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Abstract 
 
Product-harm crises are becoming an increasingly recurring occurrence that can have far-

reaching implications for the organisations which have to manage their consequences. In 

particular, multinational corporations are faced with the difficult task of handling crises across 

the world and adapting their strategies to various countries. Hence, it is important for crisis 

managers to understand how product-harm crises are perceived in different countries. Thus, this 

thesis considers how factors influencing crisis perception (namely company reputation, CSR, 

CEO visibility, consumer history with a brand, external effects, time, uncertainty avoidance and 

perceived severity of outcomes) differ across countries. This thesis takes on a case study 

approach, comparing the perception of the Lactalis salmonella crisis in Denmark and France. A 

sequential exploratory mixed method design was applied, which included the collection of 

qualitative data through semi-structured interviews, informing the collection of quantitative data 

through an online questionnaire. The findings establish that the crisis perception between France 

and Denmark is similar with regard to most of the factors considered. However, the perception 

was found to differ in terms of media influence, role of time, uncertainty avoidance and 

perceived severity. As such, this thesis confirms that crisis perception across two countries 

differs, hence, that the crisis handling strategy should be adapted. This thesis contributes to 

theory-building by studying the above-mentioned factors in a new combination. In addition, it 

aims at bringing a European insight to the body of research on crisis perception. Finally, it offers 

practical insights by suggesting a potential crisis response and image restoration strategy that 

Lactalis could adopt in face of this crisis.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Product-harm crises are becoming an ever more frequent phenomenon (cf. Siomkos 1999; Klein 

& Dawar, 2004; Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009; Laufer, 2012). There is a growing worry of 

violating public trust, especially in relation to food fraud and foodborne illnesses, which thus 

involve the food industry (Deloitte, 2017). This industry consists of an intricate network of 

farmers and businesses which supply a large amount of the food that is consumed all around the 

world (New World Encyclopedia, 2017). As latest food scandals have illustrated, food safety has 

far-reaching implications if compromised, which has led governments and regulators to proceed 

with criminal charges. The outcomes can affect consumers’ health (even causing threat to life), 

impact consumers’ and governments’ opinions, as well as damage companies’ profits and 

reputations. (Deloitte, 2017) The Mad Cow disease crisis in 1990, the Irish Pork scandal in 2008 

or the exploding watermelons scandal in China in 2011, to name but a few, are all incidents that 

shook the world (Cresci, 2013). 

  

More specifically, this thesis analyses the baby food market; by definition, this market “consists 

of the retail sale of baby cereals & dry meals, baby drinks, baby finger foods, baby wet meals, 

follow on/second stage milk, special formula, starter/first stage milk, toddler/third stage/GUM 

milk, and others” (MarketLine, 2016). This paper will take the baby milk powder market which 

has similarly previously encountered severe scandals as the focus point; some of the most 

prominent are introduced below. One of the most notable crises happened to one of the market 

leaders, Nestlé, already in the 1970s. The company had been accused of using deceptive 

marketing and creating an unnecessary need for the mothers in developing countries. (Andrei, 

2017) This was controversial as breastfeeding is “an unequalled way of providing ideal food for 

the healthy growth and development of infants” (World Health Organisation, 2018). There is no 

specific figure of babies being affected by the actions and Nestlé is not directly responsible, since 

this is a case of misuse rather than actual product defect (Andrei, 2017). Although this was not 

actually a product-harm crisis, this example demonstrates how far reaching the consequences on 

reputation can be, since the event “has over the decades kept the multinational in the negative 

spotlight” (Swiss Info, 2016).  
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Similar issues have persisted still to the early 2000s. One of the largest scandals surfaced in 

China in 2008 where high levels of industrial chemical melamine were found in baby milk 

powder and other milk products (BBC, 2010). This caused nearly 300,000 babies to become 

sick, 54,000 to be hospitalised and six babies to die as a result of the contamination (Branigan, 

2008). 22 companies were involved in the crisis and they were obliged to compensate for the 

families affected by the incident. 21 people were criminally charged from two death sentences to 

long jail terms. (BBC, 2010) The scandal undermined the food safety in China, questioned the 

possibility of political corruption and weakened China’s reputation in terms of food exports 

(HACCPEuropa Publications, 2012). Moreover, it led the Chinese population to become 

particularly cautious when it comes to choosing baby formula providers (Ruitenberg, 2018). 

  

A third significant scandal took place in 2013 when the New Zealand dairy producer Fonterra 

revealed that the ingredients it sold to other companies to be used in the production of infant 

formula may had been contaminated with bacteria possibly triggering botulism. The company 

acted promptly to notify its customers about the potential contamination in order to recall the 

products. (Mullany, 2013) However, the recall was a precautionary action by the company and 

the products were in the end found not to contain a botulism-causing bacterium. Fonterra’s CEO, 

Theo Spierings, believed that the company had done the right thing and he was convinced that it 

would do it again if faced with similar occurrence. (NZ Herald, 2013) 

  

As it has been illustrated above, these severe problems still persist today, which seems to 

indicate that the regulators have not been successful enough in fighting product-harm crises, 

which may potentially undermine the trust of consumers. This is particularly problematic 

considering that these crises involve infants and young babies who are helpless, defenceless and 

need the parents to make all the decisions for them as consumers. Indeed, human babies arrive to 

this world completely reliant on their caregivers to look after their every need as their brains 

being more underdeveloped than those of other animals. (Wong, 2012) Lupton (2011) found that 

parents believe their babies to be “especially delicate, essentially pure and subject to 

contamination by outside influences” (p.639), thus that they try to create a bubble of safety and 

comfort around them. As such, baby milk scandals like the ones discussed above, are particularly 

dramatic for parents who feel so strongly about taking great care of their children. In December 

2017, yet another scandal broke, when baby formula products from various brands of the 
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Lactalis Group were found to be infected with salmonella. This thesis focuses specifically on this 

case; thus, a company introduction and a timeline of the case are provided in the following 

sections. 

  

1.1 Lactalis Group: history and background 
 

The Lactalis Group was founded by Andre Besnier in 1933. The company started by producing 

Camembert cheese, and since then has expanded massively to become the leading dairy and 

cheese producer in the world. (Lactalis Groupe, 2016a) The group is now present all over the 

world, employing more than 75,000 people in 85 countries, located in each of the continents. 

Furthemore, its international presence is reinforced by its 229 production sites across 43 

countries. In 2016, the Lactalis Group had a turnover of 17.3 billion Euros, more than half of 

which were made across Europe. (Lactalis Groupe, 2016b) The group now gathers twenty 

brands, based in different regions of the world, including the worldwide-known French-based 

Président™1 and Italian-based Galbani™1 (Lactalis Groupe, 2016c). Although its cheese brands 

are the most popular, Lactalis’ activity has expanded across various dairy-based productions, 

including the field of baby food. The group currently owns three baby food brands: Celia™1 

(acquired in 2007), Picot™1 (acquired in 2007, as it was previously owned by Celia) and 

Milumel™1. These brands offer a variety of nutritional products for children aged 0 to 3, 

including baby formula, milk, cereals, fruit juices and desserts, among others. (Lactalis 

International, n.d.) 

  

1.2 The Lactalis salmonella scandal 
 
On December 9th, 2017, the Lactalis salmonella crisis broke out as the French government issued 

a statement implying that it had to acquire control from the Lactalis Group and undertake a 

massive baby formula product recall (Le Monde, 2018). Although this date marks the beginning 

of the public crisis, the Lactalis salmonella crisis finds its origins a few months earlier. In 

September 2017, the internal sanitary controls frequently conducted by Lactalis showed that 

traces of salmonella were found in the work environment (Le Journal du Dimanche, 2018). 

Specifically, according to the CEO, the bacteria was found on some of the cleaning material and 

                                                
1 Celia, Milumel, Picot, Président and Galbani are registered trademarks of Lactalis International. 
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on the floors, and was believed to have spread during some construction works that took place in 

the plant during the first half of 2017. While the company did take some measures to get rid of 

the bacteria, no public announcement or product recalls were made at the time, as no trace of 

salmonella was found in the products. The company’s management found that it was 

unnecessary to alert the public as consuming the products did not result in any danger. (Le 

Journal du Dimanche, 2018) 

  

However, at the beginning of December, the crisis worsened when it was announced that many 

babies were found to be infected with salmonella and that links were quickly drawn with the 

baby formula they were being fed with (Le Monde, 2018). Following this realisation, Lactalis 

quickly took the necessary measures and proceeded with a product recall on December 2, 2017. 

Nevertheless, the government, faced with a growing number of infected babies, felt like this 

initial recall was insufficient and proceeded with the second, larger recall that launched the crisis 

on December 9, 2017. While the initial product recall went on without much public 

acknowledgement, this second recall, which made Lactalis appear somewhat careless in the face 

of the issue, received extensive media coverage. (Gazzane, 2018)  

  

In January 2018, it was brought to the French government’s attention that at least two other 

babies were found to be infected by salmonella outside of France (one in Spain and one in 

Greece) (Le Monde, 2018). The crisis, which was originally believed to be limited to France, 

proved to be a much wider issue. Faced with increasing pressure regarding the babies’ safety but 

also the reputation of Lactalis and of the whole French food production, the French Minister of 

Economy and Finance, Bruno Le Maire subsequently asked Lactalis to recall all of its products 

produced in the infected plant. As a result, on January 12, 2018, Lactalis proceeded with a 

massive, worldwide recall of products from two of its three baby food brands: Picot and 

Milumel. (Le Monde, 2018) 

  

While the extent of the crisis could have diminished following this final recall, additional issues 

have been reported since. First, it was found that many of the products’ retailers in France, 

especially supermarkets, failed to withdraw the products in a timely and effective manner. In 

particular, supermarket managers attributed their difficulties to withdraw the requested products 

to two main reasons. First, the injunctions took place in the very busy holiday season, during 
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which their employees tend to be overwhelmed. Second, they blamed Lactalis for having issued 

the product recalls over three times, and with unclear information, which made it confusing and 

difficult for supermarkets to withdraw the right products on time. (Gazzane, 2018) 

 

Then, the broadcasting of a French television show investigating the French dairy industry 

behind-the-scenes on January 16th, put Lactalis under attack once again. The show had been 

produced before the scandal, so it did not make any mention of it. However, it highlighted two 

other issues for which Lactalis is frequently criticised. Namely, the company is often blamed for 

paying its milk producers too little and its refusal to publish its accounts publicly (a legal 

requirement in France) raises many questions regarding its good faith. Although unrelated to the 

product-harm crisis at hand, these issues contributed to building a negative brand image for 

Lactalis, at a time when its popularity was already declining. (Ait Lachkar, 2018) 

 

On January 13th, Lactalis’ CEO Emmanuel Besnier addressed the crisis’ victims for the first 

time by publishing an apology letter on the brands’ websites and giving the first interview of his 

career (Le Journal du Dimanche, 2018). Besnier was heavily criticised for the timing of his 

reaction, on which a government spokesperson commented: “Two months to ask for forgiveness, 

that’s just too long” (Le Nouvel Obs, 2018).  

 

As of March 2018, the preliminary results of the investigation suggest that the salmonella 

bacteria could have been present in the factory walls since 2005, when similar cases of 

contamination were established. These findings have led the public to question the legitimacy of 

the relationship between Lactalis and the independent laboratories in charge of completing the 

mandatory tests on its products. (Europe 1, 2018; Le Parisien, 2018) As such, the Lactalis 

salmonella product-harm crisis is still ongoing. Thus far, 37 babies have been found to be 

infected with salmonella, with at least two cases reported outside of France. While all the babies 

have been treated effectively and their life is not threatened, the crisis has fuelled many debates 

surrounding product-harm crises and began to affect Lactalis’ image (Le Point, 2018).  
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1.3 Theoretical background 
  
Product-harm crises have been argued to be the greatest threat for companies and can be defined 

as “discrete, well-publicized occurrences wherein products are found to be defective or 

dangerous” (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000, p. 215). This type of crises may negatively affect 

established favourable quality perceptions, damage a company’s reputation, lead to extensive 

revenue and market-share losses, result into expensive product recalls, and tarnish a company’s 

brand equity (Van Heerde et al., 2007). As a result, it is essential that corporations take 

immediate and proactive actions in order to revoke consumers’ negative attitudes toward the 

company (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009). Moreover, to be effective, a company’s actions must not 

only be immediate and proactive, but also be well-suited to the characteristics of the consumers 

(Laufer & Coombs, 2006). Laufer and Coombs (2006) argue that consumers’ gender, age and 

nationality, should be considered when deciding on the most appropriate response. Moreover, 

Shrivastava and Siomkos (1989) claim that the company’s reputation, its response to the crisis 

and external effects (external actors such as the media, regulatory bodies or government) also 

play an important role on crisis perception. These findings demonstrate that there are various 

factors influencing consumers’ perception of a crisis which have received attention from 

different researchers.  

 

Specifically, due to multinationals having to deal with the crisis in multiple countries at once, 

Laufer (2012) highlights the necessity to consider how consumers’ nationality influences their 

perception of the crisis. Indeed, de Mooij & Hofstede (2002), among others, have demonstrated 

that nationality is highly impactful on consumers’ values, expectations, needs, and perceptions, 

thus that it should be considered when developing and marketing products. Furthermore, 

research by Laufer (2012) and Laufer et al. (2005) has shown that this observation is also true 

when it comes to dealing with crisis communication, including product-harm crises. Specifically, 

when considering Hofstede’s (1983) five dimensions of national culture, they suggest that 

uncertainty avoidance, in particular, is likely to influence consumers’ response to a product-harm 

crisis. Uncertainty avoidance is defined as “the extent to which people feel threatened by 

uncertainty and ambiguity and try to avoid them” (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002, p.64). How a 

consumer behaves in terms of uncertainty avoidance is directly linked to their need to reduce 

uncertainty in case of a product-harm crisis, thus to attribute blame to an actor. Deciding who is 

to blame for the crisis is a key part of how the consumer deals with it and reduces the risk, or 
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uncertainty, for themselves. As a result, in addition to the other characteristics previously 

mentioned, it is important for companies to consider how uncertainty avoidance varies across 

their markets and how that impacts consumers’ perception of the crisis, in order to adapt their 

response locally. (Laufer, 2012) 

 

Despite the above findings, Laufer (2012) argues that the understanding of the extent to which 

consumers’ reactions to product-harm crises vary across countries is still under-researched. In 

particular, additional research should be carried out in order to examine how national differences 

in uncertainty avoidance result in different blame attributions, thus, consumer perceptions of the 

crisis across the world. In addition, research should be carried out in regions other than North 

America, where most of the existing research on crisis perception has been conducted. (Laufer, 

2012) Therefore, this thesis builds upon this gap in the literature to assess the perception of crises 

in a region other than North America. It takes on a practical approach by focusing specifically on 

the Lactalis salmonella product-harm crisis introduced in the above sections, which provides an 

opportunity to add a European insight to the body of research.  

 

As such, this thesis aims at fulfilling two objectives. First, it intends to contribute to the growing 

body of research on product-harm crisis management by furthering the understanding of the 

factors influencing consumers’ perceptions across countries. In particular, the researchers have 

decided to study the following factors: company’s reputation, CSR, CEO visibility, consumers’ 

history with a brand, external effects, time, uncertainty avoidance and perceived severity of 

outcomes, which have not been studied in this combination before. The thesis addresses 

managers’ need to have a thorough understanding of how their customers differ in terms of the 

way they perceive the product-harm crises and attribute blame, so that they can adopt the most 

appropriate response. Second, it aims at providing insights relating specifically to Lactalis’ 

current situation. Indeed, the Lactalis salmonella crisis is an interesting practical anchorage for 

this thesis, for a number of reasons. First, the company and crisis profile, being a multinational 

which sells products that are used to nourish particularly vulnerable new-borns (Wong, 2012), 

make it well-suited to study product-harm crisis perception. Indeed, the researchers expect that 

the involvement of babies will create stronger reactions in participants. Furthermore, the fact that 

this crisis is recent, having unfolded over the past year, gives a timing advantage to this work. 

Hence, it means that the people involved in the research process will have most likely heard of 
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the crisis and have some degree of awareness of the case, at least in France. Nevertheless, they 

will not yet know the outcomes of the crisis, since the extent of Lactalis’ responsibility has still 

to be determined. Consequently, their responses to the research will not be impacted by the 

actual outcomes of the case, which will enable the researchers to achieve more objective, less 

biased findings.  

 

1.4 Problematisation and research questions 
 
Lactalis is a multinational corporation that operates in different countries, hence, it must consider 

how consumers’ nationalities impact their perception of the ongoing salmonella crisis, in order to 

best respond. In particular, the different levels of uncertainty avoidance across countries should 

be taken into account to craft the most appropriate crisis handling strategy. Therefore, the main 

objective of this research is to understand the consumers’ different perceptions of the crisis and 

how they vary across countries. 

 

In order to respond to the research problem and fulfil the objectives presented in the previous 

section, this thesis will strive to answer the following research questions: 
 
RQ1: How do French and Danish mothers, as buyers of baby formula, differ in their 

perception and blame attribution of the Lactalis Salmonella scandal?  
 
RQ2: How can Lactalis best respond to the crisis?  

 

1.5 Thesis delimitation 
 
This section outlines the choices made to further limit the problem and research questions 

identified in the above section. 
 
Mothers as a target 

This thesis targets mothers for a number of reasons. First, they are the main decision-maker 

when it comes to deciding whether to breastfeed or formula feed (Radzyminski & Callister, 

2016). In addition, they are also the main decision-maker for deciding which baby formula to 

purchase (Chen & Wu, 2017). Furthermore, research by Nielsen (2015) argues that it is mothers 

who decide which baby formula to purchase in order to “[bridge] their desires for healthy, 
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nutritious food with their need for convenience” (p.10). Therefore, mothers are the main buyers 

of baby formula, which makes them particularly interesting to consider in this research. Finally, 

Laufer and Coombs (2006) suggest that when it specifically comes to product-harm crises, 

women feel more susceptible to harm when compared to men; in other words, they perceive a 

crisis to be more severe than men do. As a result, women are also more likely to blame the 

organisation. This supports the decision to focus on mothers, as the researchers expect that they 

will react more strongly to the crisis, due to their role in the purchasing decision process and 

sensitivity to harm. (Laufer and Coombs, 2006) 
 
The choice of France and Denmark 

Since this is a comparative case study, two countries were selected. Firstly, the researchers 

selected France because it is Lactalis’ home market where the crisis is taking place. In addition, 

it is its biggest market, where Lactalis completed 66% of its baby products sales in 2015 

(Euromonitor International, 2016). As this thesis focuses on the role of uncertainty avoidance in 

crisis perception, the researchers considered how the country rated on this dimension. France has 

a score of 86 on uncertainty avoidance, which translates into a high need for structure, 

regulations and emotional safety (Hofstede Insights, 2018).  

 

Having chosen France, the researchers considered the second country. The main criterion for its 

choice was to have a very different uncertainty avoidance score, in order to highlight its impact 

on product-harm crisis perception. Different countries were contemplated. First, the researchers 

considered studying Spain, as it is another important market for Lactalis (Euromonitor 

International, 2016). However, its uncertainty avoidance score is very similar to France’s 

(Hofstede Insight, 2018), therefore, it would not have enabled to highlight the differences in the 

role of uncertainty avoidance. Then, the researchers considered China, which is a key market that 

“overwhelmingly dominates growth in baby milk” (Euromonitor International, 2016, p.29), thus, 

that can have large prospects for Lactalis. In addition, China has a low uncertainty avoidance 

score of 30, which makes it very different from France’s (Hofstede Insights, 2018). However, the 

researchers decided not to pursue this choice, since conducting research in China proved too 

difficult due to logistical and language barriers. Therefore, the researchers decided to opt for 

Denmark, since it is characterised by a low uncertainty avoidance score of 23 which is very 

different from France’s (Hofstede Insights, 2018). Although Lactalis does not currently sell its 

baby products in Denmark, the researchers believed that the uncertainty avoidance score was 
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such an important criterion that it overruled this limitation. In addition, Denmark presented some 

further advantages for conducting the research, since both researchers are based in the country 

and could access resources and participants more easily. A visualisation of the comparison of 

both countries in terms of uncertainty avoidance is provided in appendix 1. 
 
The choice of Arla 

While Denmark was an interesting country for the purpose of this study, Lactalis currently does 

not sell its products there. Therefore, the researchers decided to introduce the case facts as 

involving Arla Foods. Arla was chosen as it is very similar to Lactalis in that it produces the 

same categories of products and is very established in Denmark like Lactalis is in France (Arla 

Foods, 2018). Furthermore, it is a known and recognised company by participants (Jørgensen, 

2011), which was an important criterion considering the important role of company reputation in 

crisis perception. Arla is merely used to introduce the case to the participants, however, no 

conclusions are drawn with regard to Arla specifically. Therefore, Arla is introduced only as a 

way to compare the two countries and how they differ in terms of uncertainty avoidance. 

Although this introduction involves some ethical limitations (see section xx), it was deemed the 

most appropriate approach, since using an invented company would not have served the purpose 

of the research as well.  Indeed, the researchers would not have been able to establish how 

reputation affects product-harm crisis perception. The researchers are aware that the levels of 

familiarity with the crisis will differ between France and Denmark, which might impact the 

participants’ responses. However, the researchers argue that since the two companies are 

comparable and the case facts are the same, the findings will still be reliable and comparable.  
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2. Literature Review 
 

2.1 Product-harm crises defined 
 
Product-harm crises have been argued to be the greatest threat for companies and can be defined 

as “discrete, well-publicized occurrences wherein products are found to be defective or 

dangerous” (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000, p. 215). Siomkos and Kurzbard (1992) have further 

elaborated that a product-harm crisis is a spasmodic interruption in the product’s life cycle and is 

often caused by an urgent and possibly disastrous occurrence. There are varying causes for 

product-harm crises such as manufacturer negligence, product misuse or sabotage 

(Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009). These types of crises may negatively affect established favourable 

quality perceptions, damage the company’s reputation, lead to extensive revenue and market-

share losses, result into expensive product recalls, and tarnish a company’s brand equity. Often 

times product-harm crises involve just a single brand, but they can also extend to include a whole 

product category. (Van Heerde et al., 2007) Product-harm crises may also have an unfavourable 

effect on consumers’ post-crisis purchase intentions, even if the product was not part of the 

incident (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994). Immediate and proactive actions are required in order to 

revoke consumers’ negative attitudes toward a company (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009). 

“Proactive product recall, victim compensation and accept responsibility for liability” are some 

actions that can be taken in order to enhance the company’s image (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009, 

p. 175). 

 

Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) further claim that crisis managers have to acknowledge that every 

crisis is unique and hence practices used in other crises should be only used as guidelines, not as 

laws. In order to successfully overcome crises, crisis managers have to understand the 

differences and subtleties and be flexible when responding to a crisis situation. Laufer and 

Coombs (2006) further argue that companies have to really understand reputational and 

consumer-based cues in order to comprehend how consumers react to a certain product-harm 

crisis situation before managers will know what the best response to a specific crisis is. 

As introduced in section 1.2, Lactalis is precisely facing this product-harm crisis situation as the 

company is encountering an unexpected interruption in its products’ life cycle which is caused 

by an urgent discovery of salmonella bacteria. The products were indeed found to be defective 
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and even dangerous since babies have become sick as a result of the mishandling. Therefore, the 

company’s reputation, brand equity and revenue can all be in danger as it has been forced to 

recall the defective products from the market. 

  

2.2 Crisis Communication and attribution theory 
 
2.2.1 Crisis communication strategies 
 
Image is as important for organisations as it is for individuals. Hence, when an organisation is 

involved in an unfortunate event, such as a product-harm crisis, it is essential for the company to 

ensure that its image is preserved. (Benoit, 1997) In order to do so, managers can utilize Crisis 

Communication Strategies (CCSs), which are “the symbolic resources crisis managers employ in 

hope of protecting or repairing the organizational image” (Coombs, 1998, p.178). The objective 

of these CCSs is to minimise the reputational damage that the organisation suffers as a result of 

the crisis by trying to modify the audience’s perception of the event and its outcomes (Coombs 

& Holladay, 1996).   

  

Choosing the most appropriate CCSs implies that those in charge of handling the crisis are not 

only aware of the different strategies they can utilise, but also that they have a deep 

understanding of the nature of the event and of the resulting attack on the organisation (Benoit, 

1997). Coombs (1998) establishes that the main link between a crisis and its appropriate 

response is the organisation’s perceived responsibility in the crisis. Therefore, it is crucial that 

the crisis manager understands the organisation’s perceived responsibility, which involves two 

important considerations. First, Benoit (1997) insists that what matters most in crisis 

management is the audience’s perception of the event, rather than the actual facts and 

consequences. Therefore, the organisation should strive to understand this perception and 

address the audiences’ fears and accusations sincerely, even if the manager knows that those may 

differ from the actual situation. As Benoit (1997) puts it, “the key question is not if the act was in 

fact offensive, but whether the act is believed by the relevant audience(s) to be heinous” (p.178). 

Second, the organisation should be aware that multiple groups of stakeholders are likely to be 

impacted by the same crisis and its consequences. While the objective facts are the same for all 

these groups, their perception of it is most likely going to vary. Therefore, it is essential that 
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managers are able to identify the different groups of stakeholders involved and how their 

perceptions of the crisis differ from one another. (Benoit, 1997) 

 

Building on the notion that understanding the perceived responsibility leads to the appropriate 

response to the crisis, CCSs can be positioned along a continuum that goes from low (perceived) 

responsibility to high (perceived) responsibility. In the literature, attribution theory is widely 

accepted as the most appropriate means to draw the link between the crisis and the best response 

based on the perceived responsibility (Coombs, 1998; Coombs & Holladay, 1996). As such, the 

choice of crisis communication strategy should be anchored in Situational Crisis Communication 

Theory (SCCT), which suggests that the most appropriate response finds its roots in the 

situation. As its name indicates, the process thus begins with the crisis manager assessing the 

situation in order to uncover the level of blame associated with the organisation and the resulting 

reputational damage. In that respect, SCCT stems from applying attribution theory to crises. 

(Coombs, 2007) Furthermore, Laufer (2012) proposes that blame attribution should be 

considered seriously by brand managers, as it is a strong predictor of how guilty the organisation 

is perceived to be, thus, of how much damage the company will suffer from.  

 

While crisis managers can tap into a wide variety of CCSs, it is of the utmost importance that 

they choose the most appropriate one in order to effectively contain the damage. To draw the 

link between the crisis and the best response, organisations must therefore understand how their 

stakeholders differ in terms of their blame attribution. (Laufer, 2012; Coombs, 2007) As a result, 

the following section provides a discussion of attribution theory and its underlying mechanisms. 

  

2.2.2 Attribution theory 
 
2.2.2.1 Attribution theory defined 
 
“Attribution theory is a theory about how people make causal explanations” (Kelley, 1973, 

p.107). It finds its roots in the need for individuals to identify the cause behind unexpected and 

negative events, such as crises (Coombs, 2007). Attribution theory is anchored in motived 

behaviour research, as it studies how the cause behind an event motivates the person’s response 

to it (Weiner, 1980). It finds many applications in consumer behaviour as it can be used to try to 

understand the rationale behind many consumer reactions and attitudes (Folkes, 1988). In 
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addition, attribution theory is found to play a key role in consumers’ responses to product-harm 

crises, as will be discussed in the following section. 

  

When witnessing an event or effect, individuals make causal inferences, meaning that they use a 

logical process to try and find the cause that triggered this event (Folkes, 1988). In doing so, it 

must be recognised that individuals do not reason based on objective, unquestionable data; 

rather, they make judgements based on the information available to them (Klein & Dawar, 

2004). Folkes (1988) emphasises that while this process is somewhat naïve, since the possible 

explanations “are not scientifically conceptualized, analysed, and tested” (p. 549), it still follows 

an analytical, logical fashion. Therefore, despite the process being flawed and subject to biases, 

individuals still feel like the cause they have uncovered is accurate and adapt their behaviour 

accordingly (Folkes, 1988; Kelley, 1973). As such, even if the apparent cause differs from the 

real reason behind the product-harm crisis, consumers have confidence in their own assessment 

and adapt their behaviour accordingly (Folkes, 1984). The many factors which influence 

consumers’ perception of a product-harm crisis are discussed in section 2.4. of this thesis.  

 

2.2.2.2 Attributing blame in product-harm crises 
 
Attribution theory has been associated with product-harm crises due to their unexpected and 

negative nature, which seems to call for attributions to be made. Indeed, it is expected that 

consumers would prompt attributional research when realising that the product they have 

purchased is involved in a crisis, and therefore, does not perform as expected. (Coombs, 2007; 

Folkes, 1984) When consumers feel threatened by an uncertain situation, their immediate 

response is to attempt to reduce this uncertainty. Hence, in the context of a product-harm crisis, 

consumers use two means to try to decrease the risk associated with the product. First, as much 

as possible, consumers stop purchasing the product or using the service that is at the centre of the 

product-harm crisis. (Laufer, 2012) Second, they attribute blame; Laufer (2012) argues that “the 

simple act of blaming someone is enough in the eyes of the consumer to resolve the uncertainty” 

(p.94). 

  

When seeking the cause of a crisis, the individual tries to identify what could have been the 

possible causes for this event by considering its various plausible causes and creating 

assumptions regarding the explanations behind these. As a result, the information available to the 
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individual, and the way it is framed, is highly impactful on their understanding of the situation, 

and thus, of what might be the cause. Furthermore, the more information is available, the harder 

it is to create this link between the event and its cause. (Kelley, 1973) 

  

2.2.2.3 The three causal dimensions of attribution theory 
 
To this day, attribution theory still follows the categorical system of causes established by 

Weiner in 1980. Weiner (1980) argues that the causes considered by the individual are checked 

against three dimensions which help them decide where to attribute the blame for the event. The 

first dimension is stability, which considers whether the cause is permanent or fluctuant over 

time (Folkes, 1984). The second is locus, which aims at uncovering the origin or the key actor in 

the cause. Thus, in consumer behaviour, locus will usually question who, among the customer, 

the organisation, and other actors (for instance, the distributors or the suppliers of raw materials), 

is at fault. (Folkes, 1984) The third dimension is controllability, which distinguishes external and 

internal control (Coombs & Holladay, 1996). While the former refers to the ability to control the 

event’s cause altogether, the latter considers whether it is controllable specifically by the actor. 

In this respect, internal control is often considered as part of the second dimension, locus, since 

both look at the intentionality and role of the actor (Coombs & Holladay, 1996). It questions 

whether the crisis was volitional, meaning that it was the result of a specific, conscious decision, 

or whether it was bound to happen due to factors that could not have been controlled (Folkes, 

1984). Volitional control then, is when the actor has a direct and conscious opportunity to 

influence the cause (Weiner, 1985). 

 

2.2.2.4 The impact of attributions on behaviour  
 
The importance of attribution theory lies in the fact that “causal explanations play an important 

role in providing [an individuals’] impetus to action and in his decisions among alternative 

courses of action” (Kelley, 1973, p.127). Therefore, despite those causal inferences being based 

only on one’s perception of the situation, rather than the strict truth, they dictate the behaviour 

that individuals adopt in response to an event (Kelley, 1973). It has been found that the perceived 

cause behind a product-harm crisis, and thus the perceived culprit, influences how the consumer 

reacts to it and what they expect from the organisation (Folkes, 1984). Numerous researches 

have demonstrated that the blame attributed to an organisation does have an impact on consumer 
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behaviour, resulting in more negative word-of-mouth communication (Folkes, 1984) and lower 

likelihood to purchase from the brand in the future (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994), among others. 

 

2.2.3 Typology of crises: four crisis types  
 
As discussed previously, successful crisis management requires that the organisation matches its 

response to the specific crisis situation. Therefore, there is a need to classify crisis types so that 

they can be linked to the most appropriate response strategies. Attribution theory, as discussed, is 

the theory that allows these connections to be made. (Coombs & Holladay, 1996) Coombs and 

Holladay (1996) apply the external control and intentionality elements, which were explained in 

section 2.2.2.3, in order to create a 2x2 matrix. If the crisis is caused by the company itself, it is 

denoted as internal. Whereas if the crisis is generated by actors outside the company, it is 

regarded as external. Intentionality, in turn, can also be separated into two concepts, intentional 

and unintentional. If the crisis was perpetrated deliberately by an actor, it is denoted as 

intentional. Whereas if the crisis is not perpetrated deliberately, it is regarded as unintentional. 

