addresses such issues (Benoit, 1997; Coombs 1995, 2006, 2007; Coombs 

& Holladay, 2014; Seeger & Ulmer, 2002). However, crisis communication scholars have also 

suggested planning as an integral component of the crisis management process (Coombs, 2007; 

Coombs & Holladay, 2001, 2002, 2006; Heath 1997). In this regard, the current study sought to 

fill a gap in the research and attempted to investigate whether the transparent communication of 

a pre-crisis plan affects stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations of organizational trustworthiness 

and forgiveness.  

Research Findings and Interpretations 

  Two research questions were proposed for this study. The first sought to address the 

effect of pre-crisis plan exposure on stakeholders’ trustworthiness toward an organization 

following a crisis, while the other investigated the effect of pre-crisis plan exposure on 
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stakeholders’ levels of organizational forgiveness following a crisis. 

 Statistical analysis revealed that exposure to a pre-crisis plan does not significantly 

influence the stakeholders’ level of trust toward an organization following a crisis. Thus, in the 

context of this study, the transparent communication of a pre-crisis plan by an organization had 

no positive post-crisis effect on stakeholder trustworthiness. This finding appears inconsistent 

with previous crisis communication work that found a significant main effect of pre-crisis 

reputation on post-crisis evaluations of an organization (Coombs & Holladay, 2006; Laar, 2015; 

Park, 2007). Although the current study was not directly testing reputation, trust is one of the 

primary constructs of reputational measures (Coombs & Holladay, 2002) and a key variable that 

suffers from negative actions of an organization (Laar, 2015).  

To this regard, stakeholders will be less inclined to attribute the cause of misbehavior to 

an organization when it is trusted (Johar et al., 2010). Thus, the insignificant results of this study 

may be attributed to a lack of established trust in the selected organization due to its fictitious 

nature. It is possible that in this study, stakeholders could not be personally attached or have 

much interest in an organization that was fictitious, therefore making it difficult to accurately 

report values-related variables such as trust and forgiveness (Laar, 2015). Furthermore, when 

conducting research on the halo effect, which asserts that a general positive view of an 

organization will affect how stakeholders attribute crisis responsibility, researchers found that a 

test of this effect must avoid relying on one simple positive message manipulated to establish a 

favorable reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Because people weigh negative information 

more strongly than positive information, using one positive message to establish reputation may 

lead to a velcro effect instead of a halo effect (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). The velcro effect 

occurs when stakeholders are more accepting of negative information due to an organizations 
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negative reputational image (Coombs & Holladay, 2002, 2006). For this reason, scholars should 

use existing organizations that have established reputations when analyzing pre-crisis 

perceptions (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). In the case of this study, future research may wish to 

either adopt existing organizations and/or engage in a longitudinal study. It is difficult to 

examine the impact of reputation based on a one-time manipulation (Laar, 2015). Thus, to unveil 

the true effects of pre-crisis communication, scholars should seek to test the post-crisis 

reputational image of an organization with established stakeholder relationships. The absence of 

any significant impact of pre-crisis plan exposure over no pre-crisis plan exposure on post-crisis 

evaluations of organizational trustworthiness and forgiveness would indicate that pre-crisis 

communication is not as valuable to sustaining positive stakeholder attitudes as post-crisis 

response strategies, therefore indirectly justifying the dominance of post-crisis communication 

scholarship.  

Although there was not a significant main effect of pre-crisis plan exposure on post-crisis 

evaluations of trust, analyses of the means revealed that stakeholders who were communicated a 

pre-crisis plan reported slightly more positive evaluations of organizational trustworthiness in 

comparison to those who were not exposed to a pre-crisis plan. This result indicates that while 

the level of trustworthiness may be contingent upon the presentation of a pre-crisis plan, utilizing 

the time and resources necessary to engage in pre-crisis communication may not be practical for 

an organization.  

The absence of any significance may not however demand a definite move away from 

communicating a pre-crisis plan to stakeholders either. Certainly analysis of the means showed 

some differences, and additionally, some trust scale items yielded significant differences. 

