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Impact of apologetic vs. defensive sellingtrategies under negative corporate publicity:

Exploring the role of customer trust and gratitude

Abstract

Violation of consumer trust is one of thenmadiate dangers when companies face negative
publicity in the market. Similarly, customer rpcity towards such firms, in form of their
gratitude also gets adversely affected undesehcircumstances. However, previous research
have focused only on the firm-level strategishen assessing the adverse impact. In this
research, for the first time, we study the impafcsalespersons’ selling strategies to customers
(apologetic and defensive selling strategies) undgative corporate publicity. Using a series of
propositions, we highlight the pact of these two selling stegies on customer trust and
gratitude. The managerial implications of #teidy suggest that appropriate use of apologetic
and defensive selling strategie®uld enable salespersons ttewlate the impact of negative

publicity of companies on their customers.



Impact of apologetic vs. defensive sellingrsttegies under negative corporate publicity:

Exploring the role of customer trust and gratitude

Negative corporate publicity in the curreninéd may take variety of forms, making the
corporate entities an object of close stakehoktutiny. Extant reseen in this area (e.g.,
Coombs & Holladay, 2001; Pullig, NetemeyandaBiswas, 2006) suggests that multiple aspects
of the affected organization may be exposedht damage, once the publicity spreads in the
marketplace. The harmful impact of negative iy may be attributed to its nature of
credibility, and people’s general tendency dmphasize negative information, rather than
company initiated communication. Recently, manetensive detrimental effects have been
identified, such as spillover to other relatecnds (Dahlén and Laeg2006), and increased

vulnerability to competitorgharketing mix actions (Van Heerde, Helsen, and Dekimpe, 2007).

Scholars have revealed a giog concern about consumegactions to negative publicity
and the efficacy of various coping strategies.(égluwalia et al., 2001; Pullig et al., 2006). For
example, Dawar and Pillutla (2008)ggest that organizational pesses to crises can fall into a
continuum flanked by unambiguous support andmbiguous stonewalling. Beyond the direct
harmful impact of the publicity, recent studies further explore factors that can moderate this
process. For example, prior positive expectations held by consumers can weaken the negative
effect of an inappropriateoping response on brand equity (Cawand Pillutla, 2000). Also,

firms can evade the publicity and regain &ofable brand reputation by investing on social
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(Stammerjohan et al., 2005). Mén and Lange (2006) add thée negative publicity of one

brand may spill over to others.

Role of salespersons under negative corporate publicity

However, most of the existing literature fges on investigating hosompany as an entity
should take corporate actions araljlect impact of sadpersons, who may playsignificant role
in the process of repairing trust under nagatpublicity. Salespersons are important in the
negative publicity scenarios due to the consigh perception of them as corporate
representatives who are accessible, humaniaad, help build corporate trust in everyday
business situations. It is well-docented that a significant role tife salesperson lies in creating
and maintaining customer trust (e.g., Moormaaltman, Deshpande, 1992). Furthermore, it is
inevitable that salespersons have to confreith customer inquirieand consultation, which
makes it even more important that they are pexbaw face tricky confrontation with customers.

Salespersons are often also in advantageosgion to reduce consumers’ negative response



with business crisis fflon and Cameron, 2004), but the resalts largely divided. Then, given



In this paper, we address these issueshigplighting the role of customer trust and
gratitude and the impact of def@ve vs. apologetic selling strategies under the circumstances
where customer trust and gratitude towards salespersons may vary as a consequence of the
negative publicity. Based on thgropositions, we also providmeaningful managerial, and

research implications in the paper.

Development of Research Propositions



(under similar levels of customer trust).

P1:. Apologetic selling strategy by salespersons more effective than defensive selling

strategy under negative corporate publicity.

However, customers may attribute different ceesto company’s mistakes and responsibilities
under negative publicity, and therefore depegdobn their attributions, their trust on the

company and its representatives magyvaherefore, we also posit that:

P2: Apologetic selling strategyby salespersons (under negativeorporate publicity) is more
effective when customers’ trust orsalesperson is low (than high).

and

P3: Defensive selling strategy by salespersons (under negative corporate publicity) is more

effective when customers’ trust orsalesperson is high (than low).

Customer Trust and Purchase Intentions under negative publicity

The dynamic and complex role played by saleppein long-term relational selling paradigm
enhances the customer's perception and evatuati the salesperson's efforts to manage the
often multifaceted relationship over time (Frazi&83). A salesperson is considered the primary

contact point for the customers (Homburg &@tdck, 2004), and are primarily responsible to
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make successful relationship with them (Wilsord Jantrania, 1995). €hincreased emphasis on
the salesperson becomes even more impomagbmpetitive environments, when customers
seek long-term relationships, hayhlevel of contacand increased valuadded services from
salespeople (Liu and Leach, 200BHuntley (2006) found that when the trust was high,
customers purchased more from the seller, and alscemore willing to recommend the seller’s
offerings to colleagues. Sinceaust is also a dimension olationship quality, and also consists
of evaluations of various aspects of relationdikig attitudinal, process and future expectations
(Jap et al., 1999), higher quality of relationshipsates bond between the buyer-seller members
for both to reap benefits beyond the mere ergkaof goods (McNeil, 1980Yhis is consistent
with the social penetration theory, which etatthat partners wilcontinue to deepen a

relationship as long as anticipated benefitseexl anticipated costs (Altman and Taylor, 1973).