“The matrix yields four crisis types: 1. Accidents: unintentional and internal, 2. Transgressions: 

intentional and internal, 3. Faux pas: unintentional and external, 4. Terrorism: intentional and 

external” (Coombs & Holladay, 1996, p. 284). The specificities of the crisis situation will 

determine which crisis response strategy or strategies is (are) the most suitable in a certain 

situation (Coombs & Holladay, 1996). 

 

Based on Coombs and Holladay’s (1996) matrix, the Lactalis salmonella crisis appears to 

correspond to an accident. Indeed, as discussed in section 1.2, the event is internal to the 

organisation and it has been reported that the contamination was unintentional.  

  

2.2.4 Adapting the response to the blame attribution  
 
Once an organisation has uncovered how its stakeholders perceive the crisis and how much 

blame they attribute to it, they can turn to the most appropriate image restoration strategy. There 

are five key strategies which can be considered along a continuum that goes from defensive to 

accommodative. (Coombs, 1998) As a general rule, Coombs (1998) argues that “defensive 

strategies are most useful when crisis responsibility is weak, whereas accommodative are more 

useful when crisis responsibility is strong” (p.188).  
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The first approach to image restoration is denial. In this strategy, the organisation uses one of 

three variants: it denies that the event happened altogether, that the event had negative impacts, 

or it denies its responsibility in the event. Denial is often associated with blame shifting, in which 

the company implies that another organisation is at the origin of the act. (Benoit, 1997) The 

second approach is evasion of responsibility. In this strategy, the organisation admits the 

existence of the act and its role within it, however, it refuses to accept the blame for it.  The third 

approach is to reduce the offensiveness, which gathers a number of alternatives used to diminish 

the perceived severity of the consequences. (Benoit, 1997) The fourth strategy involves taking 

corrective action. In this approach, the organisation promises to take action in order to correct 

the problem and is likely to communicate about preventive actions they will take to prevent any 

future issue. Finally, the fifth strategy is mortification, in which the organisation confesses its 

guilt in the act and asks to be forgiven. (Benoit, 1997) By doing so, they acknowledge the 

consequences of the event and accept responsibility, which make them appear more concerned 

and sincere (Benoit & Brinson, 1994). 

  

Furthermore, a review of the guidelines and best practices in crisis communication indicates that 

there is a general agreement among researchers regarding the most appropriate behaviours in 

dealing with a crisis. Benoit (1997) suggests that the organisation should admit its fault quickly, 

if they are indeed to blame. He argues that denying the crisis or the company’s involvement in it 

is a very risky approach. As a general rule, Benoit and Brinson (1994) argue that mortification is 

often an appropriate strategy since it responds to consumers’ desire to see organisations show 

responsibility for their actions.  In addition, Benoit (1997) highlights the fact that shifting the 

blame is not a safe strategy. While it can be perfectly effective, it can also backfire easily, if this 

new actor manages to prove their lack of involvement or that they only acted as a reaction to the 

organisation. Finally, Benoit (1997) insists that it is very important for the organisation to come 

up with actions to correct the problem and prevent future issues. When communicating about 

their plans for future prevention, the organisation should mention actions that are precise, 

tangible and realistic.  
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2.3 Dealing with product-harm crises across the world: the effect of national 

culture 
 
2.3.1 National cultures 
 
Culture is an element that broadly influences many dimensions of human behaviour. One of the 

earliest and most broadly used definition of culture is that of Tylor (1871, cited in McCort and 

Malhotra, 1993): “[culture is] the complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, 

custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (p.97). 

Culture has been found to impact societies’ “value systems, normative forces, and symbols” 

(McCort & Malhotra, 1993, p.94) in addition to its members’ cognitive processes and 

interpersonal constructs.  

  

In an effort to try and understand the concept of culture better, a number of researchers have 

proposed different cultural models. These consider the “basic problems that have consequences 

for the functioning of groups and individuals” (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010, p.87) within a 

society, and thus, that influence certain behaviours such as one’s relationship to ego, authority, 

and conflict. Although these models highlight similar value patterns and have generally 

comparable findings, they differ in terms of the characteristics of the research conducted, such as 

the profile of respondents, the number of respondents, and countries involved. Despite the 

variety of cultural models available, Hofstede’s Model of National Culture has become the most 

widely referred to, mostly due to the scale of his research (Steenkamp, 2001; de Mooij & 

Hofstede, 2010). 

  

Hofstede’s research on cultural differences between nations offers an insight into the 

“differences of the concepts of self, personality and identity” between countries (de Mooij & 

Hofstede, 2010). Based on a large research project that involved more than 116,000 responses to 

questionnaires covering the work-related value patterns of IBM employees across fifty countries, 

Hofstede’s research led him to create a five-dimension framework used to highlight cultural 

differences across the world (Hofstede, 1983). Hofstede (1983) argues that the model’s 

dimensions stand for the “most fundamental problems which face any human society” (p.46). 

Moreover, he contends that the ways in which countries perform in terms of these dimensions is 
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very indicative of how they are structured, the different issues they face, and how their 

population is motivated (Hofstede, 1983). 

  

2.3.2 Hofstede’s model of national cultures: the five dimensions 
 
The five dimensions of Hofstede’s model are presented briefly in this section; for a more 

comprehensive description, refer to appendix 2. The first dimension is power distance, which 

regards the extent to which the members of society accept an uneven spread of power between its 

members. The second dimension opposes individualism to collectivism, which considers how 

self-centred individuals are. In individualistic cultures, one’s identity is understood to come from 

the self only. Whereas, in collectivistic cultures, one’s identity is anchored in their social 

network. The third dimension distinguishes masculine from feminine cultures. In a masculine 

country, the dominating values are that of personal success and achievement, therefore, role 

differentiation and status are two important elements. On the other hand, in feminine countries, 

individuals attach more importance to their quality of life and the necessity to care for others, 

resulting in little attention to status and role differentiation. (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; 

Hofstede, 1983) The fourth dimension opposes long-term and short-term perceptions of society. 

A short-term perspective strongly values perseverance and personal stability. Whereas a long-

term society is future-oriented and values change, pragmatism and investment in progress. (de 

Mooij & Hofstede, 2002) 

 

Finally, Hofstede’s model is used in this thesis due to the role that the fifth and last dimension, 

uncertainty avoidance, plays in blame attribution, and thus in crisis perception. Uncertainty 

avoidance considers the extent to which individuals feel threatened by uncertainty, which they 

try to avoid. Countries with high uncertainty avoidance are characterised by high formality and 

structure; their members tending to stick with the known and sure. On the other hand, countries 

with low uncertainty avoidance tend to be more innovative, entrepreneurial and adventurous. 

(Hofstede, 1983; de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002) 

 

2.3.3 The implication of national cultures for consumer behaviour 
 
In order to set the scene for the impact of national culture on blame attribution and crisis 

perception, this section considers its role on consumer behaviour more generally. Indeed, popular 
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thinking suggests that globalisation inevitably leads to the homogenisation of consumers’ tastes, 

needs, and expectations across the world. Consumer behaviour research, however, has 

demonstrated that, with the exception of a few product categories, consumers’ tastes, needs, and 

expectations have remained largely different from one country to the next. (de Mooij & 

Hofstede, 2002) While some of these differences can be attributed to disparities in national 

wealth across the world, de Mooij and Hofstede (2002) contend that the main source of 

difference is actually national culture. Their main argument is that countries, as systems, impact 

their inhabitants’ consumption behaviour, as a result of the national personality traits highlighted 

in Hofstede’s model. (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002) 

 

As such, Hofstede’s five dimensions of national culture is a useful framework when trying to 

understand how consumption behaviour varies from one country to another. In the research 

conducted by de Mooij and Hofstede (2002), all of the five dimensions were found to impact 

consumer behaviour. Thus, the authors encourage brand managers to draw in cross-cultural 

psychology to “understand the basic differences between the concepts of self and personality in 

different cultures” (Hofstede and de Mooij, 2010, p. 90), because these inevitably shape the 

personalities consumers attribute to brands. Similarly, national culture is found to be impactful 

on individuals’ mental and social processes, which are also part of consumer behaviour. As a 

result, they argue that a consistent, standardised marketing strategy is unlikely to be a winning 

one, as it does not account for the aforementioned differences. (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010) To 

sum-up, once countries reach a level of national wealth that allows their citizens to fulfil all their 

basic needs and wants, culture becomes the main predictor of their consumption behaviour, as 

individuals use their discretionary income on the elements that correspond most to their value 

systems (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002). Having established the role of culture on consumer 

behaviour, its role in the context of crises, specifically that of the uncertainty avoidance 

dimension, will be developed more in section 2.4.7. 

  

2.3.4 Limitations 
 
Despite its recognition, “Hofstede's work has been simultaneously enthusiastically praised and 

acidly criticized” (Soares et al., 2007, p.281). Among those criticisms, two in particular are 

mentioned regularly. First, Lenartowicz and Roth (1999) draw attention to the potential 

measurement error that comes from extrapolating cultural values to a whole nation based on the 
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assessment of a single sample. In particular, Hofstede’s ability to effectively identify dimensions 

of culture based on the assessment of the work-related habits of one corporation’s employees, is 

questioned. (Soares et al., 2007) As such, some scholars propose that research based on other 

samples would have most likely resulted in other dimensions and in other rankings of nations, 

thereby challenging the model’s applicability to all cultures. Second, Hofstede’s initial research 

(1983), which allowed him to identify the five dimensions, dates back to 1967-1973. Although 

these findings have been built upon and updated since then, some scholars argue that the initial 

findings, hence the dimensions themselves, are outdated. (Lenartowicz & Roth, 2001) Hofstede 

(2001), however, presses that national culture evolves only slowly, and that his findings could be 

relevant until the 2100’s.  

 

Though Hofstede’s model is faced with many criticisms, Lenartowicz and Roth (1999) argue that 

no model of national culture is faultless. In addition, a review of the works surrounding national 

culture demonstrates how prevalent Hofstede’s model remains, despite its flaws (Soares et al., 

2007). Indeed, it appears that “Hofstede’s framework is the most widely used national cultural 

framework in psychology, sociology, marketing, or management studies” (Soares et al., 2007, 

p.280). Therefore, while aware of its weaknesses, the researchers have deemed Hofstede’s model 

appropriate for the study at hand, particularly with regard to its wide recognition.   

 

2.4 The factors influencing the way a consumer perceives a product-harm 

crisis 

 
Shrivastava and Siomkos (1989) have claimed that success in managing a product-harm crisis is 

influenced by three main factors (which were re-formulated by Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) 

more recently) as: “(1) [a] company’s reputation, (2) external effects (e.g. the impact of media 

coverage); (3) a company’s response to the crisis” (p. 31). Researchers have argued that there are 

different factors, i.e. consumer traits, that can influence the way consumers perceive product-

harm crises (Laufer & Coombs, 2006). Perception is “the process by which people translate 

sensory impressions into a coherent and unified view of the world around them. Though 

necessarily based on incomplete and unverified (or unreliable) information, perception is equated 

with reality for most practical purposes and guides human behaviour in general” 

(BusinessDictionary, 2018). Therefore, the researchers regard the perception of product-harm 
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crises in this thesis by taking the factors listed by Shrivastava and Siomkos (1989) as the starting 

point and extend them in order to formulate factors that they believe to influence consumers’ 

perception of a product-harm crisis. Consequently, the researchers consider that a company’s 

reputation, CSR, CEO visibility, consumers’ history with a brand, external effects, time, 

uncertainty avoidance, and perceived severity of the outcomes are all factors that are believed to 

influence the way consumers perceive and attribute blame in a product-harm crisis situation (see 

figure 1). In order to better understand their influence, each of them will be further elaborated on 

below. 

 
 
Figure 1: The factors influencing consumers’ perception of a product-harm crisis (Authors’ own 

creation) 

 

2.4.1 Company reputation 
 
According to Gotsi and Wilson (2001), a company’s reputation can be defined as “[…] a 

stakeholder’s overall evaluation of a company over time. This evaluation is based on the 

stakeholder’s direct experiences with the company, any other form of communication and 

symbolism that provides information about the firm’s actions and/or a comparison with the 

actions of other leading rivals” (p.29). Reputation is regarded as a vital, intangible asset for a 

company which is invaluable during a crisis situation (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Previous 

research has illustrated that a company’s reputation plays an important role in determining how 
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well it can succeed in a crisis situation (cf. Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993; Siomkos & Kurzbard, 

1994; Siomkos, 1999). “More specifically it has been shown that the crisis effect on a well-

known company with a positive image may be minimal. The effect can be devastating, however, 

for unknown companies.” (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994, p.31) Hence, well-known companies 

have a higher chance of overcoming crises than unknown or less well-known ones. In this thesis, 

companies are considered to have either high or low reputation in accordance with Siomkos’ 

(1999) study. Interestingly, Laczniak et al. (2001) have been able to unequivocally connect the 

attribution of blame theory with company reputation. The authors discovered in their study that 

consumers of a well-known brand or company attributed less responsibility towards the company 

whereas consumers of a less known brand attributed more blame towards the company for 

causing the product-harm crisis. (Laczniak et al., 2001) 

 

Company reputation further influences the degree of trust that consumers have in a company. 

This very trust impacts the way consumers react to product-harm incidents. It affects the 

company’s credibility among consumers and their preparedness to return to the products after the 

crisis (Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993). Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) have also concluded that 

consumers are more likely to purchase the product after a product-harm crisis if a company has a 

favourable reputation. In addition, good company reputation enhances consumers’ loyalty 

towards the company. Customers’ reactions to a company facing a crisis are facilitated through 

company reputation. (Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993) What is more, previous research shows that 

in case of a product recall, a well-known company with a high reputation is less likely to be held 

accountable for it. Therefore, it can be argued that a good reputation can act as a shield to protect 

a company in a product-harm crisis situation. (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009) Indeed, the prior 

reputation of a company can help to protect the company in a crisis situation and ease the 

restoring of image. In a way, the prior positive reputation can act as a buffer against loss of 

reputation during a crisis. This type of positive reputation may create a halo effect that protects a 

company from damages to the reputation. (Coombs & Holladay, 2006) A halo effect can be 

defined as the bias caused by a factor that spills over to another factor (Thorndike, 1920 cited in 

Klein & Dawar, 2004). 

  

Companies with good reputation are also more likely to regain the confidence of the consumers 

(Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993). Nevertheless, Standop (2006) argues that even if a company has 
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a positive reputation in the eyes of the consumers, it ought to assume a loss of reputation due to 

the crisis, no matter whether there is a product recall or not. Finally, Siomkos and Kurzbard 

(1994) argue that consumers believe that products sold by a firm with a favourable reputation are 

less dangerous than ones sold by a less favourable one. 

 

Based on these theories and a review of the French press (cf. Challenges, 2011; Le Point, 2018) 

which indicates that Lactalis’ reputation is perceived negatively, the researchers thus introduce 

assumption 1: “Lactalis has an unfavourable reputation, thus, it is held more accountable for the 

crisis” and assumption 2: “When faced with a crisis, Lactalis’ reputation acts as a protection”. 

 

2.4.2 Corporate Social Responsibility 
 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is another factor that plays a role in product-harm crisis 

management. CSR is the understanding that a company has to act in a manner that helps its own 

interests as well as those of its many external stakeholders (Schermerhorn, 2017). Research has 

shown that companies “[...] engage in socially responsible behaviours not only to fullfil external 

obligations such as regulatory compliance and stakeholder demands, but also due to  

enlightened-self-interest considerations, such as increased competitiveness and improved stock 

market performance” (Klein & Dawar, 2004, p.203). CSR has also been connected with “[...] 

consumers’ positive product and brand evaluations, brand choice and brand recommendations” 

(Klein & Dawar, 2004, p.204). Generally, if a company is regarded as being socially responsible, 

more positive consumer opinions are held. This translates into consumers being more forgiving 

toward socially responsible companies involved in a product recall as well as moderating 

consumers’ reactions towards negative corporate information. (Jolly & Mowen, 1985) 

Furthermore, CSR can be seen as an effective strategic tool which may help to reduce the 

possible vast consequences of a crisis (Fombrun et al., 2000). 

  

Research has also been conducted that connects reputation with CSR. “By incorporating such 

issues as equal opportunity for employees, environmental protection, philanthropic support and 

the fair treatment of minorities, a company could protect itself against crises, as the reputation 

that derives from CSR may protect the company’s image” (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009, pp. 66-

67). Shrivastava (1995) has connected CSR with crisis management and crisis prevention and 
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argues that companies have to adequately understand CSR to be able to respond to a crisis 

effectively. 

  

Previous literature has illustrated that CSR plays a part in routine consumer behaviour beyond 

economic or rational matters as well as that CSR also has a spill over or halo effect on otherwise 

unconnected consumer decisions (Klein & Dawar, 2004). What is more, the CSR halo effect or 

spill over may also impact consumer judgments in non-routine arrangements such as the product-

harm crisis: “In these settings CSR may operate for the firm as an insurance policy against the 

negative impact of untoward events such as product-harm crises” (Klein & Dawar, 2004, p. 204). 

Klein and Dawar (2004) discovered in their study that CSR influences consumers’ blame 

attributions in terms of product-harm crises which may in turn impact brand evaluations and 

purchase decisions. CSR can hence be regarded as a vital factor in impacting consumers’ 

attitudes and perceptions of crises. Nevertheless, CSR’s influence seems to be distinct to those 

consumers who identify with CSR playing an important role in their decision-making. The 

authors also concluded that a neutral CSR image might provide as much protection for a 

company during a product-harm crisis as a highly regarded image. A negative image, however, 

will do the contrary and act as a powerful liability to companies in a crisis situation. (Klein & 

Dawar, 2004) 

 

Building upon the literature and a review of Lactalis’ website which makes no mention of CSR, 

the researchers propose assumption 3: “Lactalis is not involved in any CSR initiatives, thus, it is 

blamed more in the context of this crisis”. 

 

2.4.3 Chief Executive Officer visibility 
 
Alsop (2004) found that Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) are linked to a company’s reputation 

and there is no escaping this connection. Murray and Shohen (1992) suggest that in order to 

successfully overcome a crisis situation, having a CEO who takes clear and public command is a 

key factor. Hence, they argue that “appropriate and caring response to the public is the single 

most important part of crisis management” (Murray & Shohen, 1992, p.15). The CEO plays an 

important symbolic role in crisis response, even if an organisation has skillful senior public 

relations and communications experts (Van Riel & Fombrun, 2007). Communication is thus too 

vital to be left only to communication professionals, but rather requires the attention of the CEO 
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who is argued to be the “spiritual and emotional leader of the organisation […] who is 

occasionally referred to possess heroic traits” (Van Riel & Fombrun, 2007, p.16). 

  

The study by Turk et al. (2012) included CEO visibility as a factor when investigating a 

company’s response to a crisis situation. The authors referred to Hwang and Cameron’s (2008 

cited in Turk et al., 2012) findings which borrowed leadership concepts such as ‘transformational 

leadership, transactional leadership, democratic leadership, and autocratic leadership’ coined by 

Bass (1990, cited in Turk et al., 2012). Furthermore, they assumed that “people’s attitudes and 

behaviour could be influenced by how a CEO is perceived in terms of promptness of responding 

to a crisis situation” (Turk et al., 2012, p. 577). The authors concluded that if a company 

possesses a positive prior reputation, adopts a defensive crisis response, and has a visible or 

audible CEO as an instant crisis response, this caused the best stakeholder attitudes and purchase 

intentions. Hence, the authors proved this new factor, CEO visibility, to be an important aspect 

of crisis communication. (Turk et al., 2012) 

 

In addition, shareholders preferred having the CEO visible when delivering a crisis response. 

Turk et al’s findings suggest that “a good company with a human face of authority and 

responsibility (i.e., CEO) contributes to crisis damage control and reviving of the company after 

the crisis” (Turk et al., 2012, p. 581). Intriguingly, no matter what the reputation of the company, 

it seems to enhance its credibility by just having a CEO to attend when the company is 

presenting its response at the immediate phase (Turk et al., 2012). 

 

Additionally, previous research has also attempted to investigate when it is the “right” time for a 

CEO to step up in a crisis situation and how it impacts the crisis communication (Lucero et al., 

2009). Lucero et al. (2009) studied CEO actions in various crisis contexts and their findings 

suggest that there are two situations in which the CEO should always step up. First of all, when a 

company needs to reverse their original statement, e.g. withdraw a message or invalidate initial 

claims, which are often presented by the spokesperson, the CEO has to step up to increase 

credibility and to validate the new statements. Secondly, if a crisis affects the integrity of the 

company, the CEO has to step up to be able to provide a powerful, responsible face. (Lucero et 

al., 2009) 
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As established in section 1.2, Lactalis’ CEO was heavily criticised for his late and low-key 

response, hence, the following assumption 4 is made: “Lactalis’ CEO is not visible, therefore the 

organisation is perceived more unfavourably”.  

 
2.4.4 Consumer history with a brand 
  
Consumer history with a brand is also an important factor that affects the way a consumer 

perceives a company in a crisis. Previous research has shown symbolic approach to crisis 

management to emphasise that performance history is a valuable factor in assessing a crisis 

situation (Coombs 1995; Coombs & Holladay, 1996). Performance history can further be 

separated into crisis history and relationship history. Indeed, the crisis history shows whether the 

crisis took place only once or whether it is part of a series of similar occurrences. (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2001) If consumers see a crisis as a repeated occurrence, they tend to blame the 

company for it (Griffin et al., 1991). When it comes to the second part, relationship history, a 

positive stakeholder relationship prior to a crisis can prove to be an invaluable asset for crisis 

management. This can further lead into building a positive reputation for the company. (Coombs, 

1999a) Indeed, companies can create positive relationship histories by completing and 

surpassing consumer expectations (Coombs 1999b). 

  

Dawar and Pillutla (2000) have further investigated consumer expectations and they argue that 

consumers comprehend companies’ response to a crisis situation by referring to their prior 

expectations of the company. These consumer expectations are conceptualised as “[…] their 

beliefs about the behaviour of a firm in a given situation based on their experience and 

knowledge of the past behaviour of the firm” (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000, p. 217). In a product-

harm crisis, consumers’ positive prior expectations may protect an organisation against the 

possibly shocking effects of a crisis. In this case, the company’s brand equity seems to be very 

resistant to various kinds of firm responses. However, the situation is the contrary for companies 

with weak consumer expectations. (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000) 

  

Another factor that influences the way a consumer regards a company is brand commitment, 

which relates to the emotional or psychological attachment that a consumer possesses about a 

brand (Beatty et al., 1988). Ahluwalia et al. (2001) argue that consumers perceive different levels 

of negative effects differently according to their degree of brand commitment. Hence, if a 
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consumer has high brand commitment, it will reduce the negative impacts of product recalls 

because committed consumers are more resistant or discount the brand’s negative publicity. 

Thus, commitment is a vital factor when a company faces negative publicity. (Ahluwalia et al., 

2001) More specifically, Pulling et al. (2006) suggest that highly committed consumers have a 

tendency to protect the brand when negative publicity surfaces. They also do not focus so much 

on the negative publicity of a brand they like when compared with low-committed consumers 

(Ahluwalia et al., 2001). Consequently, negativity is less likely to influence a preferred brand 

with committed consumers (Byun & Dass, 2015). 

  

What is more, loyal customers have been proven to be more sympathetic for brands and they also 

tend to think that the company is worthy of their help (Stockmeyer, 1996). Brand familiarity 

hence enhances a consumer’s trust for a brand (Laroche et al., 1996) as well as brands that 

consumer are familiar with are seldom held responsible for a crisis (Mowen, 1980). 

Nevertheless, if a company has high pre-crisis brand familiarity, it can also turn to be a liability. 

These brands are more likely to encounter scrutiny from media than brands that are less known 

which causes the crisis to be more salient to consumers. (Rhee and Haunschild, 2006) 

  

Moreover, Cleeren et al. (2008) found in their study that pre-crisis brand equity can indeed 

protect a company against the consequences of a product-harm crisis. Hence, both pre-crisis 

consumer loyalty and familiarity can again create a buffer to protect the company against the 

consequences of product-harm crises. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that this 

resilience diminishes with time. The authors further concluded that strong pre-crisis equity will 

also enhance the post-recall communication attempts. (Cleeren et al., 2008) 

  

Based on the literature in this section, the researchers introduce the following assumptions: 

Assumption 5: “The recurrence of Lactalis' involvement in crises worsens their perception of the 

company”, based on the notion that multiple salmonella contaminations have been linked to 

Lactalis since 2005 (Le Parisien, 2018).  Assumption 6: “Consumers have a low familiarity with 

Lactalis’ brands, therefore, they are more likely to blame the organisation”, based on the notion 

that Lactalis’ name does not appear on its products’ packaging. Assumption 7: “Consumers have 

low loyalty to Lactalis’ brands, therefore, they are more likely to blame the organisation”.  
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2.4.5 External effects 

  

Consumers tend to care about how observers and external agencies of a company under crisis 

respond and manage the situation (Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993). Indeed, external effects have a 

potential of impacting a company’s communication efforts with its stakeholders which may 

disrupt potentially successful crisis management (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009). Regulatory 

agencies, the press, and interest groups can all thus impact the way a company tries to handle a 

crisis. Previous research has indicated that a company can encounter either positive or negative 

external effects in a crisis situation which may directly impact the successful crisis management. 

(Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994) Furthermore, external organisations can influence public opinion 

and forward a company’s crisis response in a positive or negative way (Siomkos, 1999). Hence, 

Siomkos (1999) argues that if a company is surrounded by positive external effects towards its 

crisis response, consumers will not blame the company as much for the crisis. Moreover, 

consumers are less likely to recognise the level of danger and post-crisis purchases are less likely 

to be impacted by the crisis, if external effects are positive (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994). 

  

Specifically, media has a vital part to play in impacting public opinion in a crisis situation. Crisis 

communication and scenario planning are needed even before a crisis surfaces to handle the 

media relations. Transparent, honest, precise, and immediate action is needed, together with 

revealing all the necessary information in order for crisis communication efforts to be effective. 

(Lerbinger, 1986 cited in Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993) In addition, regulatory agencies impact 

the effectiveness of crisis management. Different industries have varying regulations and they 

impact the measures companies are allowed to take in order to manage a crisis. Furthermore, 

companies try to impact the external effects to the best of their ability by attempting to manage 

media and regulatory agencies in order to minimise assessments of damage and to safeguard 

resources. (Shrivastava, 1987 cited in Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993) 

  

Jolly and Mowen (1985) found that the press can reduce the negative external effects of crises if 

the company in crisis is acting in a socially responsible manner. These actions could lead the 

company to be able to alleviate the possible negative reactions in the eyes of the consumers when 

negative corporate information is obtained. The authors also concluded that information 

stemming from the government is a better source for positive information regarding a company 

than the corporation itself as it is more trustworthy and objective (Jolly & Mowen, 1985). What 
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is more, Benoit and Brinson (1994) have found that when a government, which is an external 

actor, has to get involved in a crisis situation, this can damage a company’s image since it 

stresses the need for outside monitoring. Finally, Ahluwalia et al. (2000) found that negative 

news is regarded as more trustworthy than positive news released by the company itself. 

 

Building on the theory and a review of the press articles used in this thesis (cf. Le Journal du 

Dimanche, 2018; Le Parisien, 2018; Le Point, 2018), assumption 8 is introduced: “The negative 

media reporting about Lactalis results in the audience blaming the organisation more”. In 

addition, as established in section 1.2, the government had to intervene in this crisis handling, 

thus assumption 9 is proposed: “The government intervention in the Lactalis salmonella crisis 

damages the company image”.  

 

2.4.6 Time 
 
Time is another factor that impacts the attitude that consumers have for a company facing a crisis 

(Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009). Standop (2006) investigated the influence that the time span 

between the moment first evidence of a crisis surfaced to the moment products were recalled. He 

concluded that time is a very vital factor in handling a crisis. Indeed, the more time has passed 

before products are recalled, the more challenging it is for the company to recover their 

consumers’ trust. Hence, if a company acts instantly or within a short time span, meaning that 

there is no delay or hesitation, the company is perceived as taking more responsibility. (Standop, 

2006) 

  

Vassilikopoulou et al. (2009) have taken a different perspective than Standop (2006) when 

examining the influence of time. They instead focused on understanding whether time influences 

“[…] consumers’ general impression, perceived danger of the harmful product and purchase 

intention” (p.175). The authors concluded that once a few months have passed, consumers tend 

to have a more favourable image, to think that the product is not that dangerous, and to be more 

likely to purchase a new good from the same company. Once a year has passed, consumers tend 

to have even higher attitudes. Consequently, time plays a vital role when it comes to consumer 

attitudes for a company after it survives a crisis. (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009) 
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Building upon the theory and the notion that Lactalis was heavily criticised for the delay before 

its response (see section 1.2), the researchers propose assumption 10: “The long time span 

between the crisis and Lactalis’ reaction impacts the audience’s perception of the crisis 

negatively” In addition, assumption 11 is introduced: “Mothers are likely to repurchase 

Lactalis’ product after a year has passed”. 

  

2.4.7 Risk uncertainty 
 
As introduced in section 2.3.2, uncertainty avoidance, in particular, is a dimension of national 

culture that is found to be strongly related to product-harm crises, due to its role in attribution 

theory. Indeed, the need to avoid uncertainty acts as a trigger for the use of the attribution 

mechanism, which is one of the two key means consumers can use to reduce uncertainty. (Laufer 

et al., 2005) It has been proven that there is a correlation between a country’s performance in 

terms of uncertainty avoidance and its perception of risk. Therefore, when facing the same crisis, 

a country which rates higher on uncertainty avoidance is likely to feel more threatened by it than 

a country that is low in this dimension. Therefore, the consumers perceive more risk. As a result, 

the country that rates high in uncertainty avoidance is also likely to have a stronger need to go 

through the process of blame attribution in order to resolve the uncertainty. (Laufer et al., 2005) 

 

As an example, consider two countries, Germany and the Netherlands, in the wake of the Mad 

Cow crisis. While the probability of contracting the disease is almost equal in both countries, 

Germany, which rates higher than the Netherlands on uncertainty avoidance, was found to be 

much more impacted by the crisis. While the risk and uncertainty are the same in both countries, 

the citizens’ perception of it and, as a result, their reaction to it, are different. (Pennings et al., 

2002) Therefore, it is found that the need to establish blame in a product-harm crisis is more 

important in countries that rank high on uncertainty avoidance, due to their inhabitants’ desire to 

reduce the uncertainty.  (Laufer, 2012) 

 

Therefore, based on France and Denmark’s different uncertainty avoidance scores (see section 

1.2), the researchers establish assumption 12: “French observers to the Lactalis’ crisis score 

high on uncertainty avoidance, thus they feel more threatened than Danes who score lower on 

uncertainty avoidance”. 
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2.4.8 Perceived severity and blame attributions 
 
Previous research has shown that one element influencing blame attributions is perceived 

severity of occurrences (Laufer et al., 2005). Indeed, “the defensive attribution hypothesis posits 

that when an incident results in a more severe outcome, more blame will be attributed to a 

potentially responsible party by an observer to the incident” (Laufer et al., 2005, p.35). 

Perceptions of the severity of a crisis can vary between consumers in different countries in the 

same way that countries differ in the uncertainty avoidance aspect, as discussed in section 2.3. 