According to Hon and Grunig (1999), the outcomes of an organization’s long-term relationships 
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with key constituents can be best measured by focusing on six specific components. One of those 

components is trust, which is comprised of three dimensions: integrity, dependability and 

competence (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Integrity is the belief that an organization is fair and just 

(Hon & Grunig, 1999). Dependability is described as the belief that an organization will do what 

is says it will do, while competence is the belief that an organization has the capability to do 

what it says it will do (Hon & Grunig, 1999). 

 Statistical analysis of trust scale items revealed one item to be highly significant (p = 

.02). This item is representative of the dependability dimension of trust. Specifically, the item 

stated, “I believe this organization takes the opinions of people like me into account when 

making decisions,” (Hon & Grunig, 1999; p. 28). Therefore, it is important to highlight that 

while exposing stakeholders to a pre-crisis plan does not lead to a significantly higher degree of 

organizational trustworthiness, it does impact the stakeholders’ perceptions of organizational 

dependability. Thus, based solely on the results of one item, organizations should be aware that if 

they choose to communicate their intended post-crisis behavior, stakeholders may have higher 

levels of organizational trustworthiness if that behavior were to come to fruition. This finding is 

consistent with results from a study by Huang (2008), which revealed that consistence in crisis 

response messaging effectively predicts stakeholders’ levels of organizational trustworthiness. 

However, in the context of pre-crisis plan exposure, further research is needed to confirm such a 

fragile finding solely based in this case on a single-item indication. 

In addition, an item representative of the integrity dimension of trust (i.e. “Whenever this 

organization makes an important decision, I know it will be concerned about people like me,” 

[Hon & Grunig, 1999; p. 28]), approached significance (p = .07). This alludes to a potential 

impact of pre-crisis plan exposure on stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations of organizational 
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integrity. Previous research, which found that a positive pre-crisis reputation affects 

stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations of an organization’s integrity (Laar, 2015), contributes to 

this line of thinking. Nevertheless, asserting with confidence that pre-crisis plan exposure 

significantly impacts post-crisis assessments of organizational integrity warrants further research.  

 In regards to forgiveness, statistical analysis divulged similar results to that of trust. An 

independent sample t-test using Xie and Peng’s (2009) forgiveness scale revealed that the 

transparent communication of a pre-crisis plan to stakeholders does not lead to a significantly 

greater amount of organizational forgiveness following a crisis. In other words, providing 

stakeholders with an outline of anticipated crisis response strategies does not considerably affect 

their willingness to forgive an organization following a crisis. This finding is inconsistent with 

previous crisis communication scholarship, which found that having a positive pre-crisis 

reputation and being proactive about a crisis situation has a greater impact on forgiveness than if 

an organization has a negative pre-crisis reputation and is reactive (Laar, 2015). These findings 

may be attributed to the researchers procedural decision to test pre-crisis reputation of the 

organization in crisis, thus assuring that participants had established the intended reputational 

image of the organization prior to evaluating post-crisis attitudes. The current study did not 

evaluate pre-crisis reputational attitudes toward the organization in crisis, but rather provided the 

necessary information and then directly evaluated post-crisis attitudes. Therefore, insignificant 

results may be attributed to an insufficient understanding of stakeholders’ pre-crisis perceptions. 

As a result, future research is encouraged to evaluate pre-crisis attitudes to account for 

inconsistencies in post-crisis assessments.  

Even though statistical analysis did not reveal a significant main effect of pre-crisis plan 

exposure on post-crisis evaluations of forgiveness, findings did indicate that stakeholders 
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exposed to a pre-crisis plan report slightly higher levels of organizational forgiveness compared 

to stakeholders who did not receive the transparent communication of a plan. Thus, while 

stakeholders who are exposed to a pre-crisis plan are more likely to forgive the organization, 

there is not enough statistical support to recommend an organization exhausting their resources 

to transparently communicate a pre-crisis plan.  