We therefore posit that relatidrnip between the salesperson’s isgllstrategies and customer’s

future purchase intention is moderated by
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person’s trustworthiness, which results in higtrest (Dunn and Schweitzer, 2005). It is also
argued that people who trust grartners must rely on thejperception’s of the trustee’s
characteristics (e.g. ability, irgaty, benevolence) to developpectations about the trustee’s
further behaviour and positive emotions such as gratitude significantly influence these

perceptions and increase tr@®unn and Schweitzer, 2005).

When people do something of their own accordythct on their own frewill (e.g. giving a free

gift to someone or performing a random ackioidness). It has beenahin that any relational
investment which is non contractual and randonmature, generate highéevels of gratitude
(Wood et al. 2008). Recipient of discretionary inwestt tend to feel morgrateful, in contrast,
contractual, role based, or persuasion basedsiment because feelings of gratitude (Morales,
2005; Tsang, 2006; Wood, 2008). Peogel imore grateful to benefactor when they feel that the
positive behaviour fall within the benefactovslition control (Weiner, 1985). Therefore, when
customers perceive that the investment done bgrse a random act or a free will, they feel
more grateful compared to when they perceéhe act is duty based adphtion or a contractual
requirement (Malhotra and Murlighan, 2002pk®rts, 2004). Based on this understanding of

predictors of customer gratitude, we posit that:

P5a: Customers are more likely to show Igher gratitude towards salesperson (under

negative corporate publicity), under apologéc (vs. defensive) selling strategy.

P5b: Customers are more likely to showlower gratitude towards salesperson (under
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negative corporate publicity), under defene (vs. apologetic) selling strategy.

Since gratitude is a precursor to customerimmitment and future purchase intentions, we also

posit that:

P6: High customer gratitude towards salespersofunder negative corporate publicity) will
lead to higher customer purchase intentios under apologetic (vs. defensive) selling

strategy.

P7: Low customer gratitude towards salesperm (under negative corporate publicity) will
lead to higher customer purchase intentios under defensive (vs. apologetic) selling

strategy.

P7 and P8 expected results are shown in Figure 2.

Apologetic
PI

Defensive

Low gratitude Highgratitude
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Figure 2. Comparison of defensive and apolagic selling strategies on customer purchase

intentions under the moderatingimpact of customer gratitude

Discussion

It is important to realize that salespersons\gei credible source of information for customers,
can play a proactive role in alleviating thegaive impact of adverse information or publicity
faced by companies. Salespersons are thdiae$hip builders with customers, and their
importance in sustaining these relationshypsder trust damaging situations, cannot be
undermined. Our study for the first time hights the importance oA company’s boundary
spanners in crisis management, going beyond tleetmey play in briging sales revenues into

the companies. We show in this conceptpaper through a series of propositions, how
salespersons can smartly choose their sellingegies with customers tleverage their trust

built by them in their relationship to optimize sales, and repair trust-damage to an extent by the

use of appropriate selling strategy.

In the relational selling paradigm, customer tiarsdl gratitude has an impant role to play and
therefore, the salesperson shoadthpt their selling strategies aotiogly. When companies face
negative publicity, the customers are looking feasons to attribute the cause, and reach a
conclusion about ‘whose fault it was?’ Under #hegcumstances, salespen can use defensive

or apologetic selling strategy plending on the degree to whichstamer trust and gratitude has
14



been violated, and how much dae saved from being violated.

Our study highlights that use of defensive styatby salespersons will work more effectively
with customers when customer trust is not yetated. However, in the adverse case of trust
being already violated (and therefore the custonnust is low), only an apologetic selling
strategy will work. Similarly, if customer trust remains, and salesperson attempts to sell to
customers using defensive stratebgn s/he is more likely to su@mkin getting an order. On the

other hand, if the customer’s trust is low, theryam apologetic selling stylcan work, if at all.

We also show that customer gratitude hasiraportant intermediary role to play in such
situations. It is likely that customers shawhigher gratitude towards salesperson (acting as
company representative) when the salespersasiigy apologetic sefig strategy. Companies
can leverage this situation meaningfully, afedsive selling style can sometimes aggravate the
situation and make it only worse. Some cust@enwveould show more gratide than others, and
for such customers the salespersons shouldhpskogetic selling strategy and vice-versa with

customers with low gratitude.

Managerial Implications

The study has several managerial implicatidriee study highlights the
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violation of customer’s trust, arghow of gratitude isften immediate, salespersons that play an
important role in building customer relationshi can also be heldfun sustaining these

relationships by reducing further erosion of custoitnust, and rebuilding trust to some extent.
Similarly, customer gratitude also plays @mportant role during such crises before the

companies. In such situations, the salespersons
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