The severity may increase in the eyes of the consumers by the number and severity of people 

injured or the extent to which media reports about the crisis. (Laufer, 2012) 

  

The defensive attribution hypothesis also suggests who is to be blamed for a crisis, the 

perpetrator or the victim (Laufer et al., 2005). Shaw and McMartin (1977) classify two types of 

attribution tendencies, harm avoidance and blame avoidance. A consumer who is similar to the 

perpetrator tends to blame the victim due to blame avoidance, on the contrary, a consumer who 

identifies with the victims tends to blame the perpetrator due to harm avoidance (Chaikin & 

Darley, 1973). Typically, bystanders of a product-harm crisis are inclined to identify with the 

victims, i.e. other consumers, rather than the perpetrator, which means that they tend to blame 

the company. Thus, they are more likely to avoid harm than to avoid blame. (Laufer et al., 2005) 

  

Another factor impacting the perceived severity of outcomes is tolerance for ambiguity “which 

refers to the way an individual perceives and processes information about ambiguous situations 

or stimuli when confronted by an array of unfamiliar, complex, or incongruent clues” (Furnham 

& Ribchester, 1995, p.179). Furnham and Ribchester (1995) indicate that Hofstede’s dimension 

of uncertainty avoidance is highly linked with the concept of tolerance for ambiguity. Thus, 

consumers with low tolerance for ambiguity may regard an ambiguous product-harm crisis as 

more negative and threatening as compared to consumers with high tolerance. (Laufer et al., 

2005)  

 
The researchers propose assumption 13.1: “Mothers are more likely to blame Lactalis because 

the crisis has resulted in severe health issues” In addition, they introduce assumption 13.2: 

“Mothers are more likely to blame Lactalis because the victims are babies”, based on the notion 
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that babies are perceived as helpless and defenceless (Wong, 2012), which worsens the severity 

of outcomes. 

  

To sum-up, a number of factors are impactful on the individuals’ perception of the crisis. 

Vassilikopoulou et al. (2009) have argued that most of these factors, such as CSR, company 

response, external effects and time can be controlled by the company. This means that, for 

example, the company can invest in its CSR efforts in order to create a more socially responsible 

profile, effectively communicate with the media, and recall products straight away or decide to 

wait and let time pass. Nonetheless, companies are not able to control severity of harm which is a 

very vital factor impacting consumer attitudes and purchase patterns. (Vassilikopoulou et al., 

2009) Once all of the above-mentioned factors influencing consumers’ blame attributions in a 

product-harm crisis have been understood, companies may begin to determine what the best 

crisis response is (Laufer, 2012). Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) have introduced four strategies 

in order to respond to a product-harm crisis which will be further elaborated on below. 

 
 
2.5 The four basic responses to product-harm crises 
 

With regard to crisis containment, the literature review demonstrates that the four basic 

responses to product-harm crisis proposed by Shrivastava and Siomkos (1989) have been widely 

adopted by researchers. They identify four basic responses to product-harm crisis: super effort, 

voluntary compliance, forced regulatory compliance, and denial. (See figure 2 for the 

visualisation of the variables considered by in crafting the appropriate response.) 

 

First, super effort demonstrates a strong desire for the company to be proactive and effective in 

dealing with the crisis. It is characterised by immediate, aggressive, and comprehensive 

measures, which are meant to provide rapid victim relief and, subsequently, speedy business 

recovery. Thus, super efforts are normally associated with immediate product recalls, generous 

customer compensations and transparent communication. (Shrivastava & Siomkos, 1989) 

 

The second basic response is voluntary compliance. This response departs from the super effort 

in that the company is not as aggressive, however, it still demonstrates good faith and initiative-

taking to ensure effective crisis-management. Hence, the organisation voluntarily reaches out to 
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the other actors and takes the necessary steps to guarantee public safety and successful damage 

control. (Shrivastava & Siomkos, 1989) 

 

On the other hand, forced regulatory compliance, as its name indicates, is characterised by an 

apparent lack of good faith from the company. As a result, the steps taken to manage the crisis 

are the results of external pressures, namely from the country’s government or law. Therefore, in 

dealing with the crisis, the organisation does only the minimum required for it to meet the legal 

requirements. (Shrivastava & Siomkos, 1989) 

 

Finally, the company can also opt for not responding to the crisis. In denial, the company either 

denies that anything went wrong at all or refuses to admit that it has any responsibility in the 

event. As a result, the organisation declines to take any measure to control damages and prevent 

the crisis from worsening. (Shrivastava & Siomkos, 1989) 

 

Research by Souiden and Pons (2009) has demonstrated that a company’s brand image is 

impacted differently depending on the type of response used. Indeed, they have shown that 

voluntary recalls prove to be the most beneficial response to product-harm crisis, resulting in a 

positive impact on brand image. On the contrary, denial is also found to have a significant, 

negative impact on the brand image. Souiden and Pons’ research (2009) further highlights that 

there is a significant relationship between the type of response, the impact on the brand image 

(positive or negative), and the customers’ purchase intentions and loyalty. As a result, it is 

essential for organisations to consider how their response to a crisis will impact their business in 

the future. 

  

Yet, despite the above considerations, Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994), emphasise the necessity 

for companies to consider the characteristics of the crisis as well as their own, when choosing the 

most appropriate response. Indeed, they point out that factors such as the company size or 

reputation will make the different response types more or less acceptable by customers. 

Although a super effort might seem like the best response type, Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) 

remind that there is no such thing. Indeed, in some cases, a super effort might lead to 

unnecessary attention brought to the problem and subsequent difficulties to terminate the case. 
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Similarly, it is easy to understand how denial could result in more difficulties should the crisis 

prove to have particularly serious consequences.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: Visualisation of the variables considered (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994, p.32) 
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 2.6 Theoretical framework  
 
Having discussed the theory underlying this research, a theoretical framework was constructed in 

order to enhance understanding and facilitate the collection and analysis of the empirical 

material. This framework brings different concepts covered in the literature review together, with 

the aim of highlighting how the researchers perceive them to relate to each other.  

Figure 3: Theoretical Framework (Authors’ own creation) 
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3. Methodology  
 

The aim of this section is to justify the methodology chosen to address the research questions 

presented in section 1.4. First, the philosophical underpinnings of this research project will be 

discussed. Then, the concepts of case study and mixed methods research will be introduced, 

followed by a discussion of the research design.  

 

3.1 Philosophy of research 
  
This research draws upon pragmatism, which is introduced as the mediating philosophy that can 

overcome the opposition between the two dominant philosophical underpinnings, constructivism 

and positivism (Hookway, 2015) (see appendix 3 for a more in-depth introduction to the 

philosophical underpinnings). Pragmatism rejects the notion that reality and the social world are 

external, objective and the same for all, as proposed by positivists. Yet, they do not accept 

constructionists’ stance either, and refuse the notion that all facts are human creations and that 

each individual can have their own truth. (Biesta, 2010; Hookway, 2015) Rather, it “accepts, 

philosophically, that there are singular and multiple realities that are open to empirical inquiry 

and orients itself toward solving practical problems in the ‘real world’” (Feilzer, 2010, p.3). In 

pragmatism, truth is not considered to be unconventional. Rather, it is dependent on people’s 

interaction with the events that surround them. As such, it is proposed that knowledge is always 

the result of human construction, yet, that this construction is necessarily constrained by an 

existing course of events and a context which limit the creation of meaning (Biesta, 2010). While 

pragmatism recognises that individuals are free to create their singular meanings and truth, it 

emphasises that those are always limited by the boundaries of what exists, since “we cannot 

create out of nothing” (Biesta, 2010, p.110). 

 

As such, pragmatism “sidesteps the contentious issues of truth and reality” (Feilzer, 2010, p.3) 

that are at the centre of philosophical debates, to focus on solving real-world problems. 

Pragmatism strives to support the researcher in finding what he wants to know, by reaching into 

all possible methods, regardless of their association with an underlying philosophy. Therefore, 

the focus of pragmatism is on being useful to the researcher, rather than corresponding to a 

specific way of thinking. (Feilzer, 2010) 
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Drawing upon the above considerations, the choice of pragmatism is guided by the fact that this 

thesis is anchored in the real-world, practical case of an existing company having to deal with an 

existing crisis. In approaching this case, this project assumes that Lactalis has to adapt its 

response to different groups of individuals who have different interactions with the same course 

of events. In this respect, this project corresponds to pragmatists’ view of the world and reality, 

being a result of the interaction between one’s own experiences and facts that are out there. As a 

result, the researchers’ perception of truth and reality is akin to that of pragmatists, in that it 

moves away from considering those either as external and objective, or as individualistic and 

plural. Therefore, the researchers wish to move away from these dichotomic views of reality and 

the world, in order to use all the methods needed to achieve the purpose of the study 

successfully.  

  

As a result, adopting a pragmatic stance on research enables the researchers to stop questioning 

whether the methods used fit with one specific epistemological assumption (Feilzer, 2010). 

Rather, the emphasis is put onto establishing whether the methods chosen are the most 

appropriate to fit the purpose of the thesis. As such, taking a pragmatic approach enables the 

researchers to create the research design that appears the most efficient in responding to the 

research questions, as it allows them to tap into the broad variety of research methods. Having 

established this possibility, then, the research team has opted for a mixed methods design, which 

will be discussed in section 3.2.2. 

 

3.2 Research design 
  
Research design can be defined as the “way of organising a research project or program from 

inception to maximise the likelihood of generating evidence that provides a warranted answer to 

the research questions” (Gorard, 2010, p.239). It details all the procedures which are to be used 

in order to gather the information necessary to the solving of the research question (Malhotra et 

al., 2012). 
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3.2.1 Case study 

  
As introduced in section 1.2, this thesis is based on the study of an existing crisis currently 

experienced by an existing company, Lactalis. As a result, this thesis is a case study, which can 

be defined as the investigation of “a contemporary phenomenon (“the case”) in depth and within 

its real-world context” (Yin, 2014, p.16). The decision to base this thesis on a case study comes 

from the researchers’ desire to analyse a real and complex situation, so as to create more 

emotional involvement and propose action-oriented solutions (Christensen & Hansen, 1987). 

Furthermore, Flyvberg (2006) argues that only knowledge learned through studying real cases 

can help individuals achieve competence. While he emphasises that context-independent 

knowledge (purely theoretical knowledge) should not be discounted, he argues that case studies 

are unique in their ability to help individuals develop their skills and get a more nuanced view of 

reality (Flyvberg, 2006). 

  

Yin (2014) distinguishes four main types of case study designs, depending on the number of 

cases and units of analysis included. This thesis falls under the single-case holistic design. A 

single-case design, as its name suggests, is a project that focuses on only one case. Yin (2014) 

proposes five rationales for opting for such a design. This research project corresponds to the 

critical rationale, in which the case study aims at confirming whether the theory is relevant in 

the context of the case. Therefore, the objective of a critical case is to contribute to theory 

building “by confirming, challenging, or extending the theory” (Yin, 2014, p.51). Furthermore, 

the case study is holistic because it studies “the global nature of the organisation” (Yin, 2014, 

p.55). A holistic approach is relevant when the literature does not distinguish between the 

different levels or groups of actors. As a result, it appears appropriate since the literature on 

which this study is based considers the organisation as a whole. (Yin, 2014) 

  

Case definition 

Yin (2014) argues that the case definition is a critical element of the case study design. It 

includes two different steps: defining the case and establishing its boundaries. First, the case 

chosen in this thesis is defined as the baby formula crisis currently experienced by Lactalis 

which is described in section 1.2. Yin (2014) argues that case studies can be done on a broad 

variety of subjects, including specific events, as is the case here. Second, the case must be 

bounded, meaning that the specific elements included in the study have to be decided. (Yin, 
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2014) In the present thesis, then, the researchers must decide which actors or groups within and 

around Lactalis should be part of the analysis. It has been decided that the company Lactalis, as a 

whole, would be the actor studied in this project. 

  

Bounding the case also entails establishing its estimated beginning and end (Yin, 2014). The 

beginning of the Lactalis salmonella crisis is set at the date of December 9th, 2017, when the 

general audience in France learnt about the contamination. Although the contamination happened 

before this date, it is argued that the communication crisis only began at this moment, resulting 

in this choice of date. As the Lactalis salmonella crisis is ongoing, establishing its estimated end 

is more difficult. Therefore, the researchers have decided to take into account only information 

available up to March 15th, 2018 at which point the qualitative data collection was performed. 

The decision not to include events and information from after this date stems from the fact that 

the data collection might have been different if this information had been available at the time. 

Indeed, new information might have pointed the researchers in new directions and modified the 

structure of the research. Similarly, it could have modified the participants’ perception of the 

situation and their behaviour in relation to the crisis.  

  

Limitations 

The main criticism of case studies is that their findings cannot be applied to other situations, nor 

can they be representative of the whole population, thus they cannot be generalised 

(Abercrombie et al., 1984). Some scholars, such as Giddens (1984), argue that case studies must 

be performed over a large range and in big numbers, so that their results can be generalised.  

Building upon this criticism, other scholars claim that case studies are relevant only in the early 

stages of research, in order to generate hypotheses (Flybverg, 2006). Flybverg (2006), however, 

contends that a single case study can be sufficient to confirm or falsify a theory if it is well 

chosen. In particular, he proposes that a case study is one of the most effective methods to 

generalise or falsify assumptions, as is the case in this thesis. Furthermore, he argues that case 

studies are relevant in all stages of research, whether one tries to generate theory, create or test 

hypotheses. (Flyvberg, 2006) 

 

With regard to this thesis’ specific design, the main vulnerability of single case studies is that the 

case might turn out to differ from what the researchers expected (Yin, 2014). Hence, the 
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researchers might put their effort into studying a situation that ends up irrelevant to the research 

problem. Then, opting for a holistic single-case design may lead the researcher to examine the 

phenomenon only at “an unduly abstract level” (Yin, 2014, p.55), as it does not distinguish 

between different sub-units or actors. While the researchers recognise these limitations, they 

opted for a single case and holistic observations due to the practical constraints of this thesis. 

Moreover, the researchers ensured that the Lactalis salmonella crisis was relevant to the purpose 

of this thesis by verifying that it fitted the definition of a product-harm crisis and by establishing 

that they had access to sufficient information and theory to study the problem in-depth.  

  

3.2.2 Mixed methods 
  
Building upon an extensive review of the definitions of mixed methods research used by their 

peers, Creswell et al. (2008) propose the following encompassing definition: “A mixed methods 

study involves the collection or analysis of both quantitative and/or qualitative data in a single 

study [...]” (p.165). Mixed methods research designs are becoming increasingly popular in a 

variety of fields, including management research (Creswell et al., 2008). This growing interest 

finds its roots in the design’s main promise. It is argued that the combination of quantitative and 

qualitative methods “provides a better understanding of research problems than either approach 

alone” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p.5). Indeed, all methods come with their own advantages 

and limitations, which have been widely documented in the literature (Burke & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004; Creswell et al., 2008). Hence, it is suggested that combining qualitative and quantitative 

methods can maximise their advantages while attempting to neutralise or cancel their limitations. 

As such, Burke and Onwuegbuzie (2004) contend that “the goal of mixed methods research is 

[…] to draw from the strengths and minimize the weaknesses of both [qualitative and 

quantitative methods]” (p.14). 

  

Furthermore, a mixed methods design enables the researchers to reach into various methods or 

approaches, rather than to be confined to one specifically. As a result, they can provide a more 

complete, thorough account of the situation, because they are not limited to the possibilities 

offered by one method in particular. (Creswell et al., 2008) Burke and Onwuegbuzie (2004) 

argue that mixed methods research is a chance for “words, pictures, and narrative [to] add 

meaning to numbers” and for “numbers [to] add precision to words, pictures, and narrative” 

(p.21). In that respect, Gorard (2010) sees mixed methods research as a toolbox that contains all 
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possible methods that a researcher is free to draw from, regardless of their paradigms. Gorard 

(2010) goes as far as suggesting that mixed methods research is actually the only “sensible” 

(p.247) approach to research, as using just one type of method would be appropriate with only 

very specific and precise research questions.  

 

Limitations 

Despite the above advantages, like all other research designs, mixed methods come with their 

own limitations. First and foremost, some researchers, who advocate the incompatibility thesis, 

argue that it is impossible to use different methods in the same research, since these are 

associated with opposite philosophies of research. These researchers suggest that opposite 

philosophies mean that the methods cannot be successfully combined, since they are normally 

associated with different perceptions of reality and knowledge. (Burke & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) 

However, Burke and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue that despite opposing philosophies, different 

research methods can still be combined due to the underlying commonalities among them. 

Indeed, Dzurec and Abraham (1993) find that the overall "objectives, scope, and nature of 

inquiry are consistent across methods and across paradigms" (p.75). Furthermore, mixing 

methods is not seen as a problem when considered outside of the dichotomous positivist and 

constructionist positions. Pragmatism, upon which this thesis builds (as discussed in section 3.1), 

proposes that research does not have to be limited to these epistemological approaches, hence, 

that methods can be used in combination, regardless of their traditionally associated philosophy. 

(Biesta, 2010; Gorard, 2010) Second, the ability to effectively implement both qualitative and 

quantitative methods by the same researchers is questioned. Indeed, researchers often do not 

have sufficient training in both methods, so that their capability to integrate both is challenged. 

(Reiss, 1968 cited in Bryman & Bell, 2011) 

 

3.2.3 Mixed methods design 
  
Creswell et al. (2008) propose a typology including six main mixed methods designs. This thesis 

follows a sequential exploratory research design, which is characterised by “an initial phase of 

qualitative data collection and analysis followed by a phase of quantitative data collection and 

analysis” (Creswell et al., 2008, p.180). The findings of the first qualitative phase of the research 

are used to inform the design of the second, quantitative phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; 

Fetters et al., 2013). While the qualitative phase aims at exploring a phenomenon and uncovering 
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its main trends, the second phase is used to test and generalise these initial findings to the 

population as a result of a bigger sample (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

  

In a sequential exploratory design, the research goes through four major phases (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011). In the first phase, qualitative data is collected then analysed. In the second 

phase, the researchers build upon the findings of the first stage to develop and design the second 

stage of the research. In the third phase, the quantitative data is collected following the design 

created in phase two. Finally, in the fourth stage the researchers analyse the quantitative findings 

and use them to expand on the initial qualitative findings. (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011)  

 

Drawing upon their review of mixed methods studies, Creswell et al. (2008) have found that 

researchers typically consider four main factors when determining the most appropriate research 

design for their project. Hence, with regard to these factors, this project has the following 

characteristics: 

 

Timing 

As the name of the design suggests, data collection is sequential, meaning that it happens 

through two distinct phases. The qualitative data is collected first, then analysed, before 

quantitative data is collected in a second phase. (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) 

 

Priority of data 

As the exploratory design begins with qualitative research, Creswell & Plano Clark (2011) 

suggest that qualitative data be given the most weight. Indeed, the decision to begin by collecting 

qualitative data points towards the desire to account for multiple perspectives and learn from a 

variety of viewpoints. Therefore, the qualitative data is given more importance, and the 

quantitative data is perceived as a way to expand upon and confirm the initial findings. (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011)  

 

Mixing and integration point 

The data is integrated through the process of building, which is “when results from one data 

collection procedure inform the data collection approach of the other procedure, the latter 

building on the former” (Fetters et al., 2013, p.2140). Indeed, the findings of the qualitative stage 



44 
 

provide the researchers with the constructs to be tested on a wider scale in the quantitative stage. 

Therefore, when considering the four stages of the research design described above, the point of 

integration is the second phase of the process, as the qualitative findings are connected to the 

quantitative research by informing the survey design. (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) 

 

Transformative aspect 

Finally, a mixed methods design can have a transformative value, which is when the researchers 

perform their study with the ultimate desire to advocate for change (Creswell et al., 2008). Thus, 

mixed methods are seen as a way to allow the researcher to gather more points of view that can 

be used to restructure the evaluation context later on. Transformative designs are typically used 

in research on issues such as class, gender and race, among others. Nevertheless, this thesis does 

not take on a transformative approach since there is no ambition for this thesis to advocate for 

ideological change regarding any of the subject matters touched upon here. (Creswell et al., 

2008) 

  

A sequential exploratory design appears the most appropriate for this thesis as one of its key 

advantages is the opportunity “to explore a phenomenon but also [to] expand on the qualitative 

findings” that their initial research uncovers (Creswell et al., 2008, p.182). Therefore, an 

exploratory design is relevant in this thesis, as it is essential for the researchers to explore how 

the mothers perceive the crisis and Lactalis’ role, so that their beliefs can then be tested on a 

bigger sample. Furthermore, an exploratory design is “most useful when the researcher wants to 

generalize, assess, or test qualitative exploratory results to see if they can be generalized to a 

sample and a population” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p.87). Thus, this choice of design is 

guided not only by the desire to account for mothers’ differing perceptions of the case, but also 

the need to generalise these findings to the whole population in order to ensure that they are a 

fair representation of what the population believes. 

  

Therefore, the research aims at fulfilling two objectives through the use of a sequential 

exploratory design. First, it must enable an in-depth understanding of the mothers’ perception of 

the crisis, and of their beliefs and behaviour in relation to it. As a result, it appears that collecting 

qualitative data is necessary so that mothers can develop their feelings and opinions in relation to 
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the case. Second, the findings from the qualitative phase must be tested on a wider sample, so 

that their representation of the population can be assessed.  

  

In addition to allowing a thorough assessment of the situation, an exploratory sequential design 

also presents some key advantages in terms of implementation and writing. Because of its 

approach in two distinct phases, it is one of the easiest mixed methods designs to implement, as 

researchers deal with the phases one after the other. Similarly, these two distinct phases also 

make it easier to report on, as the researchers can report on the results of the two phases 

separately. (Creswell et al., 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) However, an exploratory 

sequential design also comes with its own challenges. Namely, while its two distinct phases 

make it easier to implement, they also make it more time-consuming, as it requires that the 

results of the first stage are analysed to move to the second phase. Therefore, it is essential that 

the researchers recognise the time pressure related to a sequential design and built in their 

research process. (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) 
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4. Methods  
 

4.1 Target population  
 
“A population is the aggregate of all the elements that share some common set of characteristics 

and that comprise the universe for the purpose of the [research] problem” (Malhotra et al., 2012, 

p. 494). In this thesis, the population is defined as mothers in France and Denmark who purchase 

baby formula for their children. More specifically, the target population has to be clearly defined 

which “[…] is the collection of elements or objects that possess the information sought by the 

researcher and about which inferences are to be made” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 496). Hence, the 

target population consists of both Danish and French mothers, between the age of 20 and 40, and 

who have at least one child over 6 months to ensure that they have already developed an opinion 

on feeding their baby. The age was chosen to be between 20-40, as the researchers argue that 

there is a chance that mothers within this age group may attempt to have another baby in order to 

investigate future repurchase intentions. Information about the target population was collected by 

creating a sample which “[…] is a subgroup of the population selected for participation in the 

study” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 495). The sampling process is further elaborated in section 4.3.  
 

4.2 Methods of Data Collection 
  
4.2.1 Qualitative interviewing - Semi-structured interviews 
  
In order to achieve the aim of this thesis, a qualitative interview was deemed the most 

appropriate method (Kvale & Brinkman, 2014). More particularly, semi-structured interviews 

and unstructured interviews are referred to as in-depth interviews or qualitative interviews. These 

are two extremes of qualitative interviews and there are a lot of variations that fall in-between 

these ends of the continuum, however, most qualitative interview types are close to one of the 

ends. (Bryman, 2012) “An in-depth interview is an unstructured, direct, personal interview in 

which a single participant is probed by an experienced interviewer to uncover underlying 

motivations, beliefs, attitudes and feelings on a topic” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 255). This type 

of interviewing is qualitative in nature and is grounded in a conversation in which an interviewer 

asks questions and listens, and an interviewee in turn answers. “The purpose of most qualitative 

interviews is to derive meaning through interpretations, not necessarily ‘facts’ from participant 
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talk” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 255). Indeed, in order to dig deeper into people’s worldviews and 

experiences, in-depth interviewing encompasses a necessary level of social and interpersonal 

contact. It requires a certain level of intimacy in order to be valuable and successful which means 

that the interview should resemble a form of conversation that could be held between close 

friends. As the name emphasises, this method indeed aims to obtain deep understanding and 

material. (Malhotra et al., 2012) 

  

More specifically, this thesis applied semi-structured interviews to collect the data, and the 

emphasis of semi-structured interviewing is “[…] on how the interviewee frames and 

understands issues and events – that is, what the interviewee views as important in explaining 

and understanding events, patterns, and forms of behaviour” (Bryman, 2012, p. 471). First of all, 

as the name suggest, semi-structured interviews introduce a certain level of structure to the 

interview process, and thus an interview guide was prepared in both countries (see appendix 4). 

This guide included a list of questions covering specific topics which were derived from the 

literature review. The researchers have created a specific table showcasing how all questions 

apart from profile questions and those on crisis awareness, stemmed from the literature review 

(see appendix 5). The participants had a possibility to answer freely and thus could take the 

conversation to their preferred direction. The questions either did not have to strictly follow the 

order set in the interview guide and interviewers had the possibility to add questions based on the 

direction that the interview was going. The interview, however, mostly followed the questions 

and order set in the interview guide in spite of the possible flexibilities of the method. (Bryman, 

2012) Moreover, in the beginning of the interviews, the participants were provided with the case 

descriptions outlining the timeline of the scandal (see appendix 6) upon which most questions 

were based. All in all, six mothers in both Denmark and France respectively were interviewed 

which resulted into a total of 12 in-depth interviews. The researchers decided to stop 

interviewing after this point since clear patterns had already emerged in the process.  

  

Advantages 

One of the key advantages of this method is that it is flexible, which means that it allowed the 

researchers to shift the questioning according to the way the interviewee wished to take it, as 

well as to ask follow-up questions and probe further, which was very valuable to fully 

understand the participants’ viewpoints. Furthermore, it was the most suitable since this thesis 
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had already derived a rather specific focus from the previous literature, and the semi-structured 

interview indeed allowed questioning on these specific themes. Therefore, it guided the 

participants to stay on the intended topics and not go too far astray. (Bryman, 2012) In addition, 

as both of the researchers were conducting the interviews, semi-structured interviews allowed for 

comparability in the dataset (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

  

Disadvantages 

Despite all of the above-mentioned advantages, there are also some disadvantages that were 

taken into account. First of all, there is a risk of bias that researchers may have on the interviews 

due to its partially unstructured nature, and a lot of the successful outcome depends on the 

interviewers’ skills (Malhotra et al., 2012). This is why the researchers in this study prepared an 

interview guide in order to allow them to stay on the right topics and pilot study interviews were 

conducted to increase the skills of the interviewers. In addition, sometimes it might be 

challenging to analyse and interpret data resulting from in-depth interviews as there might be 

hidden meanings in the interviewees’ answers. Therefore, the researchers attempted to be 

thorough in their analysis by building a strong theoretical background. Due to the time-

consuming nature and high costs of interviewing, care was placed when trying to find suitable 

candidates who would be able to provide interesting insights. (Malhotra et al., 2012) 

 

4.2.1.1 Pilot study of the semi-structured interviews 
 
The researchers conducted pilot study interviews in order to test the interview guide prior to 

performing the actual data collection. Overall, three mothers from both countries, France and 

Denmark, were chosen in order to test the questions and their wording. These participants were 

chosen through convenience sampling which is a non-probability sampling method that allowed 

the researchers to select people that resembled the intended target audience and who were also 

easily accessible. (Bryman & Bell, 2011) This sampling method is particularly useful for pilot 

studies or pre-testing questionnaire and was thus helpful in this case (Malhotra et al., 2012). The 

pilot study was indeed performed in order to ensure that the interview questions were clear, 

understandable and worked well to achieve the purpose of the study as well as to make sure that 

the research instrument overall performed well (Bryman, 2012). 
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Additionally, the French translations from English were tested in order to ensure that the 

questions would be understood similarly in both of the countries as well as confirming that the 

level of English was not too difficult for the non-native Danish speakers. The pilot resembled the 

actual interview setting where the participants were first asked the questions and they in turn 

answered. After all of the questions were asked, the participants had a chance to comment and 

clarify each question. It was important to determine whether there were any issues with them or 

if the participants had problems with comprehending them. The pilot interviews were also timed 

in order to see how long the actual interviews would take. Finally, the pilot study further made it 

possible to pre-test the case descriptions and their believability, which was especially vital in the 

Danish case in which the storyline was invented to mirror the Lactalis case. The pilot study gave 

valuable insights for the researchers and the questions were adapted based on the comments 

received from the interviews. 

 
4.2.2 Survey method – structured questionnaire 
  
In order to get a fuller picture on how mothers in France and Denmark perceive product-harm 

crises, the results of the interviews led to the creation of an online questionnaire. The 

questionnaire allowed the researchers to investigate whether the patterns found in the interviews 

also applied on a larger scale. 

  

Surveys allow researchers to ask participants “[…] a variety of questions regarding their 

behaviour, intentions, attitudes, awareness, motivations, and demographic and lifestyle 

characteristics” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 327). The questions can be asked in a variety of 

different ways, i.e. “[…] verbally, in writing or via a computer (including mobile devices), and 

responses may be obtained in any of these forms” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 327). Specifically, 

the questionnaire used in this thesis was a self-completion questionnaire, and as the name 

suggests, it is filled by the participants themselves. Consequently, it is the participants’ 

responsibility to read and answer each question on their own. Due to the absence of an 

interviewer, the research instrument itself has to be very clear and questions must be formulated 

in a manner that is easy for respondents to comprehend. In order to keep these questionnaires 

simple, they often have few open-ended questions, have simple designs, and are shorter in 

length. (Bryman & Bell, 2011) In this thesis, since the questionnaires are structured, it means 

that a certain level of standardisation was inflicted on the collection of the material. This process 
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is called a structured data collection and the purpose of the study is revealed to the participant 

through the questions asked. (Malhotra et al., 2012) 

  

Questionnaires have three purposes. Firstly, to transform the required information into questions 

which are used to acquire the needed information from the participants. Secondly to serve as a 

motivating and inspiring tool so people will want to answer. Lastly to diminish response error as 

much as possible.  Questionnaires may be conducted in four different ways: online, by telephone, 

face-to-face, and by post. (Malhotra et al., 2012) For the purposes of this thesis, the 

questionnaire was distributed online because it was deemed the most appropriate for quickly 

reaching people in two different countries. More specifically, a web-based questionnaire was 

created by inserting an HTML web form on the internet without needing advanced technical 

knowledge (Hewson, 2017). This web site platform, Google Forms, allowed the survey to also 

be optimised for mobile phone and tablet usage in order to attempt an increased response rate 

(Malhotra et al., 2012). The researchers managed to get the survey completed by 90 mothers in 

each country, making a total of 180 replies. After this point, the data collection was stopped, as 

some patterns had emerged and could be analysed by the researchers. 

 

Advantages 

This method has many advantages which supported the researchers’ choice in its selection. First 

of all, it was simple to manage and control. Online surveys were quite a flexible method as they 

enabled the researchers to apply many different kinds of questions, personalised designs, 

skip/filter options, and the simplicity of modifying the questionnaire when needed. (Malhotra et 

al., 2012) In addition, online questionnaires were also much more convenient for the respondents 

as they were able to fill them at the time and with the speed that best suited them (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). Another advantage of this method is that the collected data was consistent as the 

answer options could be limited, and interviewer bias was smaller since fixed-response 

categories reduced the influence that different interviewers could have on the findings. Yet 

another advantage of online surveys was that they provided high anonymity for the participants 

and due to the lack of social interaction, they did not make the participants feel like they had to 

answer in a way that is socially acceptable. Online surveys can also be also rather successful in 

obtaining sensitive information from the participants, which was an advantage as the crisis 



51 
 

situation can be seen as somewhat sensitive because it involves the health of babies. (Malhotra et 

al., 2012)   

 

Disadvantages 

Nevertheless, this method also has some disadvantages which were taken into consideration. 

First of all, it might be challenging to have the partakers to disclose the intended information. 

Indeed, there was no possibility for the researchers to prompt to clarify questions for participants 

nor probe to ask further on interesting answers. In addition, it was hard to control that the right 

person answered the questionnaire and that there was no intrusion by other non-participants. 

(Bryman, 2012) The usage of questionnaires also brought with it issues with sample control 

which can be defined as “[…] the ability of the survey method to reach participants specified in 

the sample effectively and efficiently” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 342). Since the researchers did 

not have the possibility to use access panels, the sample control can be low. One of the main 

drawbacks with online surveys is that they can have very weak response rates which refers to 

“[…] the percentage of the total attempted interviews that are completed” (Malhotra et al., 2012, 

p. 343).  

 

4.2.2.1 Questionnaire design 
 
In the beginning, the researchers stipulated the information required to be collected by the 

questionnaire (Malhotra et al., 2012). The interviews acted as the grounding for this information 

since the patterns found in the analysis of the interviews lead the researchers to create the 

questionnaire and to understand which patterns to investigate further with a broader audience. In 

addition, it was important to make sure that the target audience and its characteristics were clear 

from the interviews (Malhotra et al., 2012). The researchers made sure that all of the questions 

that were included in the questionnaire served their purpose of understanding the interview 

findings further as well as helped the aim of answering the research question (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). 