Implications 

 The main goal of this research was to explore whether the transparent communication of 

a pre-crisis plan affected stakeholders’ evaluations of organizational trustworthiness and 

forgiveness following a crisis. Although analysis revealed an insignificant effect of pre-crisis 

plan exposure on stakeholders’ post-crisis attitudes, the findings have several theoretical and 

managerial implications for the field of crisis communication.  

 Traditionally, crisis communication researchers have examined the post-crisis stage of 

the crisis communication process, while also emphasizing the value of possessing a pre-crisis 

plan and forming pre-crisis relationships (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2001, 2002, 

2006; Heath 1997). In addition, scholars have described planning as a powerful technique 

through which crisis managers can reduce an organizations risk of enduring crises (Milburn et 

al., 1983). However, even though the pre-crisis and preparation stage of the crisis 

communication process has been alluded to in crisis communication scholarship, only 5% of the 

literature has analyzed prevention (Avery et al., 2010), with no known research having examined 

the effects of transparently communicating a pre-crisis plan to stakeholders. Thus, by empirically 

testing the effects of pre-crisis plan exposure, the present work contributes to the growth of pre-

crisis communication research in public relations scholarship.  

 Additionally, in the field of public relations, scholars have emphasized the importance of 
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cultivating good organization-public relationships (OPR) as a way of developing and 

maintaining mutual understanding and benefits between organizations and their publics 

(Ledingham & Brunig, 1998). By building and maintaining long-term relationships with 

stakeholders, public relations efforts can increase organizational effectiveness in critical 

situations (Park, 2007). In a crisis, a positive organization-public relationship can play a critical 

role in managing an organizations reputation during and after a crisis (Coombs, 2000; Coombs & 

Holladay, 2001, 2004; Kim & Lee, 2005). To cultivate and strengthen an organization-public 

relationship, scholars have alluded to several key factors, such as openness and trust. Openness 

refers to the sharing of thoughts and feelings by each party, while trust indicates a party’s level 

of confidence in and willingness to be open (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Thus, these dimensions are 

synonymously associated with one another (Park, 2007).  

The current study sought to identify if in fact the open and transparent communication of 

a pre-crisis plan led to favorable post-crisis evaluations of trust. Although results did not reveal a 

significant main effect of pre-crisis plan exposure on organizational trustworthiness, certain trust 

dimensions appeared to be significantly impacted by pre-crisis communication efforts. The 

transparent communication of a pre-crisis plan significantly affected stakeholders’ evaluations of 

the organizations dependability. Specifically, the results revealed that an organization may be 

perceived more dependable when stakeholders have been openly and transparently 

communicated a pre-crisis plan. According to Hon and Grunig (1999), dependability is the belief 

that an organization will do what is says it will do. Therefore, when stakeholders are exposed to 

a plan that outlines the intended crisis response strategies and those strategies are actually carried 

out, stakeholders will find the organization to be more dependable than if no pre-crisis 

communication had transpired. This finding expands the current OPR literature by alluding to a 
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relationship between the transparent communication of a pre-crisis plan and positive post-crisis 

evaluations of dependability. As it stands, OPR research in crisis communication scholarship has 

not placed a strong emphasis on organizational dependability as a key component influencing 

post-crisis attitudinal evaluations. Thus, the current study expands upon the trust component of 

OPR, encouraging further analysis of the effects of pre-crisis communication on post-crisis 

assessments of organizational dependability.   

From a managerial perspective, these findings help managers to understand how their 

pre-crisis communication choices will impact trust and forgiveness in the case of a technical-

error accident. The intention of this research is to create a foundational understanding of the 

effects of proactive crisis communication efforts, so that organizations can minimize negative 

post-crisis attitudes. Based on the current study’s results, pre-crisis communication of a crisis 

plan does not significantly impact stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations of trust and forgiveness. 

