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This research investigates how exposure to accidents caused by users influence brand evaluations. We find an interaction between

characteristics of the accident (stereotypical or non-stereotypical of the brand) and participants’ self-brand congruity. Low brand-

congruity participants decrease and high brand-congruity participants increase their brand evaluations following a stereotypical

accident.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Bad things happen, even to good brands. Sometimes brands get 

involved in negative events that they could do little to avoid. Cars are 
crashed, knives used to kill, alcohol abused, and firms cannot always 
influence these events. In 2008, there were almost four million seri-
ous road accidents in Europe and North America combined (UNECE 
2011). Consumers are frequently exposed to these accidents in the 
media or on the road. Car accidents are negative events with some-
times tragic consequences, but they also have interesting branding 
implications. How does exposure to a car accident affect attitudes to 
the car brand?  

When the brand is little to blame for a negative outcome, con-
sumers tend to judge the brand lightly (Klein and Dawar 2004). Re-
search shows that consumers with strong brand commitment react 
less negatively when presented with negative information about the 
brand (Ahluwalia, Burnkrant, and Unnava 2000). Aaker, Fournier, 
and Brasel (2004) demonstrate that mistakes and transgressions have 
less negative impact for exciting brands than for sincere brands. This 
indicates a relationship between expectations based on brand person-
ality and how consumers respond to transgressions. 

Building on this, we hypothesize that match between the ac-
cident and brand associations (stereotypical accident) increase flu-
ency of the currently held brand associations and polarize attitudes. 
We base this on the availability-valence hypothesis (Kisielius and 
Sternthal 1986) which argues that judgments depend on the valence 
of information available in memory. If the accident’s characteris-
tics match consumers’ associations of the brand, the accident will 
increase fluency for those associations and lead to a valence polar-
ization of the existing brand attitudes (positive attitudes becoming 
more positive and negative attitudes becoming more negative). We 
use self-brand congruity as a proxy for the valence of the existing 
associative network available in memory. For consumers who feel 
congruency between their own self-image and the brand (self-brand 
congruity), a stereotypical accident confirms pre-existing brand as-
sociations and strengthens positive attitudes. For consumers who do 
not feel congruent with the brand, a stereotypical accident confirms 
existing negative associations and strengthens negative attitudes. 

Study 1 investigates how match/mismatch between the accident 
and brand associations influence consumers’ judgments. Undergrad-
uate students (n=103) participated in a 2 (stereotypical vs. non-ste-
reotypical accident) × self-brand congruity (measured) between-
subjects experiment. First, we measured participants’ attitude and 
self-brand congruity (Sirgy 1982) to BMW.  Next, respondents read 
a newspaper article about a BMW car crash. The article was similar 
for both conditions except from the description of how the accident 
happened. We manipulated the accident to be stereotypical (racing in 
high speed) or not stereotypical (crossing over into the wrong lane) 
of BMW. Pretests had confirmed that the speeding accident was sig-
nificantly more typical for BMW than the other accident (p = .03), 
but that they were equally serious (p = .4). Last, we measured percep-
tion of the accident and change in attitude to BMW.   

We conducted multiple regression with change in attitude to 
BMW after reading the newspaper article as a dependent measure, 
and experimental condition (not stereotypical accident=0, stereotypi-

cal accident=1), self-brand congruity (continuous variable), and their 
interaction as independent variables.

The results showed a negative effect of type of accident (β = 
-2.02, t = -3.26, p < .01), meaning that participants evaluated BMW 
more negatively after reading about the stereotypical accident (ver-
sus non-stereotypical), even though the two accidents are equally se-
rious. As expected, the interaction between type of accident and self-
brand congruity was significant (β = .51, t = 3.32, p < .02), also after 
controlling for pre-attitude to BMW. Investigation of the interaction 
confirmed the predicted significance and non-significance of slopes, 
as well as contrasts at low and high levels of self-brand congruity. 

The results confirm our hypothesis. Participants who do not feel 
congruent with the brand decrease their brand evaluation after learn-
ing about an accident that confirms their brand associations, while 
participants who feel congruent with the brand increase their evalua-
tion when an accident confirms their brand associations.

In study 2, we seek to replicate the findings by including a 
condition with a car brand that is not strongly associated with high 
speed and racing (Toyota), and to rule out the alternative explanation 
of “high speed” as a signal of high performance. To explain the re-
sults, high speed needs to be a positive performance signal for those 
feeling congruent with any car brand (whether or not the accident 
matches brand associations) and similarly negative for those who do 
not feel congruent.

Online respondents (n =287) participated in a 2 (high speed ac-
cident vs. wrong lane accident) × 2 (BMW vs. Toyota) × self-brand 
congruity (measured) design. The procedure was similar to study 1, 
except for the “Toyota-condition”.

We conducted multiple regression and the three-way interaction 
(brand, accident type, and self-brand congruity) yielded the expected 
result (β = .016, t = 2.01, p < .05). Separate analysis of the BMW 
condition and the Toyota condition also show the expected results, 
with a significant two-way interaction between accident type and 
self-brand congruity (β = .16, t = 2.90, p < .01) in the BMW condi-
tion and no interaction in the Toyota condition (β = .00, t = -.053, p 
=.96).

The results replicate the findings from study 1, and confirm that 
the effect is dependent on a match between the user accident and 
brand associations.

This research suggests that accident “stereotypicality” influence 
brand evaluations. Participants evaluate the brand more negatively 
after learning about an accident that matches brand associations than 
an accident that does not match brand associations. However, this ef-
fect interacts with participants’ felt self-brand congruity, suggesting 
that stereotypical accidents polarize brand evaluations. Those par-
ticipants who feel that the brand is “like them” increase their brand 
attitudes if the accident is stereotypical, whereas those participants 
who feel that the brand is not “like them”, decrease their attitude if 
the accident is stereotypical of the brand.
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