  

Due to the somewhat sensitive nature of the questionnaire, as it encompasses baby food under 

crisis, the researchers decided to start with profile questions which were neutral to enable 

participation and rapport (Malhotra et al., 2012). Filter questions were used in the beginning in 

order to ensure that all of the participants were indeed French or Danish mothers, fit within the 
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20-40 age group and had at least one child aged more than six months. If the participants 

answered negatively to any of these questions, they could not proceed further in the survey to 

guarantee that they fitted the target population. 

  

The researchers made sure that double-barrelled questions were not used, and instead created 

two questions when such potential issues were identified (Bryman, 2012). Furthermore, why 

questions were not used in the questionnaire in order not to confuse the participants as these 

typically can be answered in rather numerous ways. (Malhotra et al., 2012) Since the 

questionnaire was created in English for the Danish mothers, special care was placed in order to 

word the questions in simple language using ordinary words to try to ensure that there would not 

be misunderstandings (Malhotra et al., 2012). For this reason, unambiguous words such as 

‘often’ were avoided and instead the researchers made sure that only words with single meaning 

were applied. In addition, when needed, explanations of words were provided in the description 

of each question to clarify them to the respondents, such as when asked how ‘regularly’ they use 

products. (Bryman & Bell, 2011)  

  

Question structures 
 
This section outlines the types of questions used in the questionnaire. For a comprehensive list of 

questions for both countries, see appendix 7.  

  

Unstructured questions 

“Unstructured questions are open-ended questions that the participants answer in their own 

words” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 463). The questionnaire had two open-ended questions, 4 and 7. 

The researchers limited the use of unstructured questions since their coding is very costly and 

time consuming, and this thesis had a very strict budget and timeline (Malhotra et al., 2012). 

  

Structured questions 

Structured questions, on the other hand, “[…] specify the set of response alternatives and the 

response format. A structured question may be multiple choice, dichotomous, or a scale.” 

(Malhotra et al., 2012 p. 465) In multiple choice questions, the participants are provided with 

different answer options from which they can choose one or more (see questions 2, 5, 8, 20, 25, 

27, 29 and 30). When designing multiple choice questions, the challenges are the amount of 
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options provided for the participants and the order in which they are presented, i.e. position bias. 

It is important that all possible options are included together with ‘other’ option and they should 

be mutually exclusive. (Malhotra et al., 2012) A key advantage of multiple choice questions is 

that participants are also more likely to take part when the questions are structured and options 

are provided. In addition, multiple-choice questions are limited to only the options provided 

which may create bias and challenge, but this fitted well in this study as indeed more information 

was wished to be acquired from patterns found in the interviews.  (Malhotra et al., 2012) 

  

Dichotomous questions, which provide only two alternatives such as yes or no, (Bryman, 2012) 

were applied in questions 1, 3 and 6. In order to determine whether a dichotomous question was 

appropriate, the researchers decided to apply it only if it was a situation that the participant 

would approach as a yes-or-no issue, such as ‘are you a mother?’ (Malhotra et al., 2012).  

  

Scales 

Finally, the majority of the questions in this questionnaire were designed by using a scale (see 

questions 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 24, 26 and 28). In terms of 

description, values of the scale were as follows: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither 

agree nor disagree, 4 = agree and 5 = strongly agree. The scales in this study are in interval “[…] 

in which the numbers are used to rank objects such that numerically equal distances on the scale 

represent equal distances in the characteristics being measured” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 415). 

These scales are also defined as non-comparative scales since every unit is scaled autonomously 

from the others (Malhotra et al., 2012). 

  

This questionnaire applied itemised rating scales which is a measurement scale with brief 

explanations or numbers linked to every category. The categories are arranged in relation to scale 

positions and the respondents have to choose the category that best corresponds the element they 

are rating. More specifically, Likert scales were used in which the participants were asked to 

designate their level of agreement or disagreement with different kinds of statements relating to 

the stimulus objects. (Malhotra, 2012) The analysis was carried out on an item-by-item basis. 

Likert scale was chosen for this study as it is easily understandable by participants (Malhotra et 

al., 2012). Five categories were deemed sufficient for this study in order not to confuse the 

participants, as the more there are categories, the more challenging comprehension of the 
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questions becomes. In addition, this study applied balanced scales in which an equal amount of 

positive and negative options was provided as the aim was to achieve as impartial data as 

possible. Moreover, the researchers decided to include a neutral middle option in order not to 

force the participants to have an opinion to have good ethical conduct. (Malhotra et al., 2012) 

 

 4.2.2.2 Pilot study of the structured questionnaire 
 
Prior to sharing the questionnaire online, it was pretested through an interview with three people 

from both Denmark and France who all fitted the target group. These respondents to the pilot 

study were also chosen through convenience sampling, which will be defined further in section 

in 4.3.1. The aim was not only to test that the questions functioned well but also that the method 

as a whole performed well in order to answer the research question. The researchers deemed the 

piloting of the online questionnaire especially vital since they are not present to clarify matters in 

the data collection process. (Bryman & Bell, 2011) More specifically, this pilot study tested 

every feature of the questionnaire “[…] including question content, wording, sequence, form and 

layout, question difficulty, and instructions” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 477). In addition, the 

researchers timed how long it took for a participant to fill the survey and special care was placed 

in Denmark to see how the wording functioned as the questionnaire was in English and not in 

people’s native language like in France. First the participants filled the whole questionnaire 

uninterrupted and afterwards each question was covered one by one to fully understand how they 

functioned. Based on the findings of the pilot study, the questions were adapted and clarified 

before publishing it to a wider audience. 

 

4.3 Sampling 
 
4.3.1 Sampling for the interviews 
 
In order to sample for the semi-structured interviews, this thesis applied the non-probability 

method in which the sampling is based on the researchers’ own judgement instead of chance 

when choosing the participants. It is thus up to the researchers to deliberately or arbitrarily 

choose which elements are selected for the sample. (Malhotra et al., 2012) More specifically, this 

study applied convenience sampling which means that the elements chosen to be part of the 

study were “[…] simply available to the researcher by virtue of its accessibility” (Bryman, 2012, 
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p. 201). Specifically, a form of convenience sampling, called judgmental sampling, was applied 

where the participants were chosen according to the researchers’ own judgment (Malhotra et al., 

2012). “The researcher, exercising judgement or expertise, chooses the elements to be included 

in the sample because it is believed that they are representative of the population of interest or 

are otherwise appropriate […]” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 503). Therefore, the researchers applied 

their own judgment when choosing 12 participants for the interviews. All of these elements fitted 

the target population and were conveniently available to the researchers.  

 

Advantages and disadvantages  

As any method, convenience sampling also has its advantages and disadvantages. The pros and 

cons of the judgemental sampling correspond to convenience sampling as well because 

judgemental sampling is a form of convenience sampling (Malhotra et al., 2012). First of all, it 

has been argued that convenience samples are especially common in the field of business and 

management and are often more accepted than methods based on probability sampling which 

supports the decision to apply the method (Bryman, 1989, cited in Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Convenience sampling is also the fastest and cheapest sampling technique to carry which fitted 

well with the restricted time frame of this thesis. Nevertheless, even though non-probability 

samples have the possibility of generating successful approximations of the population 

characteristics, they do not provide impartial assessment of the accuracy of sample outcomes. 

Hence, it is not possible to statistically refer to the population due to the non-probability 

sampling lacking the equal chance of each element being included in the sample. (Malhotra et 

al., 2012) It is thus true that using non-probability sampling will result in sampling bias, which 

makes it challenging to generalise the findings to the population (Bryman & Bell, 2011; 

Malhotra et al., 2012). A further limitation for non-probability sampling is the sampling error it 

can cause which refers to “[…] the difference between a sample and the population from which it 

is selected […]” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 176).  

 

Despite all of the above-mentioned limitations of convenience sampling, it was indeed the most 

suitable for this study due to the limited time and resources. In addition, even though fully 

developed generalisations to the population could not be made, it still allowed the researchers to 

say something about the characteristics which is important as these countries have not been 
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studied before. Moreover, this technique allowed the researchers to also guarantee that the 

participants matched the target population as their own judgement was used.  

 

4.3.2 Sampling for the online questionnaire 
 
Sampling for online questionnaires often means that the sample has to be drawn from Internet 

User Population (IUP). This way researchers have access to a large, varied population. (Hewson, 

2017) According to Hewson and Laurent (2008), the most frequently applied sampling technique 

for online surveys is to post and share a survey in different kinds of websites, mailing lists, 

newsgroups as a way of inviting people to participate in the study. This will consequently result 

into creating a volunteer opportunity sample. This thesis indeed followed this process as the web 

link to the survey was shared on relevant Facebook groups which bring Danish and French 

mothers together (see appendix 8). In addition, in France, the survey was shared through 

personal contacts. 

 

When sharing the survey, the researchers followed specific guidelines set by different 

researchers. First of all, in line with the rules of netiquette, permission to join the groups and to 

publish the questionnaire was initially confirmed with the administrators of these groups prior to 

publishing (Hewson, 2007, cited in Hewson, 2017). In addition, the decision behind which 

groups were targeted was grounded on the research question and the aim of the whole thesis 

(Hewson & Laurent, 2008). Thus, the selection of the groups was based on targeting specific 

characteristics (Birnbaum, 2001). In order to increase the sample size, research has proven that 

posting follow-up requests (Coomber, 1997) and having high-issue salience (Birnbaum, 2001) 

are effective ways in reaching this goal and thus, these were followed in this thesis. Overall, 90 

mothers in both countries were sampled through this technique. 

  

Advantages and disadvantages 

This sampling technique also has its advantages and disadvantages. The major advantage that 

this technique brings is that the researchers were able to reach vast amounts of people with a 

very cost efficient and time efficient manner compared to other offline methods (Reece et al., 

cited in Hewson, 2017). Nevertheless, the issue still remains that the samples created in this 

manner are not very representative, as conducting probability sampling online is challenging 

because there is no central register of all internet users (Hewson, 2017). Due to the very 
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restricted timeline of this thesis, this was still deemed the most appropriate way of reaching the 

Danish and French mothers who live geographically far from each other. 

  

4.4 Qualitative data analysis method 
 
4.4.1 Qualitative content analysis 
 
This thesis takes on a qualitative content analysis approach, which is defined as “a research 

method for subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic 

classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 

1278). Qualitative content analysis stems from content analysis, however, it does not limit itself 

to a quantitative analysis of the data (counting the number of times a word appears) like content 

analysis is often criticized for. Rather, it “[examines] language intensely for the purpose of 

classifying large amounts of text into an efficient number of categories that represent similar 

meanings” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1278). Therefore, this approach requires that researchers 

create categories of similar meanings and themes into which they can classify any oral or written 

material, which can include interview transcripts (Moretti et al., 2011).  

 

More precisely, the data are analysed through directed or deductive qualitative analysis, as its 

objective is to “validate or extend conceptually a theoretical framework or theory” (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005, p.1281). This thesis takes on mostly a deductive approach, which is referred to 

when the data analysis begins with preconceived categories or themes which stem from existing 

theory. It is therefore most appropriate when there is a wide array of theory available prior to the 

study that the researchers wish to test further (Cho & Lee, 2014). The main disadvantage of 

qualitative data analysis, however, is that the use of preconceived categories based on theory can 

provide the researcher with a strong bias (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In order to try and mitigate 

this effect, the researchers decided to also make use of inductive categories, though to a lesser 

extent. An inductive approach refers to letting the categories and themes emerge naturally from 

the collected data (Cho & Lee, 2014). Therefore, while the data analysis began with pre-

conceived categories, the researchers also gave themselves the opportunity to create new 

categories as needed, depending on what the data would suggest (see appendix 9 for a 

visualisation of the categories used). Cho and Lee (2014) establish that “overall, the process of 
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data analysis includes the following core steps: selecting the unit of analysis, creating categories, 

and establishing themes” (p.10).  

  

4.4.2 The process  
 
Malhotra et al. (2012) argue that the process of data handling contains four stages. The first, data 

assembly, is that of gathering data from all its different sources. In the present project, data was 

put together from the in-depth interview recordings (available upon request), as well as the notes 

taken by the interviewers during and after the interviews. 

  

Second, data reduction entailed “organising and structuring the data” (Malhotra et al., 2012, 

p.296), the first step of which was to transcribe the interviews. Following their transcription 

(available upon request), the collected data were then coded. Malhotra et al. (2012) define coding 

as the process of “breaking down qualitative data into discrete chunks and attaching a reference 

to those chunks of data” (p.296). By doing so, its main purpose is to transform the mass of data 

into analysable units which “exemplify the same theoretical or descriptive idea” (Gibbs, 2007, 

p.38). Building upon the desire to adopt a mix of deductive and inductive analysis, a mix of 

concept-driven codes (emerging from the literature read prior to the data collection) and data-

driven codes (guided from reading the data itself without any preconception) were used. 

Furthermore, all passages of text were coded using the three levels of codes recommended by the 

literature: descriptive, topical and analytical (Gibbs, 2007, Richards, 2015). Descriptive codes 

were applied to elements describing the case and the participant, topical were associated with the 

main categories of topics (here, activities, reasons etc.) mentioned by the participants. Finally, 

with analytic coding, the researchers attempted at going deeper into their analysis by trying to 

associate responses with underlying beliefs and opinions. (Gibbs, 2007; Richards, 2015) A list of 

the concept-driven and data driven codes is available in appendix 9.  

  

Third, the data was displayed using cross-tabulation, in order to present and structure the data in 

a way that highlights the trends emerging from the interviews (Malhotra et al., 2012). Data 

display is an essential stage of data handling, which allows the researchers to “look for patterns, 

make comparisons, produce explanations and build models” (Gibbs, 2007, p.78). A spreadsheet 

(available upon request) was created in which what each participant had to say about the topics 

discussed during the interview was summarised. Thus, the similarities and differences between 
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the respondents’ perceptions of the crisis and of Lactalis’ behaviour could be highlighted (Gibbs, 

2007; Malhotra et al., 2012). 

  

Finally, the data was verified. Data verification is an essential step in that it demonstrates the 

outcomes of the interviews do not represent only a reflection of the researchers’ own views 

(Malhotra et al., 2012). The origin for validity and reliability measures in qualitative content 

analysis stem from the quantitative version of the method (Schreier, 2014). There are two main 

techniques to verify one’s data: triangulation and respondent validation (Gibbs, 2007; Malhotra 

et al, 2012). This thesis uses respondent validation, which requires that the findings of the 

research are sent back to at least one of the participants so that they can provide some feedback 

on the results. Ultimately, the participants can tell the researcher if they have accurately relayed 

their responses. (Gibbs, 2007; Malhotra et al, 2012) Thus, the findings were sent back to one 

Danish participant and one French participant; both of whom felt like the researchers had 

accurately captured the meanings behind their responses. In addition, reliability and validity were 

taken into consideration (Schreier, 2014). Reliability refers to the consistency of the coding, 

while validity relates to the extent to which the codes used appropriately account for the theory 

and the research questions. The coding frame has been carefully designed by the researchers so 

that the findings can be highly reliable (consistent) and valid (accurate). Indeed, prior to 

conducting the main analysis, the codes were tested on a small part of the material, to ensure that 

they were fitted to the research. Furthermore, the codes were based upon the theory reviewed in 

section 2 to guarantee their relevance to the research. (Schreier, 2014)  

 

4.5 Quantitative Data Analysis method 
 
In order to analyse the questionnaire findings, the following statistical tools were applied. 
 
Frequency distribution and descriptive statistics 

Frequency distribution is “a mathematical distribution whose objective is to obtain a count of the 

number of responses associated with different values of one variable and to express these counts 

in percentage terms” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 620). Therefore, in order to analyse questions by 

considering just one variable at a time, frequency distributions were provided to illustrate their 

findings (the analysis, including the frequency distributions, is available upon request). The 
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frequency distribution summarises the basic information, and this was explained and summarised 

in the text by applying descriptive statistics. (Malhotra et al., 2012) 

 

The measures of location- Mean, Median and Mode 

The measures of location, i.e. mean, median and mode, “[...] are measures of central tendency 

because they tend to describe the centre of the distribution” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 622), as 

such they “[...] describe a location within a dataset” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p. 622). The mean, 

i.e. the average, is calculated by adding all of the values in a dataset together and then dividing it 

by the number of values. The mean is the most frequently used central tendency measure and it 

is ought to be used only with interval and ratio variables. Nevertheless, it is not unusual to have 

it used also with ordinal variables. (Bryman & Bell, 2011) 

 

The median indicates the middle value of all the elements in the dataset and it is discovered by 

arranging all of the values in a dataset in ascending or descending order and finding the middle 

value. If there is an even number of elements, the two most middle values are added together and 

then the sum is divided by two. (Malhotra et al., 2012) The median is not influenced by outliers 

in the dataset in the same way as the mean and it can be used with both interval and ratio 

variables as well as ordinal ones (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

The mode is simply the element that occurs the most often in a dataset and hence “it represents 

the highest peak of the distribution” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p.622). It can be used with respect to 

all kinds of variables (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

Cross-tabulations 

Cross-tabulations were used when describing more than one variable simultaneously. Cross-

tabulations are tables which “reflect the joint distribution of two or more variables” (Malhotra et 

al., 2012, p.630), thus allowing the researchers to establish how one variable relates to another. It 

was used when attempting to uncover whether one variable influences another variable. More 

specifically, all the cross-tabulations used in this thesis were bivariate cross-tabulations, since 

they all included two variables. Then, the chi-square statistic was used to test the statistical 

significance of the relationships observed in the cross-tabulations. After establishing a null 

hypothesis which proposes that there is no relationship between the variables, the chi-square test 
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is applied to confirm whether a relationship exists. For the relationship to be considered 

statistically significant, the chi-square test must provide a p-value smaller than 0.05. If the p-

value is higher than 0.05, the apparent relationship between the two variables cannot be 

statistically confirmed, thus, the relationship cannot be concluded upon. (Malhotra et al., 2012)  

 

Pearson’s r 

Furthermore, the product moment correlation or Pearson’s r was used. It is a statistical 

measurement that “[summarises] the strength of association between two metric variables” 

(Malhotra et al., 2012, p.697). Pearson’s r is an index that is useful to establish whether a 

straight-line relationship exists between two variables X and Y (Malhotra et al., 2012). 

 

The main element of the Pearson’s r is that the coefficient can have values between 1 and -1. 

Hence, 1 indicates that the linear relationship between two variables is perfect and positive 

whereas -1 shows that the linear relationship is perfect and negative. If the value, on the other 

hand, is zero it indicates that there is no relationship between the two variables. Indeed, the 

closer the coefficient lies to the ends of 1 or -1, the stronger the correlation will be between the 

two variables, and the closer it is to zero, the weaker the relationship. Therefore, the coefficient 

can be either negative or positive which showcases the direction of the relationship. (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011) 

 

4.5.1 Measurement Evaluation 
 
Reliability 

“Reliability refers to the extent to which a scale produces consistent results if repeated 

measurements are made” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p.433). Lower reliability stems from random 

errors which produce inconsistency, hence “reliability can be defined as the extent to which 

measures are free from random error” (Malhotra et al., 2012, p.433). To increase reliability, the 

researchers took into consideration the main potential sources of error in measurement listed by 

Malhotra et al. (2012). For example, the researchers accounted for the issues stemming from 

“lack of clarity of the scale” and “mechanical factors such as [...] poor design” (Malhotra et al., 

2012, p.433) by proceeding with the pilot study as mentioned in section 4.2.2.2. 
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Validity 

“Validity refers to the issue of whether or not an indicator (or set of indicators) that is devised to 

gauge a concept really measures the concept” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.159). Validity can be 

checked by considering a variety of factors. Among them, content or face validity is one of the 

most important ways to ensure validity. Face validity ensures that “the measure apparently 

reflects the content of the concept in question” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.160), therefore, it 

accounts for all parts of the construct being considered. To guarantee face validity, the 

researchers based all relevant questions on theory to make sure that the content reflected what 

they sought to assess (Malhotra et al., 2012). Although validity and reliability are distinct 

concepts, it must be noted that they are interrelated, as “[...] the assessment of measurement 

validity presupposes that a measure is reliable” (Bryman, 2012, p.47).  

 
4.6 Research ethics 
 
The researchers have paid close attention to ethical considerations through the duration of this 

research project. According to Diener and Crandall (1978, cited in Bryman & Bell, 2015), the 

main ethical concerns in management research can be classified within four categories: “whether 

there is harm to participants; whether there is a lack of informed consent; whether there is an 

invasion of privacy; whether deception is involved” (p. 144). Regarding potential harm to the 

respondents, the researchers established that the level of risk associated with this project was 

low. Indeed, the subject matters are only somewhat sensitive, so they do not create much 

psychological discomfort in respondents. Similarly, the data are collected through interviews and 

surveys, which are two non-invasive means that should not result in any harm.  

  

Then, Silverman (2005) proposes that researchers should use all possible means to ensure 

participants’ fully informed consent, hence the researchers strived to provide all necessary 

information when requesting interviews and when sending the survey to potential respondents. In 

addition, this information was reiterated either at the beginning of the interview or at the 

beginning of the survey, so as to maximise the opportunity for respondents to review all 

information prior to taking part in the research. The information provided included the overall 

subject of the thesis, the objective of the interview or survey, the use of the data that would be 

collected, and a reminder that all responses would be anonymised. Furthermore, the interviewers 
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asked for the permission of interviewees to record the interviews using a voice recorder. 

(Silverman, 2005) 

 

Third, the researchers considered the risk of invasion of privacy (Bryman & Bell, 2015). As 

mentioned previously, the subject matters of this thesis are not particularly private, hence, the 

risk was believed to be low. The research did not require for participants to share information 

that would enable them to be identified (like mentioning a place of residence or a company might 

lead to). Furthermore, for the sake of simplicity and ensuring anonymity, it was decided that all 

responses would be anonymised. 

 

Deception 

Finally, the most sensitive aspect of this research project was the use of deception, as Danish 

respondents were told that Arla was not actually involved in a crisis only after completing the 

interviews or the surveys. This means that in both the interviews and the surveys, the participants 

were made to believe that Arla had effectively been involved in such a crisis. Therefore, one 

major concern of this research project is the potential harm that Arla could suffer from as a result 

of being used as the case company in Denmark.  

 

Deception is the act of intentionally misleading the other, either actively (by outrightly lying 

about the facts) or passively (by omitting pertinent information) (Smith et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, the distinction can be made between mild and severe deceptions. This thesis makes 

use of active mild deception, as the researchers lied regarding the name of the company involved 

with the events, in order to “create false beliefs about relatively unimportant issues that are 

peripheral to the subjects' self-concept” (Toy et al., 1989, p. 71). The researchers decided not to 

inform the participants of the invented aspect of the case prior to the survey or interviews, as 

they feared that participants would respond differently once knowing that the events described 

had not actually happened. Therefore, deception was used to create more commitment to the case 

and limiting the bias that knowing the facts to be untrue would create (Smith et al., 2009). 

However, the researchers took great care in ensuring that all respondents would finish the 

interview or the survey knowing that Arla had not been involved in the crisis.  
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In the case of the interviews, the interviewer explained this to the respondent at the end of the 

interview and provided a notice reiterating this information. The interviewers requested that the 

notice be signed by the respondent to demonstrate that they had understood that Arla had not 

been involved in such a crisis. In the case of the surveys, after the last question, the respondents 

were presented with a message asking them to pay careful attention to the information that would 

follow, as it would be very important. Then, on the last page before they were able to submit, 

they were informed that Arla had not been involved in such a crisis. As a result, the researchers 

took various steps to make sure that Arla would not suffer any harm as a result of being 

associated with this project. Examples of the notices given during the interviews and in the 

survey are given in appendix 10. 
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5. Analysis 
 
5.1 Qualitative Data Analysis 
 
In this analysis, French interviewees are referred to by the word ‘participant’ followed by the 

letters A, B, C, D, E and F and the Danish interviewees are referred to by the word ‘participant’ 

followed by the letters G, H, I, J, K and L. The structure of the analysis follows the codes (see 

appendix 9).  

 

5.1.1 Crisis awareness 

 
All of the French participants had heard of the Lactalis salmonella crisis. When asked the 

question “have you ever heard of Lactalis?”, all of the participants responded yes and proceeded 

with mentioning the crisis before the interviewer even made reference to it. Therefore, the 

interviewees were not only aware of the crisis, but they also had a top-of-mind awareness of it. 

While the Danish participants could not have known the case prior to the interview, some of 

them mentioned how shocked they were that they had not heard about the crisis. However, all of 

them trusted the case to be true and accepted the facts provided by the interviewers. As a result, 

they answered truthfully based on the belief that the case provided was true, which makes their 

responses reliable, and thus they can be compared to the French. 

 

5.1.2 Brand reputation/equity 
 
Previous research has showcased that a well-known company with positive reputation can handle 

a crisis situation better whereas it may be devastating for companies that are less well-known 

(Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994). Furthermore, Laczniak et al. (2001) have been able to find a 

connection between the attribution of blame theory and reputation. The authors discovered that 

consumers of a well-known brand assigned less responsibility towards the company. Based on 

Lactalis’ reputation, the researchers established assumption 1: “Lactalis has an unfavourable 

reputation, thus, it is held more accountable for the crisis”. Therefore, this thesis wanted to 

research this further by first determining how the reputations of Lactalis and Arla are regarded 

by the interviewees.  
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Reputation 

In terms of the reputation of Lactalis, it seems that generally the interviewees in France did not 

have a strong knowledge about the company. Prior to the crisis, only two of the participants 

knew about the company, and had a pretty positive image about it. However, the crisis has 

brought the company to the participants’ attention, and all of the participants had negative image 

about the company following the crisis. Actually, when asked about Lactalis’ reputation, many 

participants referred to the crisis straight away. This situation was the opposite in Denmark 

where Arla was chosen as the case company. The majority of the participants (four out of six) 

thought it has a neutral to very good reputation, and participant G even referred to it as being one 

of the “founding fathers” of Denmark. Nevertheless, two of the participants did not have such a 

positive image of the company, and participant H referred to them as having a “monopoly 

situation”. Hence, this sets a situation where people are overall more familiar with the case 

company in Denmark than they were in France. In addition, as the Danes on the whole have a 

positive image about Arla, according to the theory, it should be able to handle the crisis better 

than Lactalis which is not that liked in France. 

 

Effect on crisis perception  

Next, the researchers wanted to find out more specifically whether the respective reputations 

affected the way the interviewees perceived the crisis situation as the literature argues that the 

crisis effect may be minimal for a company with favourable reputation and vice versa (Siomkos 

& Kurzbard, 1994). The majority in France (four out of six) thought it had no effect as they were 

not aware of the company before the crisis. Participant F stated that even though she had a 

positive image of them, it does not change what happened nor the poor management of the crisis. 

Participant B further similarly added that even if she possessed a positive image, it does not 

change how she understands the crisis.  

 

In Denmark, on the other hand, people seem to be more forgiving as a majority of the 

participants (four out of six) did not think that it was such a big issue. Participants G and L 

referred to mistakes just happening and participant L, similarly with participant H, explained that 

this would not affect their purchasing of Arla in the future: “[…] it is bad that it happened, but I 

mean accidents happen so it wouldn’t change my look on Arla. I wouldn’t stop buying the 

products or anything" (Participant L, 2018). Participant K mentioned that a lot of companies 
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have similar incidents and it is nothing that the company did on purpose. Nevertheless, two 

participants were more unforgiving as participant I was shocked about such a big company 

having an issue like this and participant J did not care whether the company is good or bad, but 

that this kind of action is unacceptable. These findings come to suggest that people in either of 

the countries did not make a strong link with the reputation and the crisis management efforts. 

Only one person, participant G, mentioned that it would be easier to forgive Arla as it is one of 

the “founding fathers”.  Therefore, the participants in neither of the countries really made the 

connection, as theory suggests, that the crisis should have a minimal effect on Arla due to its 

favourable reputation or vice versa have a big impact for Lactalis due to its unfavourable 

reputation. 

  

Reputation acts as protection 

As the literature review illustrated, research shows that company reputation can act as a shield 

which can protect a company under crisis (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009) as well as help to restore 

its image (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). Thus, the researchers wanted to understand this further 

by creating assumption 2: “When faced with a crisis, an organisation’s reputation acts as a 

protection”. In France, the majority of the participants (four out of six) were more unconvinced 

about reputation being able to protect a company. Participant A felt that it would depend on the 

crisis, participant D thought that these kinds of crises can happen everywhere and are common 

and participant F indicated being sceptical especially when it comes to Lactalis, as people do not 

link the group with the products. Nevertheless, one of the participants, participant E, 

acknowledged that reputation could indeed be able to protect a company if it is small, organic 

and local, but it would not apply to a big corporation like Lactalis in which she has little trust. 

The Danish participants had similar thoughts on their answers. Participant H indicated that it 

would depend on how large the scandal is, and participant G mentioned that it depends on the 

extent of good actions: "I think one bad act can destroy a reputation completely if it is big 

enough but one good action cannot make a bad reputation good. It takes more effort.” 

(Participant G, 2018) Participants H and L, however, acknowledged that it could act as 

protection if a company acted positively before and is quick to announce the mistake. Therefore, 

overall, the mothers in both countries did not make a strong connection of good prior reputation 

as being able to shield the company under a crisis; hence, this does not support the theory.  
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The impact of crisis recurrence  

As the literature review outlined earlier, the crisis history of a company illustrates whether a 

certain crisis took place only once or whether it is part of a series of similar occurrences 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2001). It has been argued that the recurrence of a crisis would make 

consumers likely to blame the company for it (Griffin et al., 1991), which could potentially 

worsen the image of the company. Thus, the researchers wanted to investigate whether this 

theory holds by creating assumption 5: “The recurrence of Lactalis' involvement in crisis 

worsens their perception of the company”. Almost all of the French interviewees, besides 

Participant B for whom it had no effect, stated that recurrence of a crisis would worsen their 

perception of a company. Interestingly, four out of the six participants hinted towards Lactalis’ 

problems in the past with negative tone of voice. Participant A, for instance, indicated that it is 

“offensive and gross. They’ve been doing wrong for 13 years” 2(Participant A, 2018). “I think 

that just shows to which extent they just do not care… it’s like they can poison people for years 

and years…and nothing stops them” (Participant E, 2018). The Danish mothers provided similar 

answers as the majority (four out of six) implied that if a crisis kept repeating, it would worsen 

their perception. Two of these mothers, participants H and L, also mentioned that they would not 

forgive the company so easily anymore. Participant J, nevertheless, mentioned that for her there 

would be no effect as once trust is gone it takes time to rebuild it, and participant G would be 

more willing to forgive the company anyway as it is one of the “founding fathers” of Denmark, 

and there are many people producing the products, so mistakes may occur. Consequently, the 

findings here confirm what the theory argues, since the majority of the mothers in both countries 

believed a recurrence of a crisis to worsen their perception of the company.  

  

Impact of crisis on brand reputation 

Finally, the researchers wanted to know whether the crisis actually influenced or changed the 

participants’ opinion about the companies’ reputations. Indeed, Van Heerde et al. (2007) 

established that crises can damage company’s reputation and tarnish a company’s brand equity.  All of 

the French mothers very strongly indicated that the crisis has damaged the reputation of Lactalis. 

Four of the participants indicated that the crisis is now its reputation, and participant B 

commented that "their reputation is really tarnished. Their reputation is rather negative and very 

influenced [by the crisis]" (Participant B, 2018). Participant E also revealed that the crisis led her 

                                                
2 All quotes referring to French participants were translated by the researchers. 
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to learn more about other issues surrounding Lactalis, such as the company’s issues with milk 

producers, which made the image worse and not trustworthy. Interestingly, the situation was 

rather opposite in Denmark as four of the mothers denoted that the crisis did not influence their 

perception of the company. This could be a result of five out of the six mothers mentioning that 

generally people are only humans and they understand that mistakes just happen. For participant 

J, however, the crisis changed the way she views the company distinctively as she has lost the 

trust, whereas for participant I there was no change in the reputation, as she still generally does 

not support the milk industry and hence, neither the company. 