As a result, the initial conclusion is to advise organizations not to exhaust time and resources to 

engage in this preparatory behavior. However, elements of analysis did indicate that pre-crisis 

plan exposure might have some effect on post-crisis organizational attitudes, namely 

dependability and integrity. Such evidence gives support for further analysis of post-crisis 

evaluations of organizations with established pre-crisis reputations to bring forth a more 

comprehensive set of answers and advice. Although theoretical arguments (Huang, 2008; Laar, 

2015; Park, 2007; Park & Reber, 2011) and initial empirical findings discussed here confirm the 

direction needed for further inquiries, it remains too precarious to assert with confidence that 

crisis managers may wish to consider engaging in the transparent communication of a pre-crisis 

plan to attain more positive post-crisis evaluations of organizational trustworthiness and 

forgiveness.   
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In addition, crisis managers may wish to proactively communicate a crisis plan due to its 

significant impact on stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations of dependability. In other words, if an 

organization chooses to transparently communicate a pre-crisis plan and then successfully 

executes the intended strategies outlined in the plan, stakeholders may find the organization to be 

more dependable than if the plan had not been openly communicated prior to the crisis. 

However, crisis managers should be aware that the current study did not test the effects of 

inconsistent crisis communication messaging. Thus, it may be problematic for an organization to 

communicate a proposed crisis response strategy to a specific crisis, and then engage in post-

crisis behavior that is not congruent with the pre-established strategies.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Despite the important findings and implications, there are several limitations to this study 

that should be considered. First, although experiment was the most appropriate research method 

for this study, it may limit the interpretations of the findings. Unnatural conditions created by the 

experimental design may produce results that are not a true reflection of real-world settings, 

where participants may be influenced by confounding variables (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 

2002).  

Second, this study only used a sample of students recruited from communication courses 

at a large public southeastern institution. Although the crisis involved a university, students may 

not have been the most appropriate public to sample because their concern for the outcomes of 

the proposed scenario may have been low. For example, if students are not the financial 

providers of their education, they may not be alarmed by a technical-error accident. Also, the 

sample did not include the other key publics mentioned in the crisis scenario (i.e. faculty, staff 

and external vendors). Thus, future research should strive to be more inclusive by sampling each 
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public affected by the crisis.  

 The third limitation involves the organization selected for the experiment, as it poses a 

limitation to the generalizability of the study’s findings. A university, the organization selected 

for testing, may possess a unique characteristic that leads to biased responses. For example, 

because the organization was an institution of higher education, the participants may have 

assigned higher expectations and standards, thus rating the organization harshly. Future research 

is recommended to include a broader range of organizations and industries.  

Additionally, the organization selected was fictitious. Many scholars use fictitious 

organizations in order to rule out confounding effects (Laufer & Jung, 2010). However, the use 

of fictitious organizations makes it difficult to examine actual pre-crisis attitudes and accurately 

measure stakeholders’ post-crisis evaluations (Laar, 2015). Therefore, future research should 

consider using existing favorable and unfavorable reputations from actual organizations 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2006). By doing so, study participants can be personally connected to the 

organization, thus establishing an existing level of trustworthiness in the organization.  

Also, scholars may wish to engage in a longitudinal study to test the effects of transparent 

pre-crisis communication on post-crisis evaluations of trust and forgiveness. The research for 

this study is based on short-term results. Participants learned about the crisis in a forced-

exposure situation and were asked to evaluate the organization in crisis just two days later. 

Reputation is built up over years (Laar, 2015), thus the long-term impacts of pre-crisis 

communication could not be measured. To further assess the implications of transparently 

communicating a pre-crisis plan, longitudinal research is highly recommended.  

In addition, this study only tested one type of crisis and crisis response strategy (i.e. 

technical-error accident and rebuild response). Coombs (2007) suggests that reputational threat 
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and crisis responsibility vary with different types of crises. Thus, the manipulation of other 

SCCT-identified crises (e.g. preventable) could provide more insight for understanding the 

nature and scope of crises and the development of effective crisis communication plans (Park, 

2007). To increase the validity of the research further, future research is suggested to include 

different types of crises and crisis response strategies. Furthermore, the current study engaged in 

a single exposure design. For validity purposes, future research should employ a design with 

double exposure of a pre-crisis plan. Specifically, scholars may wish to engage in the exposure 

of two pre-crisis plans from the same source (e.g. university).  

