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In two experiments, we study the effects of a brand recall on the recalled brand and on a competitor brand. Brand quality emerges as

an important, but understudied, moderator of recall effects.
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The effects of a brand recall 
on the recalled brand and its competitors

Sheila Goins, University of Iowa, USA
Catherine Cole, University of Iowa, USA
DongWoo Ko, University of Iowa, USA

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
In prior research, manufacturer’s reputation influences the extent to which consumers use extrinsic cues to make inferences (Purohit and 

Srivastava 2001, Dawar and Pillutal 2000).  When reputation is good, consumers utilize negative information to revise attitudes, but when 
reputation is low, consumers don’t revise their attitudes, because they interpret negative extrinsic cues as evidence consistent with their nega-
tive attitudes. So we expect that: 

H1: Product quality will moderate the effect of a recall on consumer brand evaluations such that when a low quality brand is recalled 
there will be no change in evaluations, but when a high quality brand is recalled there will be a decline in evaluations. 
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Prior research examines how a firm’s announcements affect the reputations of competitors (Goins and Gruca 2008). These competitive 
effects depend on the intensity of competitive rivalry. When competitive rivalry is high (e.g. brands are made from the same inputs), com-
petitive effects are stronger than when competitive rivalry is low (e.g. brands are made from different inputs). Product quality may moderate 
further these competitive effects.  When high quality brands are recalled, consumer may revise their judgments about low quality brands 
upward, especially if the brands are made from the same inputs. But, if low quality products are recalled, consumers may view the recall as 
confirming evidence about the known difference between high quality and low quality brands, regardless of whether inputs are shared or 
unique. We specify:  

H2:  Shared inputs will moderate the competitive effect such that when a low quality brand is recalled, there will be no changes in the 
evaluations of the high quality brand, but when a high quality brand is recalled, the large positive increase in the evalu-
ations of the low quality brand will be stronger when inputs are shared than when inputs are unique. 

ExPERIMENT 1
To test H1, we use a 3 level (recall condition: no recall, high quality brand recall and low quality brand recall) between subjects design, 

with 134 undergraduate participants randomly assigned to read one of three versions of a new camping e-magazine. The third section of the 
e-magazine contained reviews of fictional carabiners, describing one carabiner, made by the fictional F&G Company, as high quality and 
described another, made by the fictional QRB Company, as low quality.  Then participants read about product recalls. In the control condi-
tion, they read about two recalls, but in the experimental conditions, participants read about an additional recall in which either F&G or QRB 
recalled their carabiners. As they were reading each section, respondents answered questions about the products and the e-magazine. At the 
end, participants again rated the quality of the reviewed products. 

RESULTS
The pattern of results for the manipulation check suggests that we successfully manipulated carabiner quality. To test H1, the final 

carabiner evaluations were analyzed separately using one-way analysis of covariance variance (ANCOVA) with one between subjects factor 
(recall condition with three levels no recall, F&G carabiner recall and QRB carabiner recall), one covariate (initial evaluation) and the final 
carabiner evaluation.  By including the initial evaluation of the brand, as a covariate, we are able to study judgment revision after a brand 
recall (As done by Pham and Muthukrishan 2002).

In the ANCOVA for the high quality carabiner evaluations, the covariate (first evaluations (F(1,129)=14.18, p<.01)) and the recall con-
ditions F(2,129)=4.8, p<.01) were significant. Specifically, the F&G high quality carabiner evaluations are lower after the F& G carabiner 
is recalled than after there is no recall (4.01 vs. 3.60, t=2.60, p<.01). Similarly, in the ANNCOVA for the low quality carabiner evaluations, 
the covariate (first evaluations (F(1,129)=87.56, p<.01) and the recall conditions were significant ((F2,129)=4.97, p<.01). However, there 
is not a significant decline in QRB carabiner evaluations after the QRB brand is recalled when compared to the evaluations in the no recall 
condition.  Consequently, consistent with H1, product quality moderates the effects of a product recall such that when a high quality brand 
is recalled, there is a large negative effect on brand evaluations, but when a low quality brand is recalled, there is no effect of on low quality 
brand evaluations.  

ExPERIMENT 2
We investigate whether the intensity of competitive rivalry and product quality moderate the competitive effects (H2).  We use the same 

methodology as in Experiment 1, but manipulate competitive rivalry in the recall announcement.  Participants either learned that inputs for 
all carabiner manufacturers are the same or that they are unique. Our experimental design is a one way design with 5 conditions (QRB recall-
inputs shared; QRB recall inputs unique, F&G recall-inputs shared, F&G recall inputs unique, no recall). 

Consistent with H2, shared inputs moderate the interaction between product quality and competitive effects. When competitive rivalry 
is high (inputs are shared), the evaluations of the low quality carabiners are higher when the high quality carabiner is recalled than in the no 
recall condition (5.39 vs. 4.34, t=2.33, p<.02).  However, this same competitive effect is not observed in the unique inputs conditions. Addi-
tionally as stated in H2, a low quality brand recall does not affect the evaluations of a high quality brand, whether inputs are unique or shared.  

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
We find evidence that brand quality is critical in understanding brand recall effects. We find that lower quality brands suffer less than 

higher quality brands.  Additionally, we find that brand quality moderates competitive effects so that when a high quality brand is recalled, the 
low quality brand evaluation increases, but only if inputs are shared and when a low quality brand is recalled, there is no change in high qual-
ity brand evaluations. In a 3rd planned study, we will consider the effects of a recall on other brands in the same brand family (transfer effects).  
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