 

To sum-up, the reputation of Lactalis was perceived as more negative and less known by the 

French whereas Arla was seen as a known company and in more positive light in Denmark. The 

findings come to show that the participants in both of the countries did not make the connection 

that a reputation of a company affects the way they perceive a crisis situation. Moreover, the 

participants in both of the countries did not believe that good prior reputation could protect a 

company facing a crisis. Nevertheless, the majority of the participants in both countries thought 

that a recurrence of a crisis would worsen their perception of the company. Finally, the French 

participants admitted that the crisis damaged Lactalis’ reputation in their opinion, whereas the 

crisis did not come to damage the reputation of Arla much in Denmark.  

 

5.1.3 Brand awareness and consumer loyalty 
 
As the literature review demonstrated, one factor influencing how consumers perceive a 

company is the level of brand commitment they have, which refers to emotional or psychological 

attachment to a brand (Beatty et al., 1988). More particularly, Pulling et al. (2006) argue that 

highly committed consumers have a tendency to protect the brand when negative publicity 

surfaces. Moreover, brand familiarity enhances a consumer’s trust for a brand (Laroche et al., 

1996) and brands that consumers are familiar with are seldom held responsible for a crisis 

(Mowen, 1980). Therefore, this section aimed at exploring the awareness that the interviewees 

have with the case companies as well as how loyal they are, i.e. how frequently they purchase 

and how likely they would be to repurchase after the crisis. 
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Awareness of the brand 

First, the aim was to investigate brand familiarity. Thus, the goal was to reveal whether the 

interviewees were familiar with different brands that belong to the case companies. The 

researchers had earlier created assumption 6: “Consumers have a low familiarity with Lactalis’ 

brands, therefore, they are more likely to blame the organisation”, which was investigated 

further. In terms of brand familiarity, the participants between France and Denmark had pretty 

significant variations. In France, only participant B had knowledge about some brands that 

belong to Lactalis, but she admitted to it being very limited. All of the others had either no 

knowledge about the brands or only learned about them as a result of the crisis. Nevertheless, 

when the interviewees were given some examples, they recognised them, but did not associate 

the brands with Lactalis. The researchers believe that this is likely due to Lactalis’ name not 

being mentioned on any packaging, whereas in Denmark, Arla is mentioned on all packaging. 

With regards to Lactalis’ baby formula, only participant B was aware of one of its brands (Picot) 

and participant D had used Picot milk for a short period of time, without knowing it belonging to 

Lactalis.  

 

In Denmark, on the other hand, all of the mothers recognised other brands that belong to Arla 

when given examples, and five of the six mothers could even name some by themselves. There is 

also a big difference when it comes to the knowledge of Arla’s baby formula as five out of the 

six mothers knew it and had even tried it. Three of them had, however, later switched brands due 

to it not being the best fit for their baby. Consequently, in France the participants did recognise 

some brands when given examples, but they did not make the link to Lactalis, whereas in 

Denmark the participants were very knowledgeable about Arla as well as its other brands. Based 

on the theory, due to the higher brand familiarity, the Danes should thus have more trust for Arla 

as well as hold it less responsible for the crisis. 

  

Frequency of consumption 

Following this, in order to investigate the assumption 7: “Consumers have a low loyalty to 

Lactalis’ brands, therefore, they are more likely to blame the organisation”, the frequency of 

consumption was deemed as an appropriate code by the researchers to study loyalty and brand 

commitment. In France, the majority of the interviewees (four out of six) stated using only one 

of Lactalis’ products, Président™ butter, weekly. Furthermore, two of the participants, did not 
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consume any of Lactalis’ products regularly. Interestingly, the Danish mothers told the 

interviewers that they consumed Arla products to an even lesser extent than their French 

counterparts. Half of the participants stated that they do not buy Arla products regularly but 

would rather choose cheaper options such as store brands. However, two of the participants 

disclosed that they purchase Arla products on a regular basis and named products like Arla™3 

milk, Lurpak™3 butter and Karolines Køkken™3. This reveals that an overall majority of the 

participants in France and Denmark are not very loyal consumers to Lactalis or Arla and thus are 

deemed to have low brand commitment. Hence, it is predicted that both the French and Danish 

participants should be hesitant to protect the brands in a crisis situation. This was indeed the case 

in France, but people in Denmark were more willing to support Arla even if they were not highly 

committed to the brand, which goes against theory. 

  

Likelihood to repurchase 

Vassilikopoulou et al. (2009) have concluded that after a few months have passed from a crisis, 

consumers seem to have more favourable image, to think that the product is not that dangerous, 

and to be keen to re-purchase. Once a year has passed, consumers tend to have even higher 

attitudes. Thus, time plays a vital role when it comes to consumer attitudes for a company after it 

survives a crisis. (Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009) Consequently, assumption 11 was formulated as 

“Mothers are likely to repurchase Lactalis’ products after a year has passed”. 

 

The participants in France and Denmark differed almost completely when it came to their 

likelihood of repurchasing the case companies’ products after the crisis. All of the French 

mothers indicated that they would be either unlikely or very unlikely to purchase Lactalis’ baby 

formula again. Nevertheless, participants A, B, D and F could see themselves purchasing the 

baby formula again if it worked best for their babies which is ultimately the most important thing 

for them. Interestingly, this is also what the Danish participants G, K and L implied before. The 

French participants B and C also added that they could see themselves purchasing Lactalis’ baby 

formula again if the health professionals recommended it. The French participants A and C also 

mentioned that the crisis would not directly affect their view on other products by Lactalis.  

 

                                                
3Arla, Lurpak and Karolines Køkken are registered trademarks of Arla Foods. 
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Overall, the Danish mothers had almost completely the opposite view, and they were much more 

forgiving for the company as five out of six mothers think they would be likely to purchase Arla 

baby formula again. Four out of the six mothers even added that it would not affect the purchase 

decision of products for themselves in the future. Only participant J thought that she would 

choose something else for her child but maybe in the future she could change her mind. 

Nevertheless, she could see herself buying Arla products for herself if needed. Consequently, the 

Danes would feel more comfortable re-purchasing than the French. Hofstede’s uncertainty 

avoidance dimension could very well be the explaining factor here. As the theory predicts, due to 

Danes being lower in this dimension than the French, they are more willing to accept risk and 

uncertainty (Laufer et al., 2005). 

 

When asked if they would need to wait for a certain length of time to pass before repurchasing, 

the participants could not indicate a specific time frame. The pattern was the same in both 

countries, with three participants in each who believed that they could repurchase after some 

time has passed: “after a while, people will get back to them, because we just kind of forget” 

(Participant D, 2018). On the contrary, the other participants believed that time would not impact 

their likelihood to repurchase, either because it was not a factor they would consider or because 

they believed they would never repurchase again. 

 

To sum-up, the participants in Denmark were more knowledgeable about Arla and its other 

brands when compared to the French, resulting into higher brand familiarity, which should give 

more trust for the company as well as end up holding it less responsible for the crisis. In 

addition, most of the French and Danish interviewees are not very committed to the brands and 

thus, should not be as willing to support the brands in a crisis situation. Finally, overall the 

Danes would feel more comfortable repurchasing than the French which might be a result of 

their lower uncertainty avoidance score. The participants felt like they would be more likely to 

repurchase after a while, but they could not specify a certain time frame.  

 

5.1.4 Corporate Social Responsibility 
 

The literature suggested that CSR results in positive product and brand evaluations, which 

subsequently translate into consumers being more forgiving towards the organisation in times of 
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crisis (Jolly & Mowen, 1985; Fombrun et al., 2000). Furthermore, Klein & Dawar (2004) found 

that CSR creates a positive halo effect on consumer judgements, which acts as a shield that 

protects the company’s reputation during a crisis. As established in section 2.4.2, Lactalis does 

not communicate about participating in any CSR initiative, therefore, assumption 3 “Lactalis is 

not involved in any CSR initiatives, thus, it is blamed more in the context of this crisis” was 

created. To assess this assumption, the interviewers proceeded in three steps: establishing the 

participants’ awareness of and concern for CSR generally speaking, their awareness of Arla’s or 

Lactalis’ CSR specifically, and the role that CSR plays in times of crisis.  
 

Awareness and importance of CSR 

Interestingly, the interviews demonstrated that the participants had very limited or no knowledge 

of CSR as a concept: only two French and two Danish participants had heard of the acronym. 

Therefore, the interviewers had to introduce and define the concepts to the participants, who then 

confirmed that they had some limited familiarity with it. This first finding already suggests that 

CSR plays a limited role in these participants’ consumer behaviour, since they have minimal 

awareness of it. This was proven further when turning to Lactalis’ or Arla’s CSR specifically. 

Indeed, it was interesting to note that participants had no awareness of and no opinion on Arla’s 

or Lactalis’ CSR. Despite some probing from the interviewers, none of the participants were able 

to say anything about what Arla’s or Lactalis’ positions on CSR might be. As a result, it was 

impossible to ask the participants how their perceptions of these companies’ CSR might change 

their understanding of their role in the crisis. 

  

Effect of CSR on crisis perception 

The interviewers, however, did enquire about the impact of CSR on crisis perception more 

generally. Regarding the French interviewees, four participants said that the company’s CSR 

prior to the crisis would not change their perception of the event nor their attitude towards the 

company. Participant A declared “it doesn’t matter to me, if they’ve been nice before”. Similarly, 

participants B and D argued that this lack of impact was due to CSR and the existence of a crisis 

being unrelated. Participant E was the only one to believe that an organisation’s previous CSR 

involvement would modify her perception of the crisis. She argued that an organisation’s CSR 

policies demonstrate its care for the environment that surrounds it and that she would therefore 

be more forgiving.  
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CSR also proved to be of limited impact for the Danish interviewees. Only two of the 

participants, I and K, suggested that a company’s CSR involvement would encourage them to be 

more forgiving in case of a crisis. However, they also established that this effect would be 

limited, due to the apparent lack of relation between the crisis and previous CSR policies. The 

four other interviewees felt like previous CSR actions would not modify their attitude towards 

the crisis. Participants G and L suggested that CSR was part of a company’s normal operations, 

thus that it would not particularly stand out for them and change their perception of the crisis: 

“because what company isn’t [responsible] today? So it isn’t like they are doing something that 

everybody else isn’t” (Participant G, 2018). In the end, most participants in France and Denmark 

felt like CSR did not influence their perception of the crisis. 

 

To sum-up, the interviews demonstrate that the participants have very limited awareness of CSR 

as a concept, and thus that it does not impact their brand evaluations. As a result, CSR has only a 

minimal effect on their perception of crises, both in the case of Lactalis and more generally.  

Indeed, it appears that the participants have insufficient knowledge of CSR (both generally and 

of these companies) to use it as a factor when assessing the crisis.  

 

5.1.5 CEO visibility 
 

The literature posited that a company’s CEO plays a strong symbolic role in crisis management 

(Van Riel & Fonbrum, 2007), hence that a rapid and visible CEO intervention is essential to 

preserve the company’s brand equity (Turk et al., 2012). Moreover, particular emphasis was put 

on the necessity for the CEO to be visible to the public (Turk et al., 2012). In addition, Murray 

and Shohen (1992) stressed the importance of an “appropriate and caring response” (p.15), 

arguing that it is the most important requirement for effective crisis management. As discussed 

in the case introduction (section 1.2), Lactalis’ response was characterized by the absence of its 

CEO, resulting in assumption 4 “Lactalis’ CEO is not visible, therefore the organisation is 

perceived more unfavourably”. To confirm this assumption, the researchers thus sought the 

participants’ opinion on the CEO’s intervention and its impact on the overall reception of the 

crisis. The results were striking as in both countries, all of the six participants said they were 

dissatisfied with the CEO’s attitude. Overall, three main criticisms came from the participants: 
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the length of time passed before the CEO’s response, the perceived lack of humanity and the 

perceived reluctance to take responsibility. 

 

Length of time 

Interestingly, the main criticisms that came from the participants regarded the lateness of the 

CEO’s response. In this respect, the findings on the CEO’s behaviour relate to assumption 10 

“the long time span between the crisis and Lactalis’ reaction impacts the audience’s perception 

of the crisis negatively” since the participants felt strongly about it. All of the French participants 

felt like the CEO waited too long before speaking out to the public. Participant A felt like the 

wait suggested that “they took this time to hide whatever they had to hide. [...] They probably 

took this time to deal with the laboratories and this sort of stuff, so that’s disgusting”. Participant 

D also regretted the wait before addressing the issue publicly: “[…] for me, it really is the 

behaviour of someone who is trying to escape.” Participant B, however, also recognised that she 

understood this behaviour from a business perspective: “once you admit that you’ve had such a 

contamination, you have to say goodbye to your reputation in a way, so I understand that” 

(Participant B, 2018).  

 

Participants in Denmark agreed with the French in that they found the response to be late. 

Participant K reacted similarly to participants A and D: “It is like saying ‘okay, how long can we 

wait until…how long can we hide it?’” (Participant K, 2018). However, Danish participants 

seemed to generally feel less strongly about the length of time: “I think it’s a little late but again 

it could have been much worse” (Participant H, 2018). Like participant B, participant L believed 

that she understood their decision to wait from a business standpoint. Therefore, all the 

participants were unanimous in establishing that the lateness was the main issue with the CEO’s 

response.  

 

Lack of humanity 

In France, the interviewees implied that the CEO’s wait before intervening and his choice of 

response reflected a lack of humanity. “His behaviour is that of a businessman. That’s it” 

(Participant B, 2018). Participants B and E argued that his late address to consumers contributed 

to generating a panic around the event because he failed to reassure them. Participants C and F 

argued that the CEO appeared distant from the issue: “[...] I’m not sure a letter is convincing. It’s 
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very impersonal.” (Participant F, 2018). Participant F added that the CEO’s lack of visibility also 

conveyed distance. Participants in Denmark expressed similar feelings, although, once again, the 

case created fewer and weaker reactions in them. Participant G felt like he was too distant from 

the victims: “he should have chosen a more familiar way and expressed his compassion and how 

sorry he feels that families have had to go through this”. She added that overall, “it feels like he 

is too much of a CEO instead of being a dad” (Participant G, 2018). Similarly, participant I saw 

in his reaction a lack of interest and visibility. Therefore, in both countries, the participants 

agreed that the CEO’s behaviour suggested a lack of humanity. 

 

Perceived reluctance to take responsibility 

In France, the participants referred to Lactalis’ lack of honesty, transparency and credibility. “His 

behaviour was not reassuring at all. Actually, it makes them really lose credibility even more. It 

was irresponsible to wait for so long before speaking.” (Participant D, 2018); “his behaviour 

really lacked transparency and honesty” (Participant A, 2018). In Denmark, the participants did 

not comment as much on the CEO’s willingness to take ownership. However, participant H 

argued that: “saying completely that they didn’t mishandle anything, I think it is kind of wrong 

because salmonella doesn’t just come in sealed packages without it being mishandled before” 

(Participant H, 2018). Participant I was the only one to outrightly mention that she felt like the 

CEO had taken his responsibility. Therefore, to a lesser extent, the CEO’s behaviour also seemed 

to suggest a reluctance to take responsibility.  

 

To sum-up, the interviews demonstrate that the participants were very dissatisfied with the 

CEO’s response, especially with regard to its lateness and perceived lack of honesty. Overall, the 

French reacted more strongly and felt like the CEO’s behaviour had more implications. 

 

Satisfaction with compensation as a response 

When discussing the CEO’s behaviour, the interviewees also offered their thoughts on the use of 

compensation. It must be noted that the interviewers had not originally intended on enquiring 

about compensation, as it was mentioned very little in the literature. Vassilikopoulou et al. 

(2009) did, however, list compensation as one of the crisis responses that can “enhance the 

company’s image” (p.175). Therefore, assumption 14: “Compensation can revoke consumers 

negative attitudes towards Lactalis” was created after the interviews. 
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It was interesting to learn that the French participants believed that offering to compensate the 

families financially was not an appropriate response. Participants C, D, E and F felt strongly 

against it: “If it were my kid, I would think ‘I don’t give a f*** about money’ […]” (Participant 

F, 2018); “I would feel like with money, he’d be trying to buy my silence…maybe not my 

silence, but he would try to make the crisis disappear by drowning it in cash.” (Participant E, 

2018). Participant C expressed that she felt like compensation was missing the point: “[...] the 

families do not sue to get compensation, they sue for the organisation to take their 

responsibility.” (Participant C, 2018). On the other hand, participants A and B were more 

uncertain about the use of compensation. While unconvinced, participant B recognised that it 

might be an appropriate response for the families who had to cover hospital costs.  

 

In Denmark, participant J is the only one who felt strongly against compensation: “Oh f*** 

compensation, the child is still sick, so it doesn’t matter” (Participant J, 2018). Participant G was 

also uncertain about the use of compensation: “his intentions were probably really good by 

compensating them but spending time in the hospital is very difficult to compensate for” 

(Participant G, 2018). The four remaining participants did not see anything wrong with the use of 

compensation. Three of them mentioned that they believed the organisation did not have many 

other options to respond to the crisis. Consequently, the interviews point towards different trends 

between France and Denmark. Indeed, while the French appear to reject compensation as a crisis 

response, the Danes deem it more appropriate.  

  

5.1.6 External effects 
 
Media’s influence 
 
As the literature review indicated, external effects, such as regulatory agencies, the press, and 

interest groups, can all impact the way a company tries to handle a crisis. Previous research has 

indicated that a company can encounter either positive or negative external effects in a crisis 

situation which may directly impact the successful crisis management. (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 

1994) More specifically, media has a vital role to play in impacting public opinion in a crisis 

situation (Lerbinger, 1986 cited in Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993). Subsequently, Siomkos 

(1999) argues that if a company is surrounded by positive external effects towards its crisis 
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response, consumers will not blame the company as much for defects. Moreover, consumers are 

less likely to remark the level of danger and post-crisis purchases are less likely to be impacted 

by the crisis, if external effects are positive (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994). Hence, based on the 

negative reporting around the crisis (as discussed in section 2.4.5), assumption 8: “The negative 

media reporting about Lactalis results in the audience blaming the organisation more” was 

created for this section.  

 

Importance of media 

First the researchers attempted to understand whether media generally is important to the 

participants, and whether they actively follow it in order to understand how important media is in 

their lives. The focus here is on media which covers both press and social media as the 

researchers believed these to be the most tangible and accessible external effects for the 

participants. The majority of the French participants (four out of six) indicated that media has 

only limited importance for them. Hence, only two implied that media plays a big role in their 

lives. The situation was rather contrary in Denmark, where four of the participants stated that the 

media is important for them and they would actively follow it. Nevertheless, two of the 

participants voiced that media plays only a limited role for them, and participant H added that 

she would only pay attention to news that is relevant for her. Therefore, this sets a situation 

where media seems to play a bigger role for the Danish mothers than it does for the French 

counterparts. 

  

Influence of media on crisis perception 

Next, the researchers wanted to investigate whether the participants think that positive or 

negative news coverage about a crisis can affect the way they see the crisis. Interestingly, again 

the situation was almost at two opposing extremes between the countries. Following the trend set 

above of media’s limited influence, three of the French mothers expressed that they do not 

believe that media would influence their crisis perception. Participant B mentioned that she 

would rather reach out to the government or Lactalis for information, and participant D indicated 

that she would be more willing to ask health professionals if she really wants information. 

Nevertheless, two of the participants admitted that media would influence their perception and 

both of them referred to media’s ability to frame things which impacts their understanding. On 

the other hand, five of the Danish mothers indicated that media would indeed impact the way 
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they perceive a crisis situation, and participant G added that “the media can make it or break it” 

(Participant G, 2018). Nevertheless, participant H mentioned that for her the discussion in the 

media often turns negative and reminded that “every story has two sides and I don’t think people 

always see that side” (Participant H, 2018). Thus, based on the interview findings, if the media 

were to report about the crisis in a very positive or negative manner, this would influence the 

Danes to a greater extent than the French as they admitted that its effect is greater for them.   

  

Perceived trustworthiness of media 

These findings led the researchers to inquire more information about the possible reasons for 

media’s low influence in France. Thus, they wished to know whether the participants perceived 

the French media as trustworthy and whether this could be a possible explanation for its limited 

impact compared to the Danish media which seemed to captivate its audience. Indeed, only one 

of the Danish mothers, participant L, drew attention to the importance of being critical of the 

media and she believed that Danish media is neutral. This situation was, however, the opposite in 

France where none of the participants felt that the French media is fully trustworthy. Three of the 

participants emphasised that the French media is mostly trustworthy, but matters tend to easily 

get dramatic and heated as participant D stressed that “the media sometimes can be very 

dramatic for nothing” (Participant D, 2018). The other three participants were even more 

sceptical towards the media and stated that its trustworthiness can indeed be questioned. Two 

reasons for this according to participant A are the dramatization and how she feels like that the 

media can be bought: “it is not pure information” (Participant A, 2018). Participant E also 

expressed that she thinks that the media can be bought through different lobbyists and alike 

which influences the neutrality of reporting. These findings were indeed very interesting and 

could be an explaining factor for the French participants’ low trust on the media when compared 

with the Danish counterparts. These were not investigated further in the questionnaire as the 

French participants were so unanimous and the researchers felt like establishing the 

trustworthiness of media is a vast task that could not be completed within the limited frame of 

this thesis. 

 

To sum-up, generally speaking media seems to play a larger role for the Danes than it does for 

the French. Hence, if the media were to report about the crisis in a very positive or negative tone, 



80 
 

this should impact the Danish participants more than the French. Finally, as an interesting fact, 

the French generally do not find the media trustworthy which could explain its limited influence.  

 

Government intervention 
 
In addition to media, this thesis aimed at assessing the role of another key actor which could 

have an external effect on the crisis perception: the government, which had to intervene to 

request further product recalls. Specifically, Benoit and Brinson (1994) have proposed that if a 

government has to step in to handle a crisis, the organisation will suffer from a reputational 

damage. Moreover, Jolly & Mowen (1985) have argued that information coming from a 

government is deemed more trustworthy and objective than that coming from the company. 

Therefore, the literature indicates that the necessity for the government to step in the Lactalis 

crisis would influence the consumers’ perception of the company negatively, hence assumption 9 

“the government intervention in the Lactalis salmonella crisis damages the company image” 

was created. Having established this, the interviews aimed at assessing how the participants felt 

in relation to the government’s intervention and how that impacted their perception of the 

company. 

 

Satisfaction with the government intervention 

All the French interviewees say they were satisfied with the government intervention in the 

crisis. However, the participants approached the government intervention in different ways: half 

of them perceived it to be a normal, expected part of its role, while the other half felt like it was 

not normal and should not have had to happen. participant B felt like “it’s normal that they 

stepped in – it’s their role [because] they’re the only ones to have this power – to move things 

and recall so many products” (Participant B, 2018). Participant E and F expressed similar 

opinions: “in a way, they [the government] took their responsibilities. I think it’s their role in a 

way to do that.” (Participant F, 2018) On the other hand, participants A, C and D believed that it 

was not normal that the government had to intervene. “It’s a private corporation, so the 

government shouldn’t have to say a word in this, in the way they manage things” (Participant D, 

2018).  

 

The Danish interviewees were also satisfied with the government intervention. Only participant I 

did not think much of their role in this crisis handling: “It doesn’t really strike me that the 
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government intervened in this crisis” (Participant I, 2018). Similarly to some of the French 

participants, interviewees J, K and L felt like the government should not have had to step in. “It 

is ridiculous. Arla had to do this themselves.” (Participant J, 2018) Participant L argued that 

“[the government] shouldn’t have to step in”, adding that “for Arla, that’s taking it a step too far. 

They should have done something in the first place” (Participant L, 2018). Overall, all 

participants were satisfied with the government’s intervention and appeared to trust its actions.  

 

Effect of the government intervention on the company perception 

In France, participant B was the only one who felt like the government intervention did not 

suggest anything regarding the quality of Lactalis’ response, since she believes that it is the 

government’s role to intervene in a crisis, regardless of the context. All the other participants 

argued that the government intervention pointed toward some sort of deficiency in Lactalis’ 

response. “Of course it shows that what Lactalis did was insufficient, because otherwise this 

[intervention] wouldn’t have been needed” (Participant F, 2018). Participant C felt like Lactalis 

would not have reacted if the government had not taken action. Participant D suggested that the 

government intervention pointed to a carelessness from Lactalis: “it shows that from the 

beginning, they didn’t deal with this properly. So it’s not right that someone had to step in to tell 

them ‘by the way, maybe you should withdraw these products?’” (Participant D, 2018).  

 

Two of the Danish participants did not feel like the government intervention suggested anything 

regarding Arla’s handling of the situation. However, the four remaining participants expressed 

concerns similar to that of the French participants. Like French interviewee C, participants H and 

G believed that Arla would not have reacted if the government had not stepped in: “It seems like 

they did not do the right thing when they had to, so it came to a point where other people had to 

get involved” (Participant H, 2018). Participant J argued that the government intervention 

demonstrated reluctance to take responsibility: “It’s like Arla is not independent. It makes me 

think of a kindergarten. Someone that you have to watch and take care of, and that shouldn’t be 

necessary in such a big company.” (Participant J, 2018) For participants G and K, the 

government intervention pointed to some deficiencies in Arla’s functioning: “it clearly states that 

they don’t have a crisis team in place” (Participant G, 2018); “for me, it just says that they are 

not good at crisis handling” (Participant K, 2018). In the end, most participants indicated that the 

government intervention pointed towards some deficiencies in the company’s response.  
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To sum-up, the interviews in both countries seem to confirm the role of the government as an 

‘external effect’ on the participants’ perception of the crisis. Indeed, most participants felt like 

the government intervention suggested that Lactalis or Arla had not handled the crisis properly. 

Benoit and Brinson (1994) have argued that a government intervention in a crisis stresses the 

notion that the company requires external monitoring, which impacts its reputation negatively. 

Therefore, these interviews support this theory since the participants claimed that they felt that 

Lactalis or Arla was less trustworthy as a result of their response. 

 

5.1.7 Blame attribution 

 
Uncertainty avoidance 
 
Previous research has established that uncertainty avoidance is strongly related to product-harm 

crises due to its role in attribution theory (Laufer et al., 2005). The literature review further 

outlined that when facing the same crisis, a country which rates higher on uncertainty avoidance 

is likely to feel more threatened by it than a country that is low on this dimension; meaning that 

they perceive more risk. As a result, the country that rates high on uncertainty avoidance is also 

likely to have a stronger need to go through the process of blame attribution in order to resolve 

the uncertainty. (Laufer et al., 2005) Hence, the assumption 12 “French observers to the 

Lactalis’ crisis score high on uncertainty avoidance, thus they feel more threatened than Danes 

who score lower on uncertainty avoidance” was created.  

 

Threat level 

Interestingly, the countries seemed to follow the arguments presented above almost completely. 

First of all, as expected by the higher uncertainty avoidance rank, the French participants felt 

much more threatened by the crisis than their Danish counterparts. Five out of the six French 

participants admitted feeling threatened by the crisis. Only participant D did not feel threatened 

by the Lactalis’ crisis as she thinks that people are already consuming bad things so she “tend[s] 

to think that the damage is done” (Participant D, 2018). On the contrary, five out of the six 

Danish participants indicated that they do not feel that threatened by the crisis. The main reasons 

that they provided for this were that salmonella is found very rarely in Denmark as well as most 

of them are breastfeeding, however, participant I added that she can feel a bit concerned for the 
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mothers who only use baby formula. Only participant J admitted being threatened by the crisis, 

and she would not want to use the Arla baby formula anymore that she has at home. Hence, as 

expected by the theory, French participants who rank higher in uncertainty avoidance also felt 

more threatened by the crisis than the Danes.  

  

Importance of finding a cause 

The majority of all the participants, eight out of twelve, expressed that it would be important for 

them that a cause for the crisis is found. The French mothers were, nonetheless, finding it 

slightly more important as four mentioned that it would be important to very important that a 

cause is found, and that Lactalis does its very best to take the right measures to resolve it as well 

as provides proof of it. Only participant B found it unimportant. Then again in Denmark, 

participants I and K clearly mentioned that finding a cause would be important and reassuring for 

them. Participant G added that in principle it would be important right after the crisis, but in this 

case, it is simply too late now. Participant L found it also important, but if the company cannot 

find the problem, then they just cannot. For the last two participants, H and J, it was not that 

important that a cause is found. However, participant H emphasised that it is more important that 

the company is doing its absolute everything than finding the exact cause whereas participant J 

said it would not matter to her as trust is already gone. Therefore, it was more important for the 

French mothers to find a cause than for the Danes, as is assumed by their higher rank on 

uncertainty avoidance. Nonetheless, finding a cause was also important for Danes despite their 

low ranking on uncertainty avoidance, thereby only confirming theory partially.  

  

Importance of company conviction 

The findings presented above led the researchers to probe more on why it is important to find 

this cause and what would reassure the mothers again. The French participants felt more strongly 

about these matters and provided some tangible examples. Interestingly, all of the French 

mothers wanted to see Lactalis criminally charged for its actions. Participants A and E found this 

matter very important and they wanted the “company to pay”. Participants C and F believed that 

the company conviction is the only way that multinational corporations like Lactalis will change. 

Finally, also participants B and D found the matter important in order to gain trust back and 

show that the company resolved the matter. In Denmark, only participant J admitted that she 

would like to see the company convicted with a big fine. Nonetheless, participant K expressed 
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that she would understand if the people with sick children sued the company. Therefore, it 

appears that convicting the company is more important for the French. 

 

Importance of other actors’ conviction 

Furthermore, when probed about the importance of convicting specific actors, the countries 

showed similar trends. In both countries, two of the participants found this matter important. In 

France, participant A found convicting specific actors very vital as well as expressed anger 

towards the laboratories and retailers for their bad actions. In addition, participant E stressed the 

importance of convicting the retailers who did not contact the consumers early enough. On the 

other hand, the two participants in Denmark focused on specific actors inside Arla. Participant I 

would like to see the responsible actors in the company fired, as well as participant J mentioned 

suing responsible people and convicting them with a big fine as the crisis involves children. 

Nevertheless, all of the Danish mothers, except participant J, expressed in the interviews that 

they understand that people are just humans and mistakes are bound to happen. Therefore, it 

appears that the Danish participants are more forgiving and feel less the need to see different 

actors sentenced, as compared to the French. In this respect, this finding supports Hofstede’s 

theory that French participants would have a stronger need to resolve the uncertainty, thus, to see 

actors convicted, than the Danes.  

 

To sum-up, as predicted by the theory, French mothers who rank higher on uncertainty 

avoidance also felt more threatened by the crisis than the Danish counterparts. Moreover, it was 

also more important for the French mothers to find the cause as is assumed by their higher rank 

on uncertainty avoidance. Therefore, following this trend it was also more important for the 

French participants that Lactalis would be convicted as a company whereas the Danes were more 

forgiving.  

 

Perceived severity 
 

Laufer et al. (2005) have established that the more severe the outcomes of a crisis appear to be, 

the more the public will attribute blame to the party that they consider as guilty. The degree of 

severity of the outcomes depends on a number of factors, such as the number of victims, the 

severity of the resulting issues or injuries and the extent of media reporting. Furthermore, the 
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perception of the severity of outcomes is likely to vary from one country to another, due to the 

differences in uncertainty avoidance among them. (Laufer, 2012) In relation to the Lactalis 

salmonella crisis, the researchers assumed that the crisis’ perceived severity would vary based on 

three factors: how the participants felt regarding the fact that the victims were babies, how 

threatening they believe salmonellosis to be generally speaking, and how severe they perceive 

the resulting health issues to be. Hence, assumptions 13.1 “mothers are more likely to blame 

Lactalis because the crisis has resulted in severe health issues” and 13.2 “mothers are most 

likely to blame the organisation because the victims are babies” were created.  

 

Influence of babies on crisis perception 

Both Danish and French participants all agreed that the crisis was more touching to them because 

the victims were babies. Participant C said that “children are what is most precious” (2018). The 

participants emphasised that babies could not express themselves if feeling unwell: “when it’s a 

baby, they don’t know and they can’t tell. They can only feel the pain and they don’t know why” 

(Participant J, 2018). Moreover, they described the babies as “weak” and “fragile”. They also felt 

like it was unfair that babies would be contaminated because “they’re just innocent small babies 

who couldn’t pick another brand” (Participant K, 2018). Some participants also insisted that the 

consequences are always more severe with children: “a child, it’s always more complicated, 

tougher […] because the consequences could be way worse” (Participant F, 2018).  