 Lastly, the findings of the current study indicated that stakeholders exposed to a pre-crisis 

plan report slightly higher levels of organizational trustworthiness and forgiveness following a 

crisis, in comparison to those who are not exposed to a pre-crisis plan. However, statistical 

analysis revealed that there was no significant main effect of pre-crisis plan exposure on post-

crisis evaluations of trustworthiness and forgiveness. Therefore, a replication study utilizing a 

larger sample is highly recommended.   
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APPENDIX A 

 

RECRUITMENT SCRIPTS: PROFESSOR EMAIL AND CLASSROOM VISIT 

 

 

Professor Email 

 

Subject Line: Participants being sought for a crisis communication research study 

 

Hello,  

 

My name is Kalani Peirce, a second year master’s student in the College of Communication and 

Information.  

 

I am currently working on a thesis under the direction of Dr. Patrick Merle. The purpose of the 

research is to examine how individuals react to the communication of an organization’s plan for 

action following a crisis.  

 

In order to increase participation, I would like to collaborate with you so that the students receive 

extra credit for their participation and completion of the study.  

 

If you are willing to assist me, please contact me at (researcher email address) or Dr. Patrick 

Merle at (thesis director email address).  

 

Sincerely,  

Kalani Peirce  

 

Classroom Visit 

 

Hello,  

 

My name is Kalani Peirce, a second year master’s student in the College of Communication and 

Information.  

 

I am currently working on a thesis under the direction of Dr. Patrick Merle. The purpose of the 

research is to examine how individuals react to the communication of an organization’s plan for 

action following a crisis.  

 

I have collaborated with your course professor so that if you voluntarily participate and complete 

the study, you will be offered extra credit.   

 

In order to receive extra credit you are required to complete stage one and stage two of the study. 

In stage one, your course professor will post the link to the study on your Blackboard page. 

Then, if you complete stage one, I will email you a link to stage two. Both links will only be 

available until 11:59pm on the day they are sent.  
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The link to the first stage of the study will be posted on Blackboard on (date).  

 

If you have any questions I would be happy to answer them now. Any further questions can be 

sent to (researcher email address).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	 48	

APPENDIX B 

 

WAIVER OF CONSENT 

 

 

You have been invited to participate in a research study.  

 

This study is being conducted by Kalani Peirce, a master’s student in the College of 

Communication and Information at Florida State University under the direction of Dr. Patrick 

Merle.  

 

The purpose of the research is to examine how individuals react to the communication of an 

organization’s plan for action following a crisis.  

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 

your current or future relations with the University. If you voluntarily agree to participate in this 

study, we would ask you to complete stage one and stage two. Your participation will last 

approximately 10-15 minutes for each stage.  

 

No discomforts, stresses or risks are expected in participating in this study, and the records of 

this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law. This study has 

been approved by the IRB, which you can contact at (850) 644-8633.  

 

If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact the researcher at (researcher	email	

address)	or the thesis director at (thesis	director	email	address).	 

 

To begin the study, please click the “continue” button. By clicking “continue” you are 

acknowledging that you have read the above information and consent to participate in the study.  
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APPENDIX C 

 

QUESTIONNAIRE I: NORTHERN NEVADA UNIVERSITY PLANS  

 

 

Northern Nevada University: Plan of Action 

 

Please read the plan from Northern Nevada University and answer the questions that follow.  

 

 

 

At Northern Nevada University, the safety and security of our faculty, staff, students and 

vendors is of the upmost importance. We understand our responsibility to respond to natural 

and man-made emergencies in a prompt and proactive way to minimize impacts on safety.  

In preparation for these emergencies, the campus has developed an Emergency Operations Plan 

(EOP). In today’s cyber security landscape, large, high-profile organizations such as leading 

universities are under near-constant attack. Therefore, the cyber security section of the EOP is 

concisely detailed below.  

