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We propose that different types of brand scandals moderate the effects of thinking styles on scandals’ spillover. Across three studies,

we demonstrate that holistic thinkers are more susceptible to extrinsic brand scandals (i.e., related with corporate ethics/social

responsibility), whereas analytic thinkers are more susceptible to intrinsic brand scandals (i.e., directly related with brand quality).
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Product-harm crises, or brand scandals, significantly decrease 

consumer preferences and purchases for the scandalized brands and 
their families (Ahluwalia, Unnava, and Burnkrant 2000, Dawar and 
Pillutla 2000) as well as their competing brands (Roehm and Tybout 
2006). Given the devastating effects of product-harm crises and the 
increasing number of product recalls, we investigate how the nature 
of a brand scandal moderates the effect of thinking style on the scan-
dal’s spillover. We propose that whether the nature of a brand scandal 
is extrinsic or intrinsic to the scandalized brand’s quality determines 
the degree to which analytic vs. holistic thinkers are affected by the 
negative information.  Extrinsic content is a case where the issues 
pertinent to a brand scandal are more social and values-related in 
nature (e.g. socially irresponsible brand misconduct, labor abuses, or 
environmental contamination), whereas in the case of intrinsic con-
tent, the issues are primarily related to product defects (e.g. brand 
scandals that are directly associated with product quality and per-
formance) (Zeithaml 1988, Huber, Vogel, and Meyer 2009, Pullig, 
Netemeyer, and Biswas 2006). We argue that there are individual 
differences in how much to care about socially/ethically related is-
sues and their perceived importance, and these individual differences 
affect the negative impacts of different types of brand scandals. For 
this, we propose that different types of scandal content as a modera-
tor of the effect of different styles of thinking on scandal spillover. 

Nisbett et al. (2001) have argued that there are two different 
types of thinking styles (i.e., analytic vs. holistic).  According to 
them, holistic thinkers tend to rely on contextual information and 
relationships between focal issues and environments. On the other 
hand, analytic thinkers tend to ignore contextual information, but 
more focus on focal issues by detaching them from the field. Inter-
estingly, in a recent brand scandal study, Monga and John (2008) 
demonstrated that analytic thinkers are more susceptible to an intrin-
sic brand scandal case than analytic thinkers. They explain that this 
is because analytic thinkers less consider contextual explanations 
which lead them to more revise their beliefs about the scandalized 
brand.  However, the negative impacts of an extrinsic brand scandal 
case depending on analytic vs. holistic thinking styles are yet to be 
investigated. We predict that holistic thinkers’ cognitive tendencies 
focusing on contextual information and relationships may lead them 
to be more susceptible to extrinsic brand scandal cases. In this line 
of reasoning, the current research addresses this gab by examining 
whether the negative impact of extrinsic vs. intrinsic brand scandals 
will vary depending on holistic vs. analytic thinking style. We con-
ducted a pretest to examine whether holistic vs. analytic thinkers are 
more likely to consider corporate social/ethical responsibilities, and 
found that holistic thinkers care more about social/values-related is-
sues than analytic thinkers do (F(1, 60) = 5.71, β = .35, p = .02). 
Given these results, we test our predictions across three experiments. 

In Experiment 1a, participants were randomly assigned to ei-
ther analytic or holistic thinking styles.  Half of them were asked 
to complete sentences in a short story using singular pronouns to 
activate analytic thinking mode, and the other half under holistic 
thinking mode were asked to do it using plural pronouns (Monga and 
John 2008; Kühnen et al. 2001). Then they were given a fictitiously 
created brand scandal news story about McDonalds unethically mis-

leading its customers about the nutritional content of its burgers (i.e., 
by advertising that they use only “100% pure beef,” which has a 
possibility to be misunderstood as “100% pure protein; Roehm and 
Tybout, 2006). As expected, the results revealed that holistic think-
ers were more susceptible to McDonald’s brand scandal on the like-
lihood of the scandal spillover to a competing brand, Burger King 
(F(1,69)=7.39,  p < .01, Mholistic= 7.44, Manalytic=6.46). 

In Experiment 1b, participants were given a picture and ran-
domly asked to describe the scene of the picture to elicit a holistic 
thinking mode or find objects hidden in picture to elicit an analytic 
thinking mode (Mong and John 2008).  Then they were asked to 
read a fictitiously created Colgate’s intrinsic brand scandal newspa-
per article (i.e., Antifreeze chemical found in Colgate toothpastes 
and severe injuries reported). As predicted, replicating the results 
of Monga and John (2008), one way ANOVA revealed that holistic 
thinkers were less susceptible to the intrinsic brand scandal spillover 
than analytic thinkers were.

In Experiment 2, participants were randomly assigned to one of 
the four conditions composing a 2(thinking styles) × 2(scandal type) 
between-subjects design. Thinking style manipulation was same as 
in Experiment 1b. The news story used for intrinsic content is about 
a product defect of Nike’s new shoes that can cause serious ankle 
and knee injuries. Participants in the extrinsic content condition 
read a water pollution scandal regarding Nike athletic shoe factories 
(Roehm and Tybout  2006).  A 2(scandal type) × 2(thinking styles) 
ANOVA yielded a significant interaction (F(1, 79)=25.86, p < .001).  
As hypothesized, follow-up contrasts showed that extrinsic scandal 
was significant for holistic thinkers on the likelihood of the scan-
dal spillover to a competing brand, Adidas (F(1, 37) = 8.09, p=.007, 
Mextrinsic, analytic= 3.56 vs. Mextrinsic, holistic= 4.81). On the other hand, when 
the nature of the scandal is intrinsic, the spillover was more likely 
to occur to analytic (vs. holistic) thinkers (F(1, 42) = 20.72, p<.001, 
Mintrinsic, analytic= 4.90 vs. Mintrinsic, holistic= 3.37). 

Experiment 3 was conducted to increase the robustness of the 
found effects. Thinking styles manipulation was same as in Ex-
periment 1b. Participants read a fictitiously created Sony’s intrinsic 
(Sony’s laptops have battery problems causing severe burns from 
exploding) vs. extrinsic (Sony’s frequent severe violations of en-
vironmental protection laws) brand scandal newspaper article. A 
2(content: intrinsic vs. extrinsic) × 2(thinking styles: holistic versus 
analytic) ANOVA yielded a significant content × thinking style inter-
action.  By replicating previous findings, those with analytic tenden-
cy revealed a higher likelihood of intrinsic brand scandal spillover, 
whereas those with holistic tendency showed higher spillover likeli-
hood for extrinsic content.  

The findings contribute to a better understanding of how and 
why consumer attitudes and beliefs can be revised by negative brand 
publicity depending on thinking styles. Our results also add to a bet-
ter understanding of how negative brand information can influence 
consumer beliefs about competing brands. The current research also 
has managerial implications for marketing managers, suggesting a 
strategic facilitation of a particular thinking style depending on the 
contents of brand scandals to mitigate their impacts on consumer at-
titudes and beliefs. 
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