 

Perception of salmonellosis 

Interestingly, the French and Danish had very different perceptions of salmonellosis. Only one 

French participant (A) said that she was not worried by salmonellosis, comparing it to a stomach 

flu. The other French participants, however, appeared to see salmonella contamination as a real 

threat. They referred to it as “an important sanitary risk” (Participant B, 2018), “a very serious 

problem” (Participant D, 2018) and “potentially very severe” (Participant F, 2018), among 

others. As a result, they said they were very careful regarding a potential contamination. “I do 

feel threatened by salmonellosis […] so we’re very vigilant with these issues” (Participant C, 

2018). 

 

Danish participants appeared to have a different perception of salmonellosis. At a personal level, 

none of them felt threatened or concerned by a potential salmonella contamination. Various 
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participants pointed out that salmonella is a rare occurrence in Denmark, thus that it does not 

worry them: “first of all it is very seldom in Denmark […] I think that I can find a lot of other 

things that would make me feel worse or more aware” (Participant H, 2018). Participant G added 

that she did not feel concerned because “Salmonella is not a new thing to Denmark. So, it has 

been treated in hospitals before. They know what to do.” (Participant G, 2018) Therefore, 

contrary to the French participants, none of the Danes followed suggested regulations so as to 

limit the risks of contamination. However, all the Danish participants agreed that salmonella was 

a bigger issue for their babies, yet, they expressed limited concern as compared to the French: 

“of course it would stress me that my daughter would be sick […] but it is not a deadly disease, it 

is treatable, and they know what to do with it” (Participant G, 2018). Therefore, the French 

participants felt more threatened by salmonellosis than the Danes. 

 

The severity of the resulting illness 

Again, the French and Danish participants agreed that if the illness outcomes had been more dire, 

resulting in either severe health consequences or death, they would have reacted more 

negatively: “It would be horrible of course” (Participant L, 2018); “I would hate them even 

more” (Participant A, 2018). Some participants suggested that they would have cut the brand 

entirely if the outcomes had been more severe: “I would never drink or eat anything from Arla 

again I think” (Participant I, 2018). Participant J believed that more severe outcomes would also 

result in backlash from a wider audience: “it would be a much bigger crisis for Arla […] even the 

people who don’t have children would cut them” (Participant J, 2018).  

 

To sum-up, with regard to the above factors, the interviews seem to confirm the researchers’ 

assumptions that the mothers would be more likely to blame the organisation due to the 

involvement of babies and the severe health issues. Furthermore, the interviews also offer 

support for the proposition that individuals from a country which rates higher on uncertainty 

avoidance are more likely to feel threatened by such a crisis, as the French felt more threatened 

than the Danes.  
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5.1.8 Company response 
 

Finally, the interview concluded with a more open discussion regarding the participants’ opinion 

of Arla’s or Lactalis’ response thus far, and what they expected from them now. This part of the 

conversation was not based on any literature, the objective being to enable the participants to 

develop more freely on their opinion and the actions they would like to see the company take 

now.  
 

Perception of the crisis handling 

With regard to the organisation’s overall behaviour, the French interviewees’ responses 

supported the criticisms expressed when discussing the role of Lactalis’ CEO as well as the 

government intervention. Participant B summarised her thoughts as the following: “I think the 

way it was handled was very ‘light’”; “they really tried to save face, but clearly, they failed” 

(Participant B, 2018). Participant C felt like the organisation’s response demonstrated that “for 

them, it was not really their fault. So they really tried to let it disappear.” (Participant C, 2018) In 

addition, the long wait before the company’s overall handling of the situation was also the target 

of some critics: “they’ve really lacked honesty from the very beginning. […] they’ve waited until 

the very last minute, and they’ve protected themselves by really minimising what was 

happening” (Participant D, 2018).  

 

Danish participants were more divided regarding their perception of Arla’s behaviour. As for 

previous questions, participant J reacted the most strongly: “everything they have done in this 

[crisis handling] is a very big mistake. It’s like the CEO is blind.” (Participant J, 2018) While 

still critical, participants G and I were more contained: “they should have done more crisis 

management earlier, instead of having to pull out all these products in the end just to reassure the 

public” (Participant G, 2018); “I don’t’ think they could do much […] but they have to tell 

people sooner” (Participant I, 2018). The other three participants, while reiterating the lateness of 

Arla’s intervention, did not comment on any other aspect. Therefore, the French participants 

reacted more strongly than the Danes, although all felt like the company’s response was too late 

and showed a reluctance to take responsibility. 
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Appropriate responses expected now 

The interviewers sought the responses that the participants believed would support the company 

in regaining consumers’ trust and saving its brand image. Overall, the French participants said 

that Lactalis should concentrate its efforts on proving its honesty and trustworthiness. More 

precisely, four participants mentioned the necessity for Lactalis to demonstrate that the source of 

the problem had been found, the necessary measures had been undertaken and all traces of 

salmonella had been effectively erased: “It’s important – and for the consumer, it’s reassuring” 

(Participant A, 2018). In addition, some participants insisted on the necessity to share proofs that 

the work had been done: “also showing, sharing the results of their analysis – using the analyses 

to prove that there’s nothing wrong with their milk. That’s what people need to trust them again” 

(Participant F, 2018). Furthermore, participant F argued that Lactalis should strive to be more 

open and visible to the consumers, in order to show that they had nothing to hide. Also, two 

participants suggested that Lactalis introduce a new range of products that would have a cleaner, 

healthier composition closer to human milk than its current offering. “[...] I think if Lactalis tried 

to produce something like this, it would show that they’ve learned from the crisis, and that now 

they try to produce better, healthier, safer products” (Participant B, 2018). Participant E argued 

that producing this new type of products would demonstrate the organisation understands what is 

at stake (i.e. the health of babies).  

 

In Denmark, the participants also insisted on the necessity for Arla to prevent any similar event 

from happening again. However, as for some other questions, they reacted less strongly than the 

French and offered fewer suggestions for appropriate responses. Participant I and L were the 

least critical of Arla’s response. Participant I said that “I just think they’re doing what they need 

to do” although she remarked that the CEO should be “more caring, not just like being the boss” 

(Participant I, 2018). Participant L felt like “I don’t think they should do more […] I mean, it’s a 

mistake and it’s a bad mistake but mistakes do happen”. Therefore, these two participants did not 

point the interviewers towards any other specific measure that the company should undertake. 

Participant G suggested that Arla steps out to meet the parents personally, in order to have a 

conversation with them and be able to reassure them, for example, by giving out samples. 

Similarly to some French participants requesting proofs, participant H insisted on the role of 

sharing details: “they should give some details on what they have done to fix the problem, so at 

least people feel more secure buying” (Participant H, 2018). Furthermore, participant K argued 
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that Arla needed mostly to show that they had learned from this event and she suggested that 

Arla releases a statement detailing how they have changed and improved their processes 

following the crisis. 

 

The more general conversation regarding the companies’ response confirmed that the 

participants were overall dissatisfied with their handling of the situation. In terms of what the 

company should do now to recover from the crisis, the participants gave a variety of options 

which insisted upon proving that the factory was now salmonella-free and that the company have 

learned from the situation. 

 
5.2 Quantitative Data Analysis 
 
As highlighted in section 3.2.3., the interviews were followed by a quantitative data collection. 

The questions were created to further explore patterns highlighted in the interviews that the 

researchers found interesting. The results of the quantitative data analysis are presented here and 

supported with graphs available in appendix 11. In addition, the full data analysis is available 

upon request.   

 
5.2.1 Description of the respondents  
 
The questionnaire started with four questions (1, 2, 3 and 4) aimed at confirming that all of the 

participants fit the target group. Hence, all of the respondents were either Danish or French, 

mothers, between the age of 20-40, and had at least one child over 6 months old. The researchers 

discarded all of the participants who did not fit the above mentioned criteria before starting to 

analyse (Malhotra et al., 2012). More specifically, more than 80% of the French participants 

were between the age of 26-35. In Denmark, on the other hand, the ages were more spread. 25% 

were 26-30, 32% were 31-35, and 37% 36-40 (see appendix 11.1). Interestingly, the French and 

Danish participants on average had 1,7 babies who were older than 6 months. In terms of the 

mothers’ feeding habits, the trends were rather different (question 5). Half of the French 

participants mixed both breastfeeding and baby formula and only 22% used breastfeeding solely 

while 30% used only baby formula. In Denmark, on the contrary, only 8% used baby formula, 

and 49% used only breastfeeding. The remaining 43% of the participants mixed both (see 

appendix 11.1). 
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5.2.2 Brand reputation/equity 
 
Reputation 

In terms of the companies’ reputations (question 9), 47% of the French participants did not have 

an opinion about Lactalis’ reputation. Moreover, only 9% either agreed or strongly agreed that 

Lactalis has a good reputation and strikingly 44% disagreed or strongly disagreed with Lactalis 

having a good reputation. On the contrary, 62% of the Danish respondents either agreed or 

strongly agreed that Arla has a good reputation. 13% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with 

the statement and 24% did not have an opinion. This means that generally speaking Arla is much 

better liked than Lactalis as a company. This confirms the findings from the interviews as 

indeed, based on both methods, French participants have a low level of knowledge about 

Lactalis, and if they do, it is more negative. Whereas in Denmark, more participants are aware of 

Arla and tend to have a positive image (see appendix 11.2). 

 

Effect on crisis perception 

In terms of whether the company’s reputation has an impact on the participants’ perception of 

the crisis (question 15), 56% of the French either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 

while 20% either disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 24% were indifferent. On the other hand, 

39% of the Danes either agreed or strongly agreed with the idea whereas 19% either disagreed or 

strongly disagreed and as many as 42% were neutral to the statement. Hence, more than half of 

the French participants and almost 40% of Danes could make the connection of reputation 

affecting their crisis perception. Over 40% of Danes, however, were indifferent to it. Thus, it 

seems that French participants generally made the connection more than the Danes. This is 

different from the interviews where the majority of the participants in both of the countries did 

not make the connection; consequently, taking into account both methods, the French seem to 

see the link more than the Danes (see appendix 11.2). 

 

Acts as protection 

When asked about whether a good company reputation makes it easier for the participants to 

forgive the company (question 11), 36% of the French participants either agreed or strongly 

agreed with the statement while 43% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Therefore, 

21% were left having no opinion about the matter. In Denmark, on the other hand, as many as 

68% either agreed or strongly agreed with the idea whereas only 16% either disagreed or 
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strongly disagreed with it, and 17% were indifferent. The French participants compliment the 

interviews by following the same trend. However, the Danish participants more so than their 

French counterparts believed that good reputation can act as a protection in the crisis situation. 

This goes against the findings in the interviews, as in the interviews they disagreed.  The 

difference here could have stemmed from a better wording in the questionnaire which the 

researchers believe to have been more understandable, i.e. whether it would be easier to forgive 

the company (in questionnaire) versus how does the way they see the company’s reputation 

make them feel about the situation (interview). All in all, the French do not agree with reputation 

being able to protect a company whereas the Danes are more mixed, with more tendency to agree 

with it.  

 

The impact of crisis recurrence  

Question 12 inquired whether recurrence of a crisis would worsen the participants’ perception of 

the company. Both of the countries very strongly agreed with the statement as 87% of the French 

and 90% of the Danes either agreed or strongly agreed with it. Thus, only 2% of the French and 

4% of the Danes either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement and 11% and 6% 

respectively were indifferent to the matter. For both countries, the mode, i.e. the most often 

selected option, was ‘strongly agree’. Therefore, the questionnaire came to support the findings 

of the interviews since the majority of the participants in both countries stated that a possible 

recurrence of a crisis would worsen their perception of the company (see appendix 11.2). 

 

Impact of crisis on brand reputation 

With regard to whether the crisis changed their perception of the company (question 28), 54% of 

the French respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that it has indeed changed it, while only 

11% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the idea. Thus, 36% indicated to have no opinion about 

the matter. In Denmark, rather differently, 36% either agreed or strongly agreed that it has 

changed their perception whereas 18% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it, meaning 

that as many as 47% were indifferent to the idea. Thus, the pattern found in the interviews 

follows also from the questionnaire, as overall French participants felt like the crisis changed 

their perception of the company, whereas the Danes felt that it did not change it much. 

Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that many respondents in both countries were 

indifferent to the matter in the questionnaire which points to a limited effect. 
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5.2.3 Brand awareness and consumer loyalty 
 
Awareness of the brand 

With regard to question 6, in France, more than half of the respondents did not know any brands 

belonging to the Lactalis group whereas in Denmark 83% knew a brand. In addition, the Danes 

could give 13 different brands belonging to Arla while the French participants could mention 

only seven brands (see appendix 11.3). Hence, the findings from the questionnaire confirm the 

interviews as indeed the Danes are more familiar with Arla than the French are with Lactalis. 

This should thus lead the Danes, due to the higher brand familiarity, to have more trust in Arla as 

well as to hold it less responsible for the crisis.  

 

Frequency of consumption 

In terms of questions 7 and 8, interestingly, most of the French respondents could not mention a 

brand by themselves, yet they selected 139 Lactalis brands that they consumed on a weekly 

basis. While 34% never consumed a product by Lactalis, 45% consumed Président™ and 25% 

consumed Lactel™4 every week. In Denmark, 13% never consumed products by Arla but overall 

there is a lot more consumption as 247 brands were chosen. 69% consumed Arla brand products, 

50% used Kægården™ and 45% consumed Lurpak™ (see appendix 11.3). All in all, this 

illustrates that the Danish respondents are more familiar and loyal (because they are regular 

users) to Arla’s brands than the French participants are. In the French case, the consumption is 

still moderately low, but in the Danish case the wider audience in the questionnaire also 

broadened the user base for Arla, and more participants indicated to be regular users of the 

brands. This means that overall French participants have low commitment while the Danes have 

a higher one. Therefore, according to theory, the French should be hesitant to protect the brand in 

case of a crisis whereas the Danes should be more willing to protect Arla, which is different to 

the findings of section 5.1. 

 

Likelihood to repurchase 

Regarding the participants’ readiness to repurchase (question 30), 50% of the French participants 

admitted that they would never purchase again, while 20% said that they would wait more than a 

year, only 9% would purchase again after a few months and 21% today or in a few weeks. 

                                                
4 Lactel is a registered trademark of Lactalis International. 
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Following a similar, although tamer pattern, 38% of the Danish participants would never buy 

again, 11% could see themselves buying after a year has passed, 32% could buy after a few 

months and 19% today or in a few weeks’ time. Hence, after taking into account both methods it 

seems like most of the Danes would like to wait from a few weeks to a few months whereas the 

majority of the French would never buy again. Overall, the pattern found in the questionnaires 

supports the interviews as the Danes would feel more comfortable repurchasing than the French.  

 

5.2.4 CSR 
 
In the questionnaire, the researchers wanted to confirm the apparent lack of effect of CSR on the 

Lactalis crisis perception (highlighted in section 5.1.4). In terms of question 10, 51% of the 

French participants did not have an opinion on whether Lactalis has acted positively towards the 

environment or has been socially responsible in the past. Furthermore, only 9% either agreed or 

strongly agreed with the statement and 40% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. 

Similarly, in Denmark, 62% did not have an opinion on Arla’s CSR. However, 22% either 

agreed or strongly agreed that Arla has acted positively towards the environment or been socially 

responsible in the past, whereas 15% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement 

(see appendix 11.4). Therefore, although in both countries the mode was ‘neutral’, when the 

participants did have an opinion, the Danes tended to have a more positive assessment of Arla’s 

CSR than the French did of Lactalis’. Consequently. the questionnaire enabled the researchers to 

confirm that most mothers appear to have a very limited knowledge of Lactalis or Arla’s CSR, as 

suggested in the interviews.  

 

Regarding whether a company’s positive actions towards the environment and the community 

would make the consumers more forgiving in case of a crisis (question 13), the respondents in 

France were rather varied with their answers. 39% either agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement, while 31% were indifferent and 30% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. In 

Denmark, the pattern was clearer as 71% either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, 

while only 9% either disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 20% did not have an opinion on the 

matter. In the end, the questionnaire yielded different results from the interviews. Both Danish 

and French interviewees argued that CSR would not lead them to be more forgiving, yet, in the 

questionnaire, the French were very divided in their answers and the Danes appeared to be more 

forgiving. 



94 
 

Furthermore, the interviews suggested that there is no link between the companies’ CSR and 

reputation that the researchers wanted to potentially confirm. To this effect, the variables x= 

“Arla/Lactalis has acted positively towards the environment/community in the past” and y= 

“Arla/Lactalis has a good reputation” were crossed for both countries. With regard to cross-

tabulation, 72% of the French respondents who disagreed with Lactalis having a good CSR 

image also felt like Lactalis has a bad reputation while 50% of those who agreed that Lactalis has 

a good CSR image also agreed that it has a good reputation. In Denmark, 57% of those who 

disagreed with Arla having a good CSR performance also disagreed with it having a good 

reputation while 90% of those who agreed that Arla has a good CSR image also agreed with it 

having a good reputation (see appendix 11.4). This suggests that despite what the interviews 

indicated, there appears to be a relationship between the respondents’ perception of an 

organisation’s CSR and its reputation. In France, the relationship between the two variables was 

confirmed by the chi-test which gave a result of p=0.001. However, it was not confirmed in 

Denmark, for which the result was p=0.06. Thus, it is impossible to conclude whether the 

relationship actually exists in Denmark. In addition, Pearson’s r was calculated to further analyse 

the correlation. A positive and rather strong relationship was found between the two variables for 

both countries, as in France the result was 0,68 and in Denmark it was 0,61. Therefore, the 

questionnaire highlighted a stronger link between CSR and reputation than the interviews did. 

Indeed, the correlation tests suggested that there is a relationship between CSR image and 

reputation in both countries, although the chi-test could not confirm this relationship in 

Denmark.  

 

5.2.5 CEO visibility 
 
The interview results were unanimous in suggesting that the invisible and late response of 

Lactalis’ CEO was detrimental to the company’s reputation. Therefore, the researchers wanted to 

potentially reinforce this finding by confirming that the interviewees’ perception of the situation 

was representative of the population’s. The possible responses proposed in question 25 were 

extracted from the interviews, then counterbalanced by introducing their antonyms, to reduce 

possible bias. For instance, as the interviewees had used the word ‘insufficient’, both 

‘insufficient’ and ‘sufficient’ were inserted in the questionnaire. 
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Overall, concerning question 24, both the French and Danish participants were not satisfied with 

the CEO’s behaviour as 47% and 49% respectively stated that they either disagreed or strongly 

disagreed that his behaviour was satisfying. Consequently, only 13% of the French and 12% of 

the Danes either agreed or strongly agreed with his behaviour being satisfying. Nonetheless, the 

mode, i.e. the most selected option, was ‘neutral’, which actually suggests that many of the 

respondents were indifferent. These findings were confirmed further with question 25. The three 

most chosen options by the French were ‘late’ (61%), ‘insufficient’ (43%), and ‘distant/cold’ 

(39%). The three least chosen options were the positive qualifiers ‘caring’, ‘sufficient’, and 

‘human’ which were only selected 4 times out of the 190 total responses. The Danish 

participants chose the same options and thus, the three most selected ones were ‘late’ (51%), 

‘distant/cold’ (35%) and ‘insufficient’ (34%). The three least used options were 

‘transparent/honest’, ‘caring’, ‘sufficient’ which were chosen only 4 times in total out of the 198 

responses (see appendix 11.5). Therefore, the Danish participants were also unsatisfied with the 

behaviour, but overall the French seemed to react slightly more strongly as each negative option 

was chosen by more respondents. The questionnaire demonstrates that the respondents were 

dissatisfied with the CEO’s response to the crisis, which supports the interview findings. 

 

The interviews showed a possible relationship between satisfaction with the CEO’s behaviour 

and potential to repurchase the baby formula. Thus, this was investigated further by crossing the 

variables x= “I am satisfied with the CEO's behaviour” and y= “I would feel comfortable 

purchasing Arla/Lactalis baby formula”. In both countries, the respondents who agreed that they 

were satisfied with the CEO’s behaviour would be willing to repurchase the companies’ baby 

formula. In France, 83% of those who were satisfied would repurchase while only 45% of those 

who were dissatisfied with his behaviour would repurchase. Similarly, in Denmark, 91% of those 

who were satisfied would repurchase while 55% of those who were dissatisfied could still think 

of repurchasing (see appendix 11.5). In France, the relationship was confirmed by the chi-test 

which gave a value of p=0.0036. Nevertheless, it was not confirmed in Denmark as the result 

was p=0.0837; thus, it is impossible to conclude that there indeed is a relationship in Denmark. 

In terms of the correlation, Pearson’s r was calculated for both countries. In France, the value 

was -0,21 which indicates that the variables are negatively but weakly related to each other while 

similarly in Denmark the result was -0,24 which indicates very similar correlation between the 

variables.  
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Compensation 

Question 26 was used to determine to which extent respondents felt like compensation was an 

appropriate response. In France, 35% of the participants either agreed or strongly agreed with 

compensation being an appropriate response. On the other hand, 36% either disagreed or 

strongly disagreed with the statement and 38% indicated being indifferent to the matter. As a 

result, the French were quite divided with regard to their perception of compensation. In 

Denmark, the pattern was slightly clearer as 48% either agreed or strongly agreed that 

compensation is appropriate whereas only 12% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 

statement. Finally, 40% were indifferent to compensation. In regard to Denmark, the 

questionnaire results seem to support the interviews, in that the respondents felt either positive or 

neutral towards the use of compensation. However, for France, the questionnaire results differ 

from the interviews as the respondents were divided, whereas in the interviews they felt strongly 

against it.  

 

5.2.6 External effects 
 
Media’s influence 
 
Importance of media 

Overall, regarding question 21, 66% of the French participants either agreed or strongly agreed 

that they generally follow the news carefully, while only 6% stated that they either disagreed or 

strongly disagreed with the statement. Hence, 29% did not have an opinion about their media 

usage. In Denmark, 52% of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that they follow the 

news carefully whereas 19% disagreed or strongly disagreed. Thus, 29% were left who did not 

indicate having an opinion on it. All in all, the mode, i.e. the most chosen option, was ‘agree’ in 

both countries. 

 

In the interviews, the Danish respondents brought up the role of social media when keeping up 

with news related to motherhood, therefore, the researchers wanted to enquire about the use of 

social media further. When it comes to people following social media posts actively (question 

22), 26% of the French participants either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement whereas 

as many as 49% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Hence, 26% were not expressing 

an opinion about the matter. On the other hand, interestingly, 46% of the Danish respondents 
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either agreed or strongly agreed to following social media posts actively while 28% either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with it; hence, 27% were indifferent to the matter. Therefore, the 

mode in France was ‘strongly disagree’ whereas it was ‘agree’ in Denmark. 

 

Thus, when taking into account both methods, the role of news was increased for the French 

participants, while social media’s role was still rather low. In Denmark, on the other hand, the 

questionnaire only further confirmed that media generally plays a big role in their lives.  

 

Influence of media on crisis perception 

In relation to question 23, in France, 52% either agreed or strongly agreed that media influences 

their perception of a crisis while 32% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement. 

However, 16% indicated to be indifferent to the statement. In Denmark, on the other hand, 

strikingly 71% either agreed or strongly agreed with media’s influence whereas only 10% either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Consequently, 19% implied being indifferent towards the 

matter. Overall, the mode was ‘agree’ in both countries (see appendix 11.6). Hence, the 

questionnaire confirmed that media would influence the Danes to a greater extent than the 

French. More French, however, implied that media could indeed influence their perception to a 

greater extent than the participants thought in the interviews.  

 

The government intervention  
 
The interview results were unanimous in suggesting that the necessity for the government to 

handle this crisis has negatively impacted the respondents’ perception of the company. 

Therefore, the researchers wanted to potentially reinforce this finding by confirming that the 

interviewees’ perception of the situation was representative of a wider audience. The possible 

responses proposed in question 20 were extracted from the interviews, the objective being to see 

if the questionnaire respondents agreed with the interviewees and which suggestion(s) seemed 

the most popular. An option ‘the intervention does not suggest anything’ was also added to 

reduce bias. 

 

With regard to the government intervention changing people’s perception of the company 

(question 19), 27% of the French respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 

while as many as 40% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Hence, this left 33% of the 
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respondents to be indifferent to the matter. On the contrary, 40% of the Danish respondents 

either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement while only 18% either disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with it, meaning that 43% were neutral to the idea. Therefore, the questionnaire 

findings are different from the interviews in that the respondents felt like the government 

intervention did not change their perception. 

 

When asked about what the government intervention means to the participants (question 20), in 

France, the most selected option was ‘suggests that Lactalis tried to minimise the issue’ (54%). 

The second most chosen option was ‘suggests that Lactalis did not act quickly enough’ (50%).  

In Denmark, the two most chosen options were ‘suggests that Lactalis did not take sufficient 

measures’ and ‘suggests that Lactalis did not fulfil its responsibilities’ (both selected by 53%). In 

both countries, the least selected option was ‘it does not suggest anything’, with 2% in France 

and 11% in Denmark, thus, it can be argued that the intervention did impact the respondents’ 

perception of the company despite stating the contrary in the previous question (see appendix 

11.7).  

 

5.2.7 Blame attribution 
 
Uncertainty avoidance 
 
Threat level 

Regarding whether they feel threatened by this crisis (question 14), 66% of the French 

participants either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement whereas only 16% either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Consequently, 19% had no opinion about the matter. 

Similarly, 56% of the Danish participants either agreed or strongly agreed while 23% disagreed 

or strongly disagreed with the statement. Thus, this left 21% who were indifferent to the matter. 

The questionnaire results followed the pattern from the interviews when it comes to the French 

feeling more threatened than the Danes by the crisis, which is expected because of the country’s 

higher rank in uncertainty avoidance. However, it is interesting to acknowledge that the Danes 

felt considerably more threatened once the questionnaire results were combined with those of the 

interviews.  
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Perceived severity 
 
Influence of babies’ involvement on crisis perception and perception of salmonella 

With regard to the participants feeling more negatively about the crisis as the victims are babies 

(question 16), as many as 84% of the French respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with 

the statement while only 11% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Only 5% were 

indifferent to the matter. In Denmark, rather similarly, 75% either agreed or strongly agreed with 

the idea while only 7% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. Hence, 19% did not have 

an opinion about the matter. Overall, in both countries the mode was ‘strongly agree’. 

Concerning questions 17 and 18, in both countries, the participants believed salmonella infection 

to be a greater threat for babies than it is for adults. In France, 51% either agreed or strongly 

agreed that salmonella infection is an important health threat for adults while 89% either agreed 

or strongly agreed with it being an important health threat for babies. Similarly, in Denmark, 

46% either agreed or strongly agreed that salmonella infection is an important health threat for 

adults while 84% either agreed or strongly agreed with it being an important health threat for 

babies. Even though the trend is the same in both countries, the French appeared to consider 

salmonella as a slightly bigger issue. Overall, the results are tamer as compared to the interviews, 

since the French appear slightly less concerned than the Danes. 

 

The interviews indeed suggested that participants generally felt more threatened if they believed 

that salmonellosis to be an important health risk, for both babies and adults. Thus, the 

researchers wanted to confirm potential relationships that emerged from the interviews; hence, 

the variables x= “As a parent, I feel threatened by this crisis” and y= “I think that salmonella is 

a serious health threat for adults” were crossed. First, the two variables were put together 

through cross-tabulation. The results indicate that 83% of the French and 66% of the Danes who 

agreed that salmonella infection is a big health issue for adults also agreed that they felt 

threatened by the crisis (see appendix 11.8). In France, the relationship was not confirmed by the 

chi-test as the result was p=0.731; however, it was confirmed in Denmark where the result was 

p=0.007. Therefore, it is impossible to conclude whether the relationship actually exists in 

France. In order to calculate the correlation statistically, the Pearson’s r was calculated for both 

of the countries. In France the value was 0,26 which means that there is a positive linear 

relationship, but it is rather weak. In Denmark, on the other hand, the value is 0,47 which is a 

moderately strong, positive relationship. 
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Similarly, the researchers wanted to potentially confirm the link between the variables x= “As a 

parent, I feel threatened by this crisis” and y= “I think that salmonella is a serious health threat 

for children”, as a relationship emerged from the interviews. First, the cross-tabulation showed 

that 70% of the French and 61% of the Danes who agreed that salmonellosis is a big health issue 

for babies also agreed that they personally felt threatened by the crisis (see appendix 11.8). To 

confirm the relationship, the chi-test was applied, and in France it was not confirmed as the 

result was p=0.2. On the other hand, the relationship was confirmed in Denmark as the result was 

p=0.028. Consequently, it is impossible to conclude whether the relationship actually exists in 

France. Moreover, the correlation was calculated with Pearson’s r. In France, the value was 0,28 

which illustrates a positive linear relationship, but it is rather weak whereas in Denmark the 

value was 0,51 showcasing a moderately strong positive relationship.  

 

Furthermore, the interviews suggested that there could be a possible relationship between feeling 

threatened about the crisis and the fact that the victims in this crisis are babies. The researchers 

also investigated this further by crossing the variables x= “As a parent, I feel threatened by this 

crisis” and y= “I think more negatively of this crisis because the victims are babies”. Based on 

the cross-tabulation, 72% of the French participants who agreed that they think more negatively 

about the crisis as the victims are babies also felt more threatened. Similarly, 69% of the Danes 

who thought more negatively about the crisis due to it involving babies felt indeed more 

threatened (see appendix 11.8). The relationship was confirmed in both countries via the chi-test 

which gave a result of p=0.126 in France and p=0.009 in Denmark. Consequently, it can be 

concluded that the relationship stands in both countries. In addition, the correlation was 

calculated via Pearson’s r. In France the result was 0,38 resulting in a positive linear relationship 

while in Denmark the result was 0,55 giving a moderately strong positive relationship.  

 

The questionnaires confirm that there is a relationship between the extent to which the 

respondents felt threatened and the factors identified in the interviews, i.e. the fact that the 

victims are babies and the perceived severity of salmonellosis. These relationships were 

supported by cross-tabulations and correlations, although they could not always be verified by 

the chi-test. Therefore, these findings confirm not only that these factors influence the perceived 

outcome severity, but also that, as a result, they influence the extent to which respondents feel 

threatened by the crisis.  
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5.2.8 Company response 
 
Expected response now 

During the interviews, the respondents suggested a number of ways in which the organisation 

could respond now, as well as a number of external factors that could encourage them to 

purchase again. Therefore, the researchers wanted to establish whether these responses and 

factors could potentially be satisfactory to other mothers. As a result, the options proposed in 

question 27 and 29 were extracted from the interviews. When asked what would encourage the 

participants to buy again (question 29), the main reasons selected by French respondents were ‘if 

their personal research shows that it is safe’ (41%) and ‘if it were recommended by a health 

professional’ (27%). The least chosen option was ‘if they personally thought that it was the best 

milk for their baby’ (10%). On the contrary, in Denmark, the most selected option was ‘if they 

felt it was the best option for their babies’ (41%), followed by ‘if their health professional tells 

them it is safe’ with 38%. Altogether, the French selected 102 responses while the Danes chose 

145 options which suggests that the Danes could be convinced to repurchase in more ways (see 

appendix 11.9). 

 

With regard to what the company should do now (question 27), the three most chosen options by 

the French participants were ‘to show that necessary measures have been taken’ (63%), ‘to show 

that the problem has been found’ (60%) and ‘to show that the factory is now salmonella-free’ 

(54%). Moreover, similarly, in Denmark, the three most chosen options were ‘to demonstrate 

that the necessary measures have been taken’ (66%), ‘to be transparent with the results of the 

investigation’ (59%), and ‘to demonstrate that the factory is salmonella free’ (56%). In both 

countries, the least chosen option was ‘it is too late to do anything’, selected by 18% in France 

and 8% in Denmark (see appendix 11.9).   