At Northern Nevada University, systems have been set up to routinely identify hacking 

attempts. However, in the case of a cyberattack, campus Information Services and Technology 

(IST) will perform the following initial actions:  

• Alert Northern Nevada University officials, including the Emergency Operations Center 

(EOC), so that they can quickly evaluate and respond  

• Notify law enforcement and/or FBI (if necessary) 

• Remove all potentially impacted servers from the network so that they cannot be 

accessed  

• Assess damage and begin working to repair system flaw  

In addition to all initial actions by Northern Nevada University, if necessary, the following 

steps will be taken:  

• Hire computer investigation firm to assist in investigation  

• Collect names and contact information for those potentially impacted by cyberattack 

• Notify those potentially impacted   

Each notification message will describe the details of the cyberattack and outline possible signs 

of personal information misuse. In addition, information regarding victim aid will be described. 

Victim aid may include, but is not limited to:  

• Offer for free credit monitoring services  

• Insurance information  
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Please indicate whether the following statement is true or false.  

 

If necessary, Northern Nevada University will notify law enforcement and/or FBI in the 

case of a cyberattack.   

  True or False 

 

Please rate the material you just read and the topic it addresses by selecting, on the scales below, 

the number that best expresses your opinion.  

 

How important is the subject of this plan?  

not at all     0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10     extremely   

How newsworthy is the subject of this plan?  

not at all     0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10     extremely   
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Northern Nevada University: Plan for Community Garden 

 

Please read the plan from Northern Nevada University and answer the questions that follow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At Northern Nevada University, we strive to provide an environment conducive to educational 

and professional growth. In order for faculty, staff and students to gain the most from their 

experiences on campus, the university has proposed a plan to build a community garden.  

The community garden will not only be a place of serenity on campus, but also an environment 

through which faculty, staff and students can grow their own nutritional produce, volunteer 

with on-campus organizations, and learn about sustainability methods that they can adopt at the 

garden and in their own home.  

Northern Nevada University is proposing the implementation of a community garden for the 

following reasons:  

• Show faculty, staff and students the food growing process, so that they can adopt the 

methods in their own home 

• Promote the growth of healthy, nutritious food that also tastes good 

• Promote the growth of healthy and nutritious food and other plants through sustainable 

gardening methods 

• Show the implications of good food choices 

In addition to all Northern Nevada University’s initial goals for the community garden, here is 

how you can get involved:  

• Come during the regular volunteer hours 

• As a student organization, you can request your own planting bed in the garden  

• Come to a garden workshop 

Now that you know the purpose of the community garden, the university’s goals for it, and how 

you can get involved, Northern Nevada University asks that you send any questions and/or 

suggestions to:  

• Community garden email at nnugarden@nnu.edu 

• Or, visit the sustainability office 
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Please indicate whether the following statement is true or false?  

 

The proposed community garden at Northern Nevada University allows student 

organization’s to request their own planting bed in the garden.  

  True or False 

 

Please rate the material you just read and the topic it addresses by selecting, on the scales below, 

the number that best expresses your opinion.  

 

How important is the subject of this plan?  

not at all     0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10     extremely   

How newsworthy is the subject of this plan?  

not at all     0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10     extremely   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	 53	

APPENDIX D 

 

QUESTIONNAIRE II: CRISIS SCENARIO/RESPONSE AND MEASURES 

 

 

Crisis Scenario 

 

Please read the following story. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Northern Nevada University recently experienced a criminal cyberattack on a system that 

stored Social Security and bank account numbers of 80,000 current and former faculty, staff, 

students and vendors.  

 

According to officials, an unauthorized person or persons obtained access to portions of 

computers that are part of Northern Nevada University’s Financial System (NNUFS). The 

criminals gained entry to the system through a security flaw that Northern Nevada University 

was in the process of patching. This cyberattack marks the third-largest attack affecting the 

university.  

 

The NNUFS is a software application the campus uses for financial management, including 

purchasing and most non-salary payments. Those potentially impacted include about 57,000 

current and former students; about 18,800 former and current employees, including student 

workers; and 10,300 vendors who do business with the campus. Together, these numbers add 

up to more than 80,000 because individuals may belong to more than one category.  

 

Those potentially impacted include students and staff who receive payments from Northern 

Nevada University through electronic fund transfers. For students, this often involved 

financial aid awards that they chose to receive by electronic fund transfer.  
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Crisis Response 

 

Please read the response to the event you previously read.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within 24 hours of the criminal cyberattack, Northern Nevada University officials took 

prompt action. First, they wanted to apologize for the incident and ensure the safety and 

security of the campus.  

 

“The security and privacy of the personal information provided to the university is of great 

importance to us,” said Northern Nevada University’s chief information security officer. “We 

regret that this occurred and have taken additional measures to better safeguard that 

information.” 

 

In addition, university officials contacted law enforcement, including the FBI, and removed 

all potentially impacted servers. They also hired a computer investigation firm to assist with 

the investigation, and help determine whether any personally identifiable information was 

accessed without authorization. Following the investigation, Northern Nevada University’s 

chief information officer released the following statement: 

 

“We looked at all the available evidence of what the attackers did, and as we looked at that, 

we don't see any evidence that these are the kind of attackers that did access the data, or did 

anything to take the data.”  

 

 “However, in an abundance of caution, we don’t want to depend on our judgment alone,” the 

chief information officer added. “We want to be transparent and let people make their own 

choice on how they should respond.”  

 

In order to provide the potential victims with the necessary information to make a decision, 

Northern Nevada University sent a notification letter to all those potentially impacted. The 

letter included an offer for free credit monitoring services, insurance information, and 

additional resources.  
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Measures 

 

Trustworthiness 

 

On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree), please indicate your level of 

agreement or disagreement with each of the following statements. 

 

                              Strongly                Strongly 

                    Disagree                                       Agree 

 

Northern Nevada University treats 

people like me fairly and justly      1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

            

Whenever Northern Nevada University  

Makes an important decision,             1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

I know it will be concerned about  

people like me 

 

Northern Nevada University  

can be relied on to keep its        1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

promises 

 

I believe Northern Nevada University 

takes the opinions of people like      1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

me into account when making decisions 

 

I feel very confidence about  

Northern Nevada University’s       1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

skills     

 

Northern Nevada University has 

the ability to accomplish what it says               1           2          3         4          5          6          7  

it will do 
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Trustworthiness 

 

On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree), please indicate your level of 

agreement or disagreement with each of the following statements.  

 

                              Strongly                Strongly 

                    Disagree                                       Agree 

 

(R) I lost my confidence in  

Northern Nevada University       1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

            

Northern Nevada University  

is still trustworthy              1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

 

Northern Nevada University  

is reliable         1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

 

(R) I doubt about the quality of  

Northern Nevada University       1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

 

(R) I lost my confidence in  

Northern Nevada University’s       1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

plans and services     

 

Northern Nevada University’s  

plans and services are still trustworthy              1           2          3         4          5          6          7  

 

Northern Nevada University’s  

plans and services are reliable                    1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

 

(R) I doubt about the quality of  

Northern Nevada University’s           1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

plans and services 
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Forgiveness 

 

On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree), please indicate your level of 

agreement or disagreement with each of the following statements.  

 

         Strongly                           Strongly  

         Disagree                                                             Agree 

 

I would think favorably of  

Northern Nevada University       1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

 

(R) Given Northern Nevada University’s  

response, I would condemn it       1          2          3          4          5          6          7 

 

Given Northern Nevada University’s  

response, I would forgive it       1          2          3          4          5          6          7  

 

(R) I would disapprove of  

Northern Nevada University       1          2          3          4          5          6          7 

 

I feel sympathetic toward  

Northern Nevada University       1          2          3          4          5          6          7 
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APPENDIX E  

 

HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE: IRB APPLICATION  
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APPENDIX F  

 

HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE: APPROVAL MEMORANDUM  
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