 

5.3 Discussion of Analyses 
 
This discussion focuses on the findings in relation to the assumption. Their bearings with regard 

to the theory are discussed further in the conclusion (section 6). 
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Brand reputation/equity 
 
Based on both methods, the French participants generally have a low level of knowledge about 

Lactalis and when they do, it is negative. Arla, on the other hand, is regarded by the Danes as a 

well-known company with a favourable image. Moreover, the French participants tended to 

believe that Lactalis was more accountable for the crisis and that their response had bigger 

implications. Therefore, assumption 1: “Lactalis has an unfavourable reputation, thus, it is held 

more accountable for the crisis” is confirmed, since the negatively regarded Lactalis was held 

more responsible for the crisis than the well liked Arla, as the interviews showed. In addition, the 

pattern emerging from the interviews and the questionnaires strengthened this notion, since 

overall the French participants felt like the crisis altered their view on Lactalis whereas the 

Danes did not feel like it that much. Therefore, it appears that the crisis was more negatively 

perceived and more impactful on the less liked Lactalis.  

  

Assumption 2: “When faced with a crisis, an organisation’s reputation acts as a protection”, 

was only partially confirmed by this study as the participants differed in their answers. After 

taking into account both of the methods, the Danes agreed more with its ability to protect a 

company’s reputation; hence, they confirmed the assumption more. On the contrary, the French 

did not agree with reputation’s ability to act as a protection; consequently, not confirming the 

assumption. Moreover, assumption 5: “The recurrence of Lactalis' involvement in crises worsens 

the perception of the company” was strongly confirmed by this study as the questionnaire came 

to support the findings from the interviews. The majority of the participants in both countries 

confirmed both the theory and the assumption by acknowledging that recurrence of a crisis 

would worsen their perception of a company.  

 

Brand awareness and consumer loyalty 
 
The findings, after taking into account both methods, support assumption 6: “Consumers have a 

low familiarity with Lactalis’ brands, therefore, they are more likely to blame the organization”. 

Indeed, the French participants were not familiar with Lactalis and they were more willing to 

blame the company for the crisis, while the Danes were familiar with Arla and they were not as 

likely to blame the company, as the interviews indicated. 
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In terms of loyalty, after taking into account both methods, the frequency of consumption 

towards Lactalis’ products was moderately low in France, whereas it was moderately high in 

Denmark. The French participants who had low loyalty, were also more willing to blame the 

company, whereas the Danes, who were more loyal to Arla, where also more willing to forgive 

it. Moreover, according to the interviews, the Danes did not find the need to blame an actor as 

important as the French, which confirms that they were more forgiving. Therefore, assumption 7: 

“Consumers have low loyalty to Lactalis’ brands, therefore, they are more likely to blame the 

organisation” was confirmed as there appeared to be a link between loyalty and blame 

attribution.  

  

Finally, assumption 11: “Mothers are likely to repurchase Lactalis’ product after a year has 

passed” was only partially confirmed. The Danes were much more willing to purchase products 

from Arla after a few weeks or a few months had passed, which therefore supports the theory 

that after a few months, brand image and purchase intention would be increasing.  Nevertheless, 

the majority of the French would never purchase again from Lactalis, which suggests that time 

does not play an important role in crisis recovery for them. Hence, it seems that specifically 

waiting one year does not make a difference, either because the participants would be willing to 

purchase before then or never. 

 

CSR 
 
Based on the interview and questionnaire findings, assumption 3 “Lactalis is not involved in any 

CSR initiatives, thus, it is blamed more in the context of this crisis” could not be confirmed. 

Indeed, although there appears to be a link between CSR and reputation, the participants lack 

sufficient awareness of Lactalis’ or Arla’s CSR to consider it as a factor in crisis assessment. 

Moreover, the link between CSR and the likelihood to forgive the company, more generally 

speaking, cannot be confirmed as the interviews and questionnaires yielded inconsistent results.  

 

 

The role of the CEO 
 
With regard to the CEO’s intervention, both the interviews and the questionnaire appear to 

confirm the theory presented in the literature review. Indeed, in both countries, the respondents 
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were dissatisfied with the CEO’s behaviour and criticised his lateness. As a result, assumption 4 

“Lactalis’ CEO is not visible, therefore the organisation is perceived more unfavourably” is 

supported. In addition, the questionnaire results also support the notion that the French 

respondents reacted more strongly to the CEO’s intervention, most likely as a result of their 

higher uncertainty avoidance score. Therefore, these findings bring additional support to 

assumption 12 “French observers to the Lactalis’ crisis score high on uncertainty avoidance, 

thus they feel more threatened than Danes who score lower on uncertainty avoidance”.  

 

Assumption 14 “compensation can revoke consumers negative attitudes towards Lactalis” can 

be confirmed for Denmark since both the interviews and questionnaire support the use of 

compensation. However, it cannot be supported in France since the interviews and 

questionnaires yielded different results; with the participants feeling strongly against it in the 

interviews, and the responses being more varied in the questionnaire. Furthermore, it must be 

noted that in neither case did the respondents feel very positively towards the use of 

compensation, hence, the suggestion that it could enhance the company’s image, as proposed by 

theory, can be questioned. Indeed, it appears that respondents do not think much of 

compensation as a response, therefore, although it may be appropriate, the company’s reputation 

might not benefit so much from it.  

 

Media’s influence 
 
Overall, the media plays a stronger role for the Danes than it does for the French participants. 

More specifically, the French indicated that they follow news to a larger extent than they do 

social media, but overall the media’s importance was low. On the other hand, both news and 

social media were important to the Danes. Moreover, the Danes also stressed that media would 

influence their perception of a crisis situation. It would also influence the French, but to a lesser 

extent. Hence, assumption 8: “The negative media reporting about Lactalis results in the 

audience blaming the organisation more” is partially confirmed as in France the media generally 

does not come to influence the participants’ view on the crisis, so it should not necessarily lead 

them into blaming the company more. On the other hand, the assumption was confirmed in 

Denmark as the participants agreed that reporting would come to influence their perception; 

hence, if it was negative, it could indeed make them blame the company more. 
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Government intervention 
 
Both the interviews and the questionnaires appear to confirm that the government intervention 

impacts negatively the company’s reputation. Indeed, although many respondents were neutral or 

in disagreement with the notion that the government intervention had changed their perception of 

the company, they did agree that it pointed to some deficiencies in their crisis handling. As such, 

it is interesting to note that the government intervention’s influence on the crisis perception 

might be somewhat unconscious: while many respondents argue that it has not changed, they feel 

like it highlights some issues. In the end, assumption 9 “the government intervention in the 

Lactalis salmonella crisis damages the company image” is supported by both the interviews and 

the questionnaire.  

 

Uncertainty avoidance 
 
Assumption 12: “French observers to the Lactalis’ crisis score high on uncertainty avoidance, 

thus they feel more threatened than Danes who score lower on uncertainty avoidance” was 

confirmed after taking into account findings from both of the methods since the French indeed 

felt more threatened by the crisis than the Danes. Interestingly, in the interviews, the French also 

found it more important that a certain cause would be found for the crisis as can be expected by 

its higher rank on uncertainty avoidance. The French participants also emphasised more than the 

Danes that the company should be criminally charged for its actions. Consequently, the Danes 

were more willing to forgive the company which fits with the country’s low ranking on 

uncertainty avoidance. 

 

Outcome severity 
 
The questionnaires support the interviews in establishing that there is a relationship between the 

extent to which the respondents felt threatened and the factors identified in the interviews, i.e. the 

fact that the victims are babies and the perceived severity of salmonellosis. Therefore, these 

findings confirm not only that these factors influence the perceived outcome severity, but also 

that, as a result, they influence the extent to which respondents feel threatened by the crisis. 

Therefore, assumptions 13.1 “mothers are more likely to blame Lactalis because the crisis has 

resulted in severe health issues” and 13.2 “mothers are more likely to blame the organisation 

because the victims are babies” are supported by both the interviews and the questionnaires. 
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6. Conclusion 
 

This thesis aimed at responding to the research problem, exploring how Lactalis, as a 

multinational company, must consider the impact of consumers nationality on the crisis 

perception, in order to adapt the company’s response across countries. Furthermore, it attempted 

to fulfil the gap in the literature by providing a European insight on crisis perception. It used the 

practical, comparative case of the Lactalis salmonella crisis to explore how mothers’ perception 

and blame attribution varied across France and Denmark. Hence, it first aimed at answering the 

following research question: “How do French and Danish mothers, as buyers of baby formula, 

differ in their perception and blame attribution of the Lactalis Salmonella scandal?”  

 

Looking back at the various factors that were considered throughout this thesis, different trends 

could be highlighted. Regarding reputation, this thesis confirms the theory presented by Siomkos 

and Kurzbard (1994) and Laczniak et al. (2001), since overall, the less-liked and less-recognised 

Lactalis suffered more from the crisis than the better liked Arla did. It has to be noted that 

Lactalis and Arla benefit from different levels of brand familiarity and reputation, which explains 

why the mothers’ reactions were different. However, their perception followed the same pattern. 

Therefore, they have opposite perceptions of the company, rather than of the crisis. Furthermore, 

Pulling et al.’s (2006) suggestion that committed consumers are more likely to protect the brand 

is also confirmed. Similarly, this thesis also confirmed that brand familiarity leads the company 

to be held less responsible (Mowen, 1980). Indeed, Arla, which benefits from higher brand 

familiarity and loyalty, was not blamed as much as Lactalis. With regard to CSR, Klein and 

Dawar’s (2004) findings that CSR creates a halo effect that protects the company’s reputation 

could not be confirmed, as it was found to have nearly no impact in both countries, since the 

participants did not appear to consider it in their crisis assessment.  

 

Vassilikopoulou et al. (2009) suggested that the more time that passes, the more favourable the 

consumers feel towards the organisation and the more willing they are to repurchase. This was 

confirmed only in Denmark, where most questionnaire respondents were willing to repurchase 

after a few weeks to months. In France, time did not appear to play much of a role on 

respondents’ willingness to repurchase. Overall, the French were less willing to repurchase, 

regardless of time, which the researchers attribute to their higher uncertainty avoidance rating. 
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Concerning the role of the CEO, the theory presented by Turk et al. (2012) and Murray and 

Shohen (1992) was also confirmed, as the CEO was criticized for his intervention, which was 

perceived as late, uncaring and low-profile in both countries.  

 

Looking at the role of media, Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) suggested that media reporting can 

impact the company’s ability to deal with the crisis. This was confirmed only in Denmark, as the 

French respondents appeared to not pay much attention to media. Concerning the role of the 

government, the thesis confirmed Benoit and Brinson’s (1994) and Mowen’s (1985) findings that 

the government intervention could result in reputational damage for the organisation. Indeed, 

respondents in both countries argued that the intervention pointed towards some deficiencies in 

the company’s crisis handling.  

 

With regard to uncertainty avoidance and severity of outcomes, the research pointed to some 

differences between the two countries, as was expected from the theory reviewed. Indeed, the 

French respondents, who rate high on uncertainty avoidance, were found to feel more threatened 

by the crisis and to have a stronger need to resolve the uncertainty than the Danes. (Laufer et al., 

2005) Similarly, the French also perceived the outcomes to be more severe, specifically with 

regards to salmonellosis, and thus they had a stronger need to blame the organisation. These 

findings confirm that Laufer et al.’s (2005) and Laufer’s (2012) conclusions from his research in 

North America also apply outside of this region. 

 

In conclusion, these findings come to answer the first research question. Overall, the mothers had 

similar perceptions of the crisis and reacted similarly to most of the factors. However, they 

differed with regard to some factors, namely media influence, role of time, uncertainty avoidance 

and perceived severity. The differences in uncertainty avoidance have important implications, 

since it means that the mothers differ in the way they attribute blame. Indeed, the French mothers 

are found to blame Lactalis more than the Danes do, thus they have a stronger need to resolve the 

issue, to see the organisation taking responsibility and being criminally charged. While the 

respondents in both countries were dissatisfied, the French participants reacted more strongly 

and felt like the company’s response had bigger deficiencies. Therefore, the findings suggest that 

the need to adapt the company’s response to the country of origin, as proposed by this thesis, is 

supported. They point towards the notion that some countries might require more effort in 
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dealing with the crisis than others, hence that the most appropriate response might differ. Indeed, 

this case demonstrates that French mothers would require more effort to be reassured by the 

company than their Danish counterparts.  

 

Laufer and Coombs (2006) argued that an organisation must have a strong understanding of their 

consumers’ reactions to the crisis in order to best respond, which the first research question 

strived to provide. Therefore, based on the factors identified previously, the researchers can 

suggest a potentially better way in which Lactalis could respond. This proposition includes ideas 

given by the interview participants and supported by the questionnaire respondents. 

 

Having established how the mothers in France and Denmark perceive the crisis, the researchers 

then turned their attention to the second research question: “How can Lactalis best respond to 

the crisis?” Looking back at the four basic responses to product-harm crises identified in section 

2.5, Lactalis’ response to the crisis seems to be at a cross between voluntary and forced 

regulatory compliance. Indeed, the organisation took some initiative by starting with a minimal 

product recall which is part of voluntary compliance. However, it turned into a forced regulatory 

compliance as the government had to step in to request further recalls and the company ended up 

trying to avoid the issue. (Siomkos and Kurzbard, 1994) Similarly, with regard to the image 

restoration strategies introduced in section 2.2.4, it appears that Lactalis adopted the evasion of 

responsibility approach. Indeed, the organisation recognised the event but minimised the extent 

of its responsibility within it. (Benoit, 1997) 

 

Taking into account the respondents’ perception of the crisis, it appears that a voluntary 

regulatory compliance would have been more appropriate. Indeed, the research conducted 

demonstrated that the mothers felt like Lactalis’ actual response was lacking and was criticised 

for being a mere response to the government’s pressure. Therefore, following a voluntary 

regulatory compliance could have limited the backlash that the organisation has suffered as a 

result of the crisis. In the meantime, as suggested by Laufer and Coombs (2006), opting for a 

stronger response such as a super effort might have created unnecessary panic for the mothers 

since they are more sensitive to harm. In the end, voluntary regulatory compliance would have 

demonstrated the goodwill of the organisation since they would have taken initiative and been 

proactive, without being too aggressive, which could bring too much attention to the crisis, thus 
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making it escalate. Hence, the researchers do not support the use of super effort, which appears 

too intrusive. (Laufer & Coombs, 2006) Concerning the image restoration strategy, the 

researchers argue that Lactalis should adopt a similar approach. The researchers recommend the 

corrective action approach, as Lactalis was strongly criticised for not showing sufficiently that 

they had taken all the necessary measures to resolve the problem and prevent further issues. 

However, a mortification approach is not recommended, since like a super effort, it could lead 

the crisis to escalate by creating panic around it. (Benoit, 1997) 

 

The findings from the interviews and questionnaires can be used to help craft the strategy that 

Lactalis could adopt now. They show that, in both countries, it is essential for Lactalis to focus 

on demonstrating that their factory is now salmonella-free and that they have done everything 

necessary to effectively resolve the issue. The respondents felt strongly about Lactalis’ showing 

that they have found the cause of the problem, although this was more important to the French. 

For the Danes, sharing the results of the investigation transparently appeared more important. 

With regard to the other factors that participants would consider when purchasing baby formula, 

respondents from both countries would put a lot of trust in health professionals. Therefore, 

Lactalis could consider working closely with them in order to ensure that they would benefit 

from a positive communication towards parents. The French mothers would also rely a lot on 

personal research, so for example, Lactalis could think about improving its online presence to be 

more visible. On the other hand, the Danish mothers would appear to trust their intuition more 

and choose the milk that they think to be the best for their child.  

 

In addition, the differences in the role of media in both countries indicate that Lactalis should 

consider how differently media impacts mothers in both countries and adapt its communication 

accordingly. While it appears that the Danish mothers would be easier to reach and convince via 

both social media and press, the French would rather trust other actors, such as health 

professionals, as mentioned before. Therefore, Lactalis should potentially examine how it can 

adapt its communication strategy to the needs of different countries, specifically with regard to 

social media whose content the researchers argue knows no borders and can spread all over the 

world instantly. Finally, all of the participants agreed that the CEO needed to be more visible and 

caring in the future, arguing that he should consider meeting some families personally and 

presenting more personal apologies. 
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Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the questionnaire and interviews demonstrate that the 

most appropriate responses are not necessarily exactly the same in both countries. Hence, this 

brings additional support to this thesis’ proposition that the crisis response should be adapted to 

the different countries. Indeed, the French respondents felt more threatened by the crisis and 

appeared to require more effort from Lactalis. On the other hand, many Danish interviewees felt 

like mistakes do happen and argued that the company was not to blame as much. As a result, 

Lactalis should consider adapting its response to the different countries.  
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7. Limitations and Future Research 
 

This thesis, as any research project, has a number of limitations, the most important are 

presented in this section. In addition, suggestions for future research are elaborated on below.  
 
7.1 Limitations 
 
First, with regard to the case delimitation, due to matters of scale, the researchers focused only 

on mothers, whom they felt were the most relevant target. However, it must be noted that 

mothers are not the only interesting stakeholder group for Lactalis, therefore, other stakeholder 

groups could have been considered to increase the breadth of the findings. Similarly, it would 

have been ideal to study Lactalis in two countries where it actually operates. Nevertheless, due to 

the restricted time frame of this thesis, the researchers were limited in their choice of the country 

to be studied alongside France. Although other countries like China could have been good 

options, the logistical pressures on this study made the researchers choose Denmark and Arla. In 

addition, the Arla case worked well in that it was believed by the respondents and accepted as the 

truth, which the researchers argue lead the participants to respond truthfully. As a result, it is 

believed that due to the use of the same facts, comparable companies, and truthful responses, the 

findings in the two countries can still be compared and can be relied upon. 

 

Concerning methods, the researchers acknowledge that using probability sampling would have 

been ideal in that the results can be better generalised to a population. However, using 

probability sampling was not possible in the context of this study as the researchers could not 

have access to a list of the population to select from. In addition, the researchers managed to 

gather 90 responses to the questionnaires in each country. Having more respondents, 

representing more age groups, would have been beneficial for the representativeness of this 

study. Nevertheless, the questionnaire findings still allowed the researchers to highlight trends 

that supported the patterns found in the interviews.  

 

With regard to language, the data collection in Denmark was conducted in English as the 

researchers do not speak Danish. This was deemed acceptable as Denmark is one of the countries 

with the highest level in English in the world (Breene, 2016). To restrain this limitation, the 

researchers selected respondents who they felt had sufficient knowledge of English and easy 
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wording was chosen to enable better comprehension. On the other hand, research in France was 

conducted in French since one of the researchers is a native speaker and the French have only a 

low to moderate level of English proficiency (Breene, 2016). In addition, the researchers 

acknowledge that the translations from English to French and vice-versa were not completed by 

a professional translator, due to the resource constraints. Nevertheless, they were done by the 

researcher who is a native speaker and checked with another native speaker.  

 

7.2 Future Research 
 
Although the findings are interesting, they are still very narrow in terms of geographical reach, 

therefore, future research could consider other countries both within Europe and in other regions. 

As has been discussed, China, for example, would be a very interesting territory to study in 

relation to baby formula and product-harm crises.  

 

Indeed, this thesis only demonstrates that there are some differences in crisis perception across 

countries, but in order to conclude more specifically, even on Denmark and France, other 

stakeholder groups and bigger samples would have been necessary. Therefore, further research 

could consider how product-harm crises impact different stakeholder groups such as fathers, 

consumers of products other than baby food, governments and suppliers, among others.  

 

This thesis sets ground for understanding how crisis response must be adapted across countries 

so that it takes into account the characteristics of the audience and how they perceive the event. 

However, these findings are still at an initial stage, hence, other researchers could contribute to 

this area by studying further how other crises vary in their perception across the world.  

 

Finally, future research could focus on the factors influencing crisis perception that could not be 

confirmed as part of this thesis. Indeed, some factors, such as CSR and the role of media, could 

only be supported in one country or not at all. Therefore, further research could strive to 

approach these factors from different angles to assess their impact on crisis perception.  
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Appendix 1: Visualisation of France and Denmark’s ranking on 
uncertainty avoidance 
 

 

Figure: Visualisation of France and Denmark’s ratings on Hosftede’s dimensions of national culture. 

Hofstede Insights, 2018. 

 

What uncertainty avoidance measures 

“The dimension Uncertainty Avoidance has to do with the way that a society deals with the fact 

that the future can never be known: should we try to control the future or just let it happen? 

This ambiguity brings with it anxiety and different cultures have learnt to deal with this anxiety 

in different ways. The extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous 

or unknown situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these is 

reflected in the score on Uncertainty Avoidance.”  

(from Hofstede Insights, 2018. Compare countries. Available from: https://www.hofstede-

insights.com/country-comparison/denmark,france/ [11 May 2018]) 

 

Denmark 

“With a score of 23 Denmark scores low on this dimension. This means that that Danes do not 

need a lot of structure and predictability in their work life. Plans can change overnight, new 

things pop up and the Danes are fine with it. It is a natural part of their work life. Curiosity is 

natural and is encouraged from a very young age. This combination of a highly Individualist 
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and curious nation is also the driving force for Denmark’s reputation within innovation and 

design. What is different is attractive! This also emerges throughout the society in both its 

humour, heavy consumerism for new and innovative products and the fast highly creative 

industries it thrives in – advertising, marketing, financial engineering.” 

 (from Hofstede Insights, 2018. Compare countries. Available from: https://www.hofstede-

insights.com/country-comparison/denmark,france/ [11 May 2018]) 

 

France 

“At 86, French culture scores high on Uncertainty Avoidance. This is clearly evident in the 

following: The French don’t like surprises. Structure and planning are required. Before 

meetings and negotiations they like to receive all necessary information. As a consequence, the 

French are good in developing complex technologies and systems in a stable environment, such 

as in the case of nuclear power plants, rapid trains and the aviation industry. There is also a 

need for emotional safety valves as a high score on Uncertainty Avoidance and the combination 

of high Power Distance and high Individualism strengthen each other, so to speak. The French, 

for example, are very talkative and “engueuler”, giving someone the sharp edge of one’s tongue 

happens often. There is a strong need for laws, rules and regulations to structure life. This, 

however, doesn’t mean that most Frenchmen will try to follow all these rules, the same as in 

other Latin countries. Given the high score on Power Distance, which means that power holders 

have privileges, power holders don’t necessarily feel obliged to follow all those rules which are 

meant to control the people in the street. At the same time, commonners try to relate to power 

holders so that they can also claim the exception to the rule.”  

(from Hofstede Insights, 2018. Compare countries. Available from: https://www.hofstede-

insights.com/country-comparison/denmark,france/ [11 May 2018]) 
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Appendix 2: Description of the five dimensions of Hofstede’s 
model of national culture 
 
The first dimension is Power Distance, which regards the extent to which the members of 

society accept an uneven spread of power between its members. In particular, Hofstede’s power 

distance questions how the less powerful members of society accept the fact that power is 

shared unevenly, thus, that others hold more power than they do. (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; 

Hofstede, 1983) The second dimension opposes individualism to collectivism, which considers 

how self-centred individuals are. In individualistic cultures, one’s identity is understood to 

come from the self only, and they are expected to take care only of themselves and of their close 

family. At the opposite, in collectivistic cultures, one’s identity is anchored in their social 

network, and they are expected to take care of wider groups. (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; 

Hofstede, 1983) 

 

The third dimension distinguishes masculine from feminine cultures. In a masculine country, 

the dominating values are that of personal success and achievement, therefore, competition and 

status are two important elements. On the other side, in feminine countries, individuals attach 

more importance to their quality of life and the necessity to care for others, resulting in little 

attention to status and role differentiation. (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; Hofstede, 1983) The 

fourth dimension opposes long-term and short-term perceptions of society. A short-term 

perspective is one anchored in convention and historical heritage, where perseverance and 

personal stability are strongly valued. A long-term society is rooted in a future-oriented 

perspective, where change, pragmatism and investment in progress are valued. (de Mooij & 

Hofstede, 2002) 

 

Finally, the last dimension is uncertainty avoidance, which looks at the extent to which 

individuals feel threatened by uncertainty, thus, try to avoid it. Countries with high uncertainty 

avoidance are characterised by high formality and structure; their members tending to stick with 

the known and sure. Countries with low uncertainty avoidance tend to be more innovative, 

entrepreneurial and adventurous. To assess the country’s will to avoid uncertainty, Hofstede 

questioned IBM employees’ thoughts on rule breaking, changing work environments and 

feelings of tension in the workplace (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; Hofstede, 1983) 
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Appendix 3: Introduction to the philosophical underpinnings 
 

Two main elements are at the centre of the research philosophy debates: ontology, defined as 

“the nature of reality and existence” (Easterby-Smith, 2012, p.17) and epistemology, which 

refers to “a set of assumptions about ways of inquiring into the nature of the world” (p.18). 

Broadly defined, ontology and epistemology provide the researcher with an understanding of 

reality and of knowledge. As such, they play an important role in research as they help to guide 

one’s choice of research design. (Easterby-Smith, 2012) 

  

Although there is a variety of philosophical underpinnings, the debates oppose two main strands 

of thinking, positivism and social constructionism, and most research projects are associated 

with a variation of one or the other. First, the ontological notion of realism, which considers the 

world as external, concrete and objective, is associated with positivism, which perceives the 

social world as also being independent and external. As such, positivism proposes that there is 

one unique truth that can be objectively assessed by all. Then, on the other end of the ontological 

spectrum is nominalism, which views the world as inseparable from humans, hence, all facts as 

human creations. (Easterby-Smith, 2012).  Its associated epistemology is that of social 

constructionism, which “legitimize[s] the value and weight of individual belief and conviction” 

(Jankowicz, 2005, p.116) and focuses on understanding each individual’s own experience 

(Easterby-Smith, 2012). 

  

Although positivism is currently the most used philosophical underpinning in social sciences, 

the merits of both paradigms are widely debated, with researchers often feeling strongly about 

one over the other (Bryman, 1988; Jankowicz, 2005; Easterby-Smith, 2012). Yet, James refuses 

to accept this duality and challenges the notion that "in everything, in science, art, morals and 

religion there must be one system that is right and every other wrong" (Hookway, 2015, p.115). 

In this respect, James argues that there is no reason why the two opposing philosophies should 

be put in constant competition and researchers would necessarily have to side with one definite 

view of the world. Others, like him, “[question] the dichotomy of positivism and 

constructivism” (Feilzer, 2010, p.3) and call for a mean to converge both ways of thinking. In 

this context, pragmatism is introduced as the ‘mediating philosophy’ that can overcome the 

opposition between the constructivist and positivist positions (Hookway, 2015). 
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Dewey and James, who are known as ‘the founding fathers’ of pragmatism, reject the notion 

that reality and the social world are ‘out there’, objective and the same for all, as proposed by 

positivists. Yet, they do not accept constructionists’ stance either, and refuse the notion that all 

facts are human creations and that each individual can have their own truth. (James, 1907; 

Biesta, 2010) Rather, pragmatism “accepts, philosophically, that there are singular and multiple 

realities that are open to empirical inquiry and orients itself toward solving practical problems 

in the ‘real world’” (Feilzer, 2010, p.3). Pragmatism accepts “that everyone’s experience is 

equally real” (Biesta, 2010, p.107). Truth is not ‘out there’; it is dependent on people’s 

interaction with the events that surround them. As such, Dewey proposes that knowledge is 

always the result of human construction, yet, that this construction is necessarily constrained 

by an existing course of events and a context which limit the creation of meaning. While Dewey 

recognises that individuals are free to create their singular meanings and truth, he emphasises 

that those are always limited by the boundaries of what exists, since “we cannot create out of 

nothing” (Biesta, 2010, p.110). 

  

Although philosophical paradigms help to direct research efforts and give them a context, they 

are also considered by some as a limitation to the researchers’ intellectual curiosity and 

creativity (Feilzer, 2010). Pragmatism avoids this limitation as it “sidesteps the contentious 

issues of truth and reality” (Feilzer, 2010, p.3) that are at the centre of philosophical debates, to 

focus on solving real-world problems, with no consideration of philosophical assumptions. 

Pragmatism moves away from considering whether the methods employed fit with the 

researchers’ epistemological stance. Rather, it strives to support the researcher in finding what 

he wants to know, regardless of the ‘belonging’ of the methods used to an underlying 

philosophy. Therefore, the focus of pragmatism is on being useful to the researcher, rather than 

corresponding to a specific way of thinking. (Feilzer, 2010) 

 
To sum-up, pragmatism engages with the questions of reality and knowledge through a different 

perspective, “so that the either/or [debate] of objectivism and subjectivism loses its meaning” 

(Biesta, 2010, p.113). Pragmatism accepts that reality and truth are the results of the interaction 

between individuals’ own experience and a course of event that is the same to all (James, 1907; 

Biesta, 2010). This research project builds upon this very assumption and finds in pragmatism 

a chance to step back from traditional philosophical considerations, which are perceived a 

limitation, to reach into the variety of methods available. The following section discusses the 

research design. 
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Appendix 4: Interview guides 
 

Appendix 4.1: Interview guide in English 
 

On their profile/their own habits 

1. Name, gender, age 
2. Are you a mother or a father? How many children do you have? 
3. How did you feed your baby? 
4. If you used baby formula, have you used any of Arla’s brands? 

 
On brand reputation/equity 

5. Do you know about the company Arla?  
6. What do you think of its reputation? 
7. To what extent do you believe that Arla is a socially responsible organisation? 
8. What are the first words that come to your mind when hearing the name? 
9. Are you aware of the different brands that are part of the Arla group? 

→ Mention a few brand names, if people do not seem to be familiar with them: 
Castello, Cheasy, Lupark… 

10. Do you consume any of its products? On a regular basis? 
a. If yes, are you satisfied with its products? 

 
On the crisis more specifically 

11. Have you heard about the Arla salmonella scandal? 

→ Introduce the case by giving the respondent the case description. 

12. Do you have any opinion on the scandal? On the way it has been handled thus far? 
a. What are the main words/thoughts that come to your mind when reading this? 

 
On reputation/CSR 

13. How does the way you see the company’s reputation make you think about the 
situation? 

14. If a company has previously acted in a way that is positive in your mind, do you 
believe it can protect it in case of a crisis? 

15. If you hear that this is not the first crisis caused by the company, does this affect 
your perception of the situation? 

16. If a company has been engaging in a socially responsible manner, how does this 
make you feel about the company involved in a crisis? 
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On the role of the CEO 

17. What do you think of this behaviour? 
18. Are you satisfied with this behaviour? Would you have liked him to behave 

differently? 

 
 On the role of external effects (media, government) 

19. How much do you pay attention to what the media says about crises? How important 
is it to you? 
a. Do you think that positive/negative news coverage would impact your 

perception of the crisis?  
20. The government had to intervene to the crisis handling, does this affect your 

perception of the crisis management efforts by the company? 

 
On uncertainty avoidance 

21. How threatened do you feel about Arla’s salmonella crisis? 
22. How important is it for you that an actor or the cause for the crisis are found?  

 
On outcome severity 

23. How does it make you feel that consumers in this crisis are infants? 
a. Do you believe that salmonella is a bigger issue for babies? 

24. If you hear that the crisis has resulted into severe health issues for some babies, what 
does it make you think of the situation? 

25. If you hear that the crisis has resulted into deaths of a few babies, what does it make 
you think of the situation? 

 
On the time factor 

26. How valuable do you believe an immediate crisis response to be vs. if a company 
takes time to respond? 
a. What are the consequences in your opinion? 

27. Let's imagine you have another baby, do you think this case would impact your 
choice of brand/product of baby formula? 

28. Would you feel confident purchasing Arla's baby formula again? 
a. If not, what should Arla do to make you feel confident again? 

29. Do you feel like there is a certain length of time needed before you feel confident 
purchasing again? 
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Appendix 4.2: Interview guide in French 
 

Profil et habitudes 

1. Nom, sexe et âge 
2. Etes-vous un parent? Combien d'enfants avez-vous? 
3. Quel mode d'alimentation avez-vous choisi pour votre enfant? (ce choix a-t-il été 

guidé par une (des) raison(s) spécifique(s)?) 
4. Si vous avez utilisé du lait infantile, avez-vous utilisé des produits du groupe Lactalis - 

Celia, Luminel, Picot? 

 
Réputation de la marque Lactalis 

5. Connaissez-vous le groupe Lactalis? Les marques Celia, Liminel, Picot? 
6. Quels sont les premiers mots qui vous viennent à l'esprit lorsque vous entendez le nom 

Lactalis? 
7. Avez-vous une opinion sur sa réputation? Laquelle? (pensez-vous qu'elle est bonne, 

mauvaise, neutre?) 
8. Connaissez-vous les différentes marques du groupe Lactalis? (Président, Galbani, 

Lactel etc.) 
9. Consommez-vous des produits des marques Lactalis? (de façon régulière?) 

a. Si oui, est-vous satisfait de ces produits? 

b. Si oui, est-ce que vous pourriez les recommander à quelqu'un d'autre? 

  
Sur la crise de la salmonelle 

10. Avez-vous entendu parlé de la contamination à la salmonelle de produits fabriqués par 
Lactalis? 

--> Développer ici autant que possible si la personne a connaissance de la crise. Sinon (puis, 
dans tous les cas), faire lire la description du cas.  

11. A la suite de la lecture de ces informations, quelles sont les premières pensées qui 
vous viennent à l'esprit? 
a. Quelle est votre opinion sur ce qu'il s'est passé? Sur la façon dont Lactalis a géré la 

crise pour l'instant? 

  
Sur le rôle de la réputation et de la RSE 

--> Definir RSE pour les publics non avertis 

12. Si vous connaissiez Lactalis avant cette crise, pensez vous que l'image que vous en 
aviez influe votre perception de la situation? Dans quelle mesure? 
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13. Demander de façon plus générale. Imaginez que l'entreprise ait agi de façon positive 
par le passé (en terme d'impact sur l'environnement, sur la société, la communauté 
etc.), pensez-vous que cela joue un rôle sur votre perception de la crise? 

14. D'autres crises similaires avec Lactalis ont eu lieu par le passé. Cela affecte-t-il votre 
perception de la crise actuelle? Comment/dans quelle mesure? 

15. Pretez-vous attention à la politique RSE des entreprises? Dans quelle mesure est-ce 
important pour vous/cela joue sur votre consommation? 

a. Si une entreprise a une politique RSE positive, pensez-vous que cela influe 
votre perception de la crise? 

  
Sur le rôle du PDG 

16. Que pensez-vous de l'attitude du PDG de Lactalis? 
a. Que pensez-vous du laps de temps entre la révélation de la crise et la réaction 

publique du PDG? 
17. Etes-vous satisfait de l'attitude du PDG? Pensez-vous qu'elle est appropriée?  

a. Si non, auriez-vous aimé qu'il agisse différemment? 

  
Sur le rôle des "effets extérieurs" (média, gouvernement etc.) 

18. Si le répondant n'était pas au courant de la crise --> De manière générale: prêtez-vous 
attention à ce que les médias disent de crises telle que celle-ci?  

a. Dans quelle mesure/quelle importance cela joue sur votre perception de ces 
crises? 

19. Si le répondant était au courant de la crise --> Suivez-vous intentionnellement cette 
crise dans les médias?  

b. Que pensez-vous de ce que vous en entendez au sujet de cette crise? Est-ce 
plutôt positif ou négatif? 

c. 22. Que pensez-vous de l'intervention du gouvernement?  
d. Dans quelle mesure cela influence-t-il votre perception de Lactalis et/ou du 

gouvernement? 

  
Sur l'évitement de l'incertitude 

20. Vous sentez-vous personnellement menacé par cette crise? Dans quelle mesure? 
21. Si oui --> Qu'attendez-vous maintenant pour vous sentir moins menacé? 
22. Est-il important pour vous qu'un coupable soit identifié? Que la source du problème 

soit identifié? 
23. Selon vous, qui est le principal coupable? 
24. Si non --> la situation est tendue. Qu'est-ce qui vous permet d'être confiant malgré 

tout? Développez. 
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Sur la sévérité de la crise 

25. Les victimes de cette crise sont des bébés. Quel est votre ressenti par rapport à ça? 
a. Pensez-vous que la salmonelle est un problème de santé important, de manière 

générale? Pour les bébés en particulier? 
26. Si je vous dis que la contamination a poussé plusieurs bébés à avoir des problèmes de 

santé sérieux et à être hospitalisé, qu'est-ce que ça vous fait penser de la situation? 
27. Si je vous dis que des bébés sont décédés suite à la contamination, comment cela 

modifie-t-il votre perception de la crise? 

  
Sur le rôle du temps 

28. Que pensez-vous du laps de temps qui s'est écoulé entre le début de la crise et la prise 
de position d'Emmanuel Besnier? 

29. Imaginons que vous allez avoir un autre enfant. Pensez-vous que cette crise pourrez 
influencer votre choix: de mode d'alimentation (allaitement vs lait infantile), de 
produit et/ou de marque? 

30. Pensez-vous que vous pourriez acheter des produits de Lactalis à nouveau? Pourquoi? 
a. Si oui --> Pensez-vous qu'il est nécessaire qu'un certain laps de temps s'écoule 

avec que vous regagniez confiance en Lactalis? 
b. Si non --> Qu'est-ce qui pourrait vous faire changer d'avis? 

  
Sur la crise de manière générale 

31. En temps que parent, qu'attendez-vous de Lactalis? Comment pensez-vous qu'ils 
devraient répondre à la crise? 

32. Pensez-vous que cette crise a modifié votre perception de l'entreprise et/ou de ses 
produits? Dans quelle mesure (dans le long terme?) ?  
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Appendix 5: Interview guide questions based on literature 
 

This table also applies to the questions used in the French interview guide. 
 

QUESTION ASSUMPTION THEORY  
On brand reputation/equity   

5. Do you know about 
the company Arla?  

6. What do you think of 
its reputation? 

 

Assumption 1: “Lactalis 

has an unfavourable 

reputation, thus, it is held 

more accountable for the 

crisis” 

 

“More specifically it has been 

shown that the crisis effect on a 

well-known company with a 

positive image may be minimal. The 

effect can be devastating, however, 

for unknown companies.” (Siomkos 

& Kurzbard, 1994, p.31) 

7. To what extent do you 
believe that Arla is a 
socially responsible 
organisation? 

 

Assumption 3: “Lactalis 

is not involved in any 

CSR initiatives, thus, it is 

blamed more in the 

context of this crisis” 

“In these settings CSR may operate 

for the firm as an insurance policy 

against the negative impact of 

untoward events such as product-

harm crises” (Klein & Dawar, 2004, 

p. 204) 

8. What are the first 
words that come to 
your mind when 
hearing the name? 

 

Assumption 1: “Lactalis 

has an unfavourable 

reputation, thus, it is held 

more accountable for the 

crisis” 

 

“More specifically it has been 

shown that the crisis effect on a 

well-known company with a 

positive image may be minimal. The 

effect can be devastating, however, 

for unknown companies.” (Siomkos 

& Kurzbard, 1994, p.31) 

9. Are you aware of the 
different brands that 
are part of the Arla 
group? 

10. Do you consume any 
of its products? On a 
regular basis? 

- If yes, are you satisfied 

with its products 

Assumption 6: 

“Consumers have a low 

familiarity with Lactalis’ 

brands, therefore, they 

are more likely to blame 

the organisation” 

Assumption 7: 

“Consumers have low 

loyalty to Lactalis’ 

brands, therefore, they 

Moreover, Cleeren at al. (2007) 

found in their study that pre-crisis 

brand equity can indeed protect a 

company against a product-harm 

crisis. Hence, both pre-crisis 

consumer loyalty and familiarity can 

create a buffer to protect the 

company against product-harm 

crises. 
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are more likely to blame 

the organisation” 

On reputation/CSR   

13. How does the way you 

see the company’s 

reputation make you 

think about the situation? 

Assumption 1: “Lactalis 

has an unfavourable 

reputation, thus, it is held 

more accountable for the 

crisis” 

 

“More specifically it has been 

shown that the crisis effect on a 

well-known company with a 

positive image may be minimal. The 

effect can be devastating, however, 

for unknown companies.” (Siomkos 

& Kurzbard, 1994, p.31) 

14. If a company has 

previously acted in a way 

that is positive in your 

mind, do you believe it 

can protect it in case of a 

crisis? 

Assumption 2: “When 

faced with a crisis, 

Lactalis’ reputation acts 

as a protection” 

Interestingly, Laczniak et al. (2001) 

have been able to connect the 

attribution of blame theory with 

company reputation. 

15. If you hear that this is not 

the first crisis caused by 

the company, does this 

affect your perception of 

the situation? 

Assumption 5: “The 

recurrence of Lactalis' 

involvement in crises 

worsens their perception 

of the company” 

Indeed, the crisis history shows 

whether the crisis took place only 

once or whether it is part of a series 

of similar occurrences. (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2001) If consumers see a 

crisis as repeated occurrence, they 

tend to blame the company for it 

(Griffin et al., 1992). 

16. If a company has been 

engaging in a socially 

responsible manner, how 

does this make you feel 

about the company 

involved in a crisis? 

Assumption 3: “Lactalis 

is not involved in any CSR 

initiatives, thus, it is 

blamed more in the 

context of this crisis” 

“In these settings CSR may operate 

for the firm as an insurance policy 

against the negative impact of 

untoward events such as product-

harm crises” (Klein & Dawar, 2004, 

p. 204) 

On the role of the CEO   

17. What do you think of this 

behaviour? 

18. Are you satisfied with 

this behaviour? Would 

Assumption 4: “Lactalis’ 

CEO is not visible, 

therefore the organisation 

is perceived more 

unfavourably” 

Turk et al’s findings suggest that “a 

good company with a human face of 

authority and responsibility (i.e., 

CEO) contributes to crisis damage 

control and reviving of the company 
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you have liked him to 

behave differently? 

 

after the crisis” (Turk et al., 2012, p. 

581) 

On the role of external effects 

(media, government) 

  

19. How much do you pay 

attention to what the 

media says about crises? 

How important is it to 

you? 

a. Do you think 

that 

positive/negative 

news coverage 

would impact 

your perception 

of the crisis?  

Assumption 8: “The 

negative media reporting 

about Lactalis results in 

the audience blaming the 

organisation more” 

More specifically, media has a vital 

part to play in impacting public 

opinion in a crisis situation. 

Transparent, honest, precise, and 

immediate action is needed together 

with revealing all the necessary 

information in order for crisis 

communication efforts to be 

effective. (Lerbinger, cited in 

Siomkos & Shrivastava, 1993) 

20. The government had to 

intervene to the crisis 

handling, does this affect 

your perception of the 

crisis management 

efforts by the company? 

Assumption 9: “The 

government intervention 

in the Lactalis salmonella 

crisis damages the 

company image” 

What is more, Benoit and Brinson 

(1994) have construed that when a 

government, an external actor, have 

to get involved into a crisis situation, 

this can damage a company image 

since it stresses the need for outside 

monitoring. 

On uncertainty avoidance   

21. How threatened do you 

feel about Arla’s 

salmonella crisis? 

 Therefore, when facing the same 

crisis, a country which rates higher 

on uncertainty avoidance is likely to 

feel more threatened by it than a 

country that is low on this 

dimension; therefore, they perceive 

more risk. (Laufer et al., 2005) 

22. How important is it for 

you that an actor or the 

cause for the crisis are 

found?  

 As a result, the country that rates 

high on uncertainty avoidance is 

also likely to have a stronger need to 

go through the process of blame 
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attribution in order to resolve the 

uncertainty. (Laufer et al., 2005) 

On outcome severity   

23. How does it make you 

feel that consumers in 

this crisis are infants? 

a. Do you believe 

that salmonella 

is a bigger issue 

for babies? 

24. If you hear that the crisis 

has resulted into severe 

health issues for some 

babies, what does it make 

you think of the 

situation? 

25. If you hear that the crisis 

has resulted into deaths 

of a few babies, what 

does it make you think of 

the situation? 

Assumption 12: “French 

observers to the Lactalis’ 

crisis score high on 

uncertainty avoidance, 

thus they feel more 

threatened than Danes 

who score lower on 

uncertainty avoidance” 

Assumption 13.1: 

“Mothers are more likely 

to blame Lactalis 

because the crisis has 

resulted in severe health 

issues” 

Assumption 13.2: 

“Mothers are more likely 

to blame Lactalis 

because the victims are 

babies” 

“The defensive attribution 

hypothesis posits that when an 

incident results in a more severe 

outcome, more blame will be 

attributed to a potentially 

responsible party by an observer to 

the incident” (Laufer et al., 2005, 

p.35). The severity may increase in 

the eyes of the consumers by the 

number and severity of people 

injured or the extent to which media 

reports about the crisis. (Laufer, 

2012) 

On the time factor   

26. How valuable do you 

believe an immediate crisis 

response to be vs. if a company 

takes time to respond? 

a. What are the consequences in 

your opinion? 

 

Assumption 10: “The 

long time span between 

the crisis and Lactalis’ 

reaction impacts the 

audience’s perception of 

the crisis negatively” 

He concluded that time is a very 

vital factor which results from the 

fact that the more time that has 

passed before products are recalled, 

the more challenging it is for the 

company to recover their 

consumers’ trust. Hence, if a 

company acts instantly with short 

time span, meaning that there is no 

delay or hesitation, the company is 

perceived as taking more 

responsibility. (Standop, 2006) 
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27. Let's imagine you have 

another baby, do you think this 

case would impact your choice of 

brand/product of baby formula? 

28. Would you feel confident 

purchasing Arla's baby formula 

again? 

a. If not, what should Arla do to 

make you feel confident again? 

29. Do you feel like there is a 

certain length of time needed 

before you feel confident 

purchasing again? 

 

Assumption 11: 

“Mothers are likely to 

repurchase Lactalis’ 

product after a year has 

passed” 

The authors concluded that once a 

few months have passed, consumers 

tend to have more favourable image, 

to think that the product is not that 

dangerous, and to be keen to 

purchase a new good from the same 

company. (Vassilikopoulou et al., 

2008) 

On their thoughts more 

generally speaking 

  

30. As a parent, what do you think 

Arla should do now to respond to 

the crisis? 

 

 Once a company has a well-defined 

comprehension of how consumers 

react to a product-harm crisis, 

managers can begin to determine the 

best possible response and strategy 

(Laufer & Coombs, 2006). 

31. Do you feel like this case has 

changed the way you perceive the 

company? Its products? 

 These types of crises may negatively 

affect established favourable quality 

perceptions, damage company’s 

reputation, lead to extensive revenue 

and market-share losses, result into 

expensive product recalls, and 

tarnish a company’s brand equity. 

(Van Heerde et al., 2007) 
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Appendix 6: Case descriptions 
 

Appendix 6.1: Case description for Denmark 
 

Baby formula contaminated with salmonella: the main events 

 

 In early December 2017, it was revealed that products produced by Arla Foods in its 

Arinco production site had been contaminated with salmonella. These products are 

destined to consumption by babies and young children. Following this announcement, 

Arla Foods decided to recall 12 product references from distribution. 

 On December 9th, unsatisfied by Arla Foods’ initial recall, the Danish government 

issued a statement requesting that more than 900 lots of products are to be recalled. 

 At the end of December, the Danish government asked for an investigation to be opened, 

in order to shed light on the circumstances of the crisis. 

 In January, cases of salmonella related to consumption of Arla Foods’ products were 

reported outside of Denmark. Faced with a growing crisis, the Danish government 

demanded that Arla Foods withdraw all of its products from distribution, regardless of 

a possible contamination. 

 In January, it was revealed that many product lots were not withdrawn from supermarket 

shelves in a timely manner. Supermarket managers blamed the busy holiday season and 

Arla Foods’ multiple product recalls for their difficulties. 

 On January 13th, Arla Foods’ CEO addressed the media for the very first time. He 

promised that he would work closely with the government to understand the 

circumstances of the crisis and that he would compensate the families concerned by the 

contamination. He added: “we believe that we have followed all procedures and that 

there was no mishandling on our side”. On February 2nd, he addressed consumers for 

the first time by publishing an apology letter on the websites of the brands concerned 

by the crisis. 

 About forty babies, mostly in Denmark, have contracted salmonellosis following 

consumption of products produced by Arla Foods. Many have had to be hospitalised, 

but their lives are not in danger. However, many families have decided to sue the key 

actors in this crisis: Arla Foods, the government and the distributors. 
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 The preliminary results of the investigation suggest that salmonella was present in the 

walls of the plant since 2005. Construction works which took place in early 2017 seem 

to be responsible for spreading the bacteria to the products.  

 Throughout the year, Arla Foods proceeded to undertake many tests on its products 

which are performed by independent laboratories. None of these tests showed traces of 

salmonella in the products. This raises the issue of a possible failure within the 

laboratories’ own processes or in their relationship with Arla Foods. 

 

What is salmonellosis? 

Salmonella is a bacterium that is found in raw food. Most of the time, salmonella results in a 

benign gastro-enteritis. Its symptoms are that of an acute stomach flu: nausea, abdominal pain, 

diarrhoea, vomiting and (sometimes high) fever. They normally disappear after a few days. 

Salmonella can result in more serious infections in fragile subjects, including young children. 

For babies of less than 3 months, salmonellosis usually requires a hospitalisation and a 

treatment via antibiotics.  
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Appendix 6.2: case description for France 
 

Laits infantiles contaminés à la salmonelle : les principaux événements 

 

 Début décembre 2017, la contamination à la salmonelle de produits fabriqués par le 

groupe Lactalis et produits dans son usine de Craon a été révélée au grand public. Ces 

produits sont destinés à la consommation par des bébés et jeunes enfants. Suite à cette 

révélation, Lactalis procède au rappel de douze références de produits. 

 Le 9 décembre, insatisfait par le premier rappel effectué par Lactalis, le gouvernement 

publie un arrêté qui demande le retrait de plus de 900 lots de produits.   

 A la fin du mois de décembre, le parquet de Paris ouvre une enquête préliminaire pour 

tenter de faire lumière sur les circonstances de la crise. 

 En janvier, des cas de salmonellose liés à la consommation des produits contaminés sont 

rapportés hors de France. Au vu de l’ampleur de la crise, le ministre Bruno Le Maire 

demande à Lactalis de rappeler tous les produits fabriqués dans son usine de Craon, 

qu’ils soient concernés par une possible contamination ou non. 

 Il est révélé que de nombreux lots concernés par le rappel de produits n’ont pas été retiré 

par les distributeurs en temps et en heure. Les supermarchés attribuent leurs difficultés 

à la période des fêtes de fin d’année, particulièrement intense, et aux multiples rappels 

communiqués par Lactalis, qui rendent la situation confuse.  

 Le 13 janvier, le PDG de Lactalis, Emmanuel Besnier, s’adresse pour la toute première 

fois de sa carrière à la presse. Il s’engage à se mettre à l’entière disposition de la justice 

pour comprendre l’origine de la contamination et à indemniser les familles concernées. 

Il ajoute : « nous considérons qu'il n'y a pas eu de manquements de notre part sur les 

procédures ». Le 2 février, il s’adresse pour la première fois directement aux 

consommateurs, en publiant une lettre d’excuse sur les sites Internet des marques 

concernées.  

 Une quarantaine de bébés, principalement en France, ont contracté la salmonellose après 

avoir consommé des produits fabriqués dans l’usine de Craon. Plusieurs d’entre eux ont 

dû être hospitalisé mais leurs jours ne sont pas en danger. Cependant, plusieurs parents 

d’enfants concernés ont choisi de porter plainte contre les principaux acteurs : Lactalis, 

le gouvernement, les distributeurs.  

 Les premiers éléments de l’enquête indiquent que la bactérie responsable de la 

contamination aurait été présente dans les murs de l’usine depuis 2005. Des travaux 
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réalisés au premier semestre de 2017 aurait été à l’origine de la contamination des 

produits. 

 Comme l’exige la législation, Lactalis procède à de nombreux tests sur ses produits 

effectués par des laboratoires indépendants ; cependant, aucun de ces tests n’a fait 

ressortir de potentielle contamination par la salmonelle. Ces révélations soulèvent la 

possibilité d’une défaillance dans le fonctionnement de ces laboratoires et/ou de leur 

relation avec Lactalis.  

 

Qu’est-ce que la salmonellose ? 

La salmonelle est une bactérie qui se trouve dans les aliments crus. Elle provoque le plus 

souvent une gastro-entérite bénigne. Les symptômes sont ceux d’une gastro-entérite aiguë 

(vomissements, douleurs abdominales, nausées, diarrhée, fièvre parfois élevée) et disparaissent 

après quelques jours. Elle peut entraîner des infections plus graves, chez les patients fragiles, 

comme les jeunes enfants. Chez les patients de moins de trois mois, elle nécessite quasi-

systématiquement une hospitalisation et l’administration d’antibiotiques.  
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Appendix 7: Questionnaire designs 
 

Appendix 7.1: Questionnaire design for Denmark 
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Appendix 7.2: questionnaire design for France 
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Appendix 8: List of Facebook groups used to reach the mothers 
 

Termin Group June 2017 

Termin Group September 2017 

Danske mødre i Sverige 

Vesterbro baby og børnegear i rotation 

Suomitytöt köpiksessä 

Suomalaiset Kööpenhaminassa ja Sjælleandin Alueella 

Danske i Paris 

Danskere der vil bo/nor i Sverige 

Les Français à/de Copenhague 
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Appendix 9: List of codes used for qualitative content analysis 
 

MAIN 
CATEGORIES CATEGORIES SUBCATEGORIES 

(codes) 
DATA OR THEORY 
DRIVEN? 

Crisis awareness Aware of the crisis Aware of the crisis Theory-driven 

Unaware of the crisis Unaware of the crisis Theory-driven 

Brand 
reputation/equity Reputation 

Positive reputation Theory-driven 

Neutral reputation Theory-driven 

Negative reputation Theory-driven 

Effect on crisis perception 

Positive effect on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Negative effect on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Neutral effect on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Acts as protection Acts as protection Theory-driven 

Effect of recurrence 

Positive effect of recurrence Theory-driven / data-driven 
Negative effect of 
recurrence Theory-driven / data-driven 

Recurrence has no effect Theory-driven / data-driven 
Impact of crisis on brand 
reputation 

Impact of crisis on brand 
reputation Theory-driven 

Brand awareness 
and consumer 
loyalty 

Brand awareness 
Awareness of the brand Theory-driven 
Lack of awareness of the 
brand Theory-driven 

Frequency of consumption Frequency of consumption Theory-driven 

Likelihood to repurchase Likelihood to repurchase Theory-driven 

CSR Awareness of CSR Awareness of CSR Theory-driven 

Importance of CSR Importance of CSR Theory-driven 

Impact of CSR on crisis 
perception 

Positive effect on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Negative effect on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Neutral effect on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

CEO’s 
involvement Satisfaction with behaviour 

Satisfied with the behaviour Theory-driven 
Dissatisfied with the 
behaviour Theory-driven 

Satisfaction with 
compensation 

Satisfactied with 
compensation Theory-driven 

Dissatisfied with 
compensation Data-driven  
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Media's influence Importance of media Importance of media Theory-driven 

Influence of media on crisis 
perception 

Strong influence on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Weak influence on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Perceived trustworthiness of 
media Trust in media  Data-driven 

Government 
intervention Satisfaction with the 

intervention 

Satisfied with the 
intervention Theory-driven 

Dissatisfied with the 
intervention Theory-driven 

Effect on company 

Positive effect on the 
company Theory-driven 

Negative effect on the 
company Theory-driven 

Neutral effect on the 
company Theory-driven 

Uncertainty 
avoidance Threat level 

Feels threatened Theory-driven 

Feels unthreatened Theory-driven 
Importance of finding the 
cause 

Importance of finding the 
cause Theory-driven 

Importance of company 
conviction 

Importance of company 
conviction Theory-driven 

Importance of other actors 
conviction 

Importance of other actors 
conviction Data-driven 

Perceived severity Babies’ influence on crisis 
perception 

Babies’ influence on crisis 
perception Theory-driven 

Perception of salmonella Perception of salmonella Theory-driven 

Severity of illness Severity of illness Theory-driven 

Company 
response (actual 
and expected) 

Perception of crisis 
response/handling 

Perception of crisis 
response/handling Data-driven 

Perception of length of time 
before response 

Perception of length of time 
before response Data-driven 

Expected response now Expected response now Data-driven 
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Appendix 10: Ethical notices 
 

Questionnaire introductions 

 

 
 

Ethical notice for Denmark 

 
 



165 
 

 

IMPORTANT INFORMATION ON THE CASE USED IN THIS INTERVIEW 
 

 

I hereby declare that I understand that this case was hypothetical and that Arla Foods has not 
been involved in a baby formula salmonella scandal.  
 

 

Name of the participant: ………………………………………………… 
Date: …./…./…….. 
Signature: ……………………................... 
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Appendix 11: Quantitative Data Analysis 
 
11.1 Description of the respondents  

 

 

  
  

5

23

29
33

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35

20-25 26-30 31-35 36-40

How old are you?

44

7

39

How did you feed your baby?

Breastfeeding Baby formula Both

4

33
38

15

0

10

20

30

40

20-25 26-30 30-35 36-40

Quel âge avez-vous ?

20

27

43

Quelle méthode d'alimentation 
infantile avez-vous utilisé ?

Breastfeeding Baby formula Both



167 
 

11.2 Brand reputation and equity 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

4%
9%

24%

42%

20%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

Arla has a good reputation

24%
20%

47%

7%
2%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

Lactalis a une bonne réputation

1% 3% 6%

29%

61%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

If a company has multiple crises over 
time, it worsens my perception of 

them

2% 0%

11%

30%

57%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

Si une entreprise a été liée à plusieurs 
crises par le passé, cela aggrave ma 

perception de leur réputation



168 
 

11.3 Brand awareness and consumer loyalty 

 

 

 

  

75

15

Do you know any of Arla's brands?

Yes No

41

49

Connaissez-vous une ou plusieurs 
marques du groupe Lactalis? 

Yes No

69%

46%

30%

19%

50%

30%

18%

13%

Arla

Lurpak

Cheasy

Castello

Kærgården

Karolines Kokken

Mathilde

None

Do you consume any of the following brands 
regularly? 

34%

46%

10%

26%

17%

4%

14%

3%

Aucune

Président

Galbani

Lactel

Société

Primevère

Salakis

Bridel

Consommez-vous des produits des marques 
suivantes de façon régulière (au moins une fois par 

semaine) ?
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11.4 CSR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18%
22%

51%

6% 3%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

Lactalis est une entreprise qui essaie 
d'agir positivement envers 

l'environnement et/ou la communauté 
qui l'entoure

3%

12%

62%

18%

4%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

Arla has acted positively towards the 
environment/community in the past

4 4
1

26

9

3

14

29

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

Lactalis a une bonne réputation

CSR x reputation

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

18

1 1
3

8

3

35

3

18

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

Arla has a good reputation

CSR x reputation

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

Arla has acted positively towards 
the environment/community in 

the past 

Lactalis est une entreprise qui 
essaie d'agir positivement... 
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11.5 CEO’s role 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16%
21%

36%
8%

51%
1%

36%
1%

9%
18%

2%
22%

Appropriate
Inappropriate

Distant/cold
Human

Late
Sufficient

Insufficient
Transparent/honest

Responsible
Irresponsible

Caring
No opinion

Please choose the words that you think 
correspond to the CEO's behaviour

6%
19%

39%
2%

61%
1%

43%
2%

8%
21%

1%
8%

Appropriée
Inappropriée

Distante/impersonelle
Humaine

Tardive
Suffisante

Insuffisante
Transparente/honnête

Responsable
Irresponsable

Empathique
Pas d'opinion

Je trouve que l'attitude du PDG de Lactalis a été...
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21

15

2

10

23

19

No Yes

I would be likely to purchase milk produced by Lactalis

CEO Satisfaction x Likelihood to repurchase

Neutral

Strongly agree or agree

Strongly disagree or disagree

13

22

1

10

20

24

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

No Yes

I would feel comfortable purchasing Arla

CEO satisfaction x likelihood to repurchase

Neutral

Strongly agree or agree

Strongly disagree or disagree

I am satisfied with the CEO's 
behaviour

I am satisfied with the CEO's 
behaviour 
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11.6 Media’s influence 

 

11.7 The government intervention  

3%
7%

19%

43%

28%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

I believe that the media influences my 
perception of a crisis

16% 17% 16%

41%

11%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
agree

Je pense que les médias influencent 
ma perception d'une crise comme 

celle-ci

44%

53%

47%

53%

30%

41%

11%

16%

...is normal/expected in this situation

...suggests that Arla did not take sufficient…

...suggests that Arla did not act quickly…

...suggests that Arla did not fulfill its…

...suggests that Arla tried to minimise the…

...suggests that Arla did not respond to the…

...it doesn’t indicate anything about Arla’s …

No opinion

The government's intervention...

46%

41%

50%

43%

54%

38%

2%

12%

…est normale dans cette crise

…suggère que les mesures prises par …

…suggère que Lactalis n'a pas agi assez …

…suggère que Lactalis n'a pas pris ses …

…suggère que Lactalis a essayé de minimiser …

…suggère que Lactalis n'a pas répondu à la …

…ne suggère rien sur l'intervention de Lactalis

Pas d'opinion

Je pense que l'intervention du gouvernement...
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11.8 Blame attribution 

  

 

27

3

11

6

10
7

17

8

1

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

As a parent, I feel threatened by this crisis

Threat x salmonellosis is an important issue adults 
(Denmark)

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

I think that salmonella is a serious 
health threat for adults

38

2
64

1

17
12 10

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

En temps que parent, je me sens personnellement attaqué par cette 
crise

Threat x salmonellosis health issue for adults 
(France)

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

I think that salmonella is a serious 
health threat for adults
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Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

As a parent, I feel threatened by this crisis

Threat x salmonellosis big issue babies (Denmark)

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

I think that salmonella is a serious 
health threat for children

56

12 12

13 2 4

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

En temps que parent, je me sens personnellement attaqué par cette 
crise

Threat x salmonellosis health issue babies (France)

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

I think that salmonella is a serious 
health threat for children

46

10 11

1
3 23

8
6

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

As a parent, I feel threatened by this crisis

Threat x babies are victims (Denmark)

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

I think more negatively of this 
crisis because the victims are 

babies
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11.9 Company response 

 

 

  

55

9
12

3 5
21 3

Agree or strongly
agree

Disagree or
strongly disagree

Neutral

En temps que parent, je me sens personnellement attaqué par cette 
crise

Threat x victims are babies (France) 

Agree or strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree

Neutral

I think more negatively of this crisis 
because the victims are babies

38%

29%

41%

32%

14%

7%

If a health professional tells me it’s safe

If hospitals use this milk to feed babies after
birth

If I personally think it’s the best milk for my 
baby

If my personal research shows it’s safe

No opinion

Other

I would feel comfortable purchasing Arla if…

27%

13%

10%

41%

17%

6%

Il m'est recommandé par un professionnel de
santé

Les hôpitaux l'utilisent pour nourrir les
nouveaux-nés

Si je pense que c'est le meilleur lait pour mon
bebe

Mes recherches personnelles montrent que le
lait est sans danger

Sans opinion

Autre

Je serais prête à acheter du lait infantile produit 
par Lactalis si...
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8%

51%

66%

56%

30%

59%

12%

40%

8%

It is too late to do anything

Demonstrate that the problem has been found

Demonstrate that the appropriate measures…

Demonstrate that the factory is now…

Produce ‘cleaner’, healthier products, closer …

Arla should be transparent about the results…

Share personal apologies

CEO should be visible, show his care and…

No opinion

Please choose what you think would be good 
responses from Arla now

18%

60%

63%

54%

23%

51%

19%

20%

6%

Il est trop tard pour faire quoi que ce soit

Prouver que l'origine de la contamination a…

Prouver que les mesures nécessaires ont été…

Prouver que l'usine n'a plus aucune trace de…

Proposer une nouvelle gamme de produits

Partager les résultats de l'enquête avec…

Présenter des excuses plus personnelles

Etre plus visible, ouvert aux médias et…

Pas d'opinion

Pour regagner ma confiance, Lactalis devrait...
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Appendix 12: List of documents available upon request 
 

- Interview recordings 
- Interview transcriptions 
- Qualitative Content Analysis spreadsheet 
- Quantitative Data Analysis 


