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Introduction
“A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a
chance to get its pants on.”

– Winston Churchill

‘Fake News’ was named Collins Dictionary’s official Word of the Year for
2017 and will now be part of the next print edition of Collins Dictionary!
Many news pundits and commentators often cite US President Donald
Trump for introducing the word to the common public during the last US
Presidential elections and the usage of the term has risen by 365 per cent,
since 2016 after Trump came to power.

Cambridge Dictionary defines Fake News as “false stories that appear
to be news, spread on the internet or using other media, usually created to
influence political views or as a joke.” Whereas popular journalism portals
describe it as “false, often sensational, information disseminated under
the guise of news reporting.”

‘Fake News’ is not a new idea. But with the evolution of social media,
it’s been difficult to distinguish between “real” stories and ”fake” news.
Infact, fake news has now become an unescapable reality. Especially in a
country like India where Internet plans have become cheap and using
WhatsApp for communication has become a norm, nuggets of information
often false, inflammatory, politically motivated or even baseless rumors
have become a part of everyday lives.

We have seen how fake news has had an effect on social media,
journalism, and consumers alike. But what about the result for brands on
social media?

It’s not difficult to envision damning reviews about products on
websites or false stories about adulteration or even quality issues related
to products offered by premium brands are buzzing on the Internet. Is the
reputation of a brand under attack from fake news? Are brands
unknowingly placing their ads on websites that are perceived by some as
fake news? Does the unclear nature of a brand’s advertisement cast a
doubt in the consumers’ mind about the brand’s value or honesty?

This dissertation will explore the consequences fake news can have
on brands and more so from an Indian perspective where it’s not
uncommon to see forward WhatsApp photos of “worms in tea bags” or
“fungus in noodles” or “worms in juice packets” and will also try to cover
some specific brands which became the unbecoming target of fake news
in India.

This exploratory study
examines the impact of fake
news on brands and focusses
particularly on brand
managers (who manage the
brands) and regular
consumers (who buy these
brands). The purpose of this
research is to explore the
understanding of the concept
of fake news by brand
managers and consumers
alike and providing the
foundation of a deeper
academic research for
marketing professionals.

Surprisingly, no marketing
research to date has
examined the effect of fake
news on consumers’ judg-
ment or value of a brand. To
fill this gap, this report tries to
understand whether indivi-
duals’ views of fake news
related to a brand attribute
affect their buying decisions.

* Strategic Planner, McCann
Worldgroup India, New Delhi.



18 FOCUSWTO.IB • April-June 2019 (Vol. 21 No. 2)

ARTICLES

Additionally, the researcher
would also like to understand if the
rise of fake news actually presents
a huge opportunity to both brands
and advertisers (media partners
and agencies) to rise above the
existing phenomenon and can a set
of new standards be recognized
becoming shining beacons?

Before we go any further it’s
very important to understand what
“brand trust” really is. The
Gustavson Brand Trust Index is one
such model which was recognized
to raise alertness of the role trust
plays in the minds of buyers when
making buying decisions and
assesses the relationships between
social equity, trust, and advocacy
for brands in Canada.

Under the “The Gustavson
Brand Trust Model” (Figure 1), the
brand trust survey instrument
processes different dimensions of
trust that influence whether
consumers recommend a brand to
their networks:

• Brand trust: consumer
perceptions of whether the brand
is trustworthy and acts with
integrity.

• Values-based trust: consumer
perceptions on the brand’s social
responsibility.

• Functional trust: consumer
perceptions on how well the
brand’s product performs or
functions.

• Relationship trust: consumer
perception on how the brand
interacts with its customers.

• Word of Mouth: whether
consumers recommend the
brand to others.

So much so was the extent of
chatter generated by social media
posts,  tweets, videos which
clarified how Kurkure, a popular
snack from the firm of PepsiCo
India, can catch fire easily,
implying it contains plastic. A
flurry of jokes, forwards, warning
messages were swapped between
Indians alerting each other about
the occurrence of ‘plastic’ in this
popular namkeen snacks.

In the year 2008, Pepsi India
was enforced to openly refute a
video that challenged that its Indian
subsidiary mass-produced Kurkure,
the Indian Cheetos from plastic and

that it burnt if put on fire leaving
plastic residue.

Couple of years later the makers
of Frooti, a famous mango drink in
India started with guided tours of
their manufacturing facilities after
a rumored report about the liquid
refreshment containing elements of
HIV-positive blood in the drink
went viral.

Other prominent brands like
Kalyan Jewellers, have grieved
tangible and intangible losses close
to Rs 500 crore due to a bogus video
uploaded on YouTube which was
disseminated on WhatsApp and
social media sites. The video, which
the brand considers is being
circulated by its competitors, makes
it to believe that the company is
selling impure gold.

Another example is of ITC
Aashirwad Atta, one of the
principal brands in the category,
which also became a target of false
information against it on social
media sites. A video was planted
claiming that the brand is retailing
wheat with plastic in it. It is believed
to have tanked the trades of the
product in several Indian states,
resulting which the brand filed an
FIR and put out a TV commercial
clarifying the ingredients of the atta.

Internet makes the sharing of
information and content easier,
more accessible, and what is rather
frightening is that it has also
empowered the distribution of
untruthful reporting, fabricated
content about brands, products,
and “fake” or made-up stories to the
public. This study will try and
understand how “Fake News” and
false content is changing the way
consumers look at brands and what
conclusions they draw when a
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Figure1: GUSTAVSON BRAND TRUST INDEX MODEL
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certain news is planted or
manufactured.

Literature Review

Consumer confidence in media
is at an all-time low and it has taken
a momentous hit on a brand’s
credibility and equity following the
rise of “fake news”. According to
Chahal (2017), “There are rising
issues with digital advertising
today, and key among them is
“context”, which is pertinent for
brands. With ads being now in the
vulnerable zone of being present
against fake news, extremist
websites or largely in unattractive
places online making up for the
media sources do not ensure a
credible, authentic, verified and
truthful environment and further
put a doubt in the minds of consu-
mers to have have a chance to win
brand sales and consumer trust.”

While Michael P. Lynch,
professor of philosophy at the
University of Connecticut, observed
that “Internet is both the world’s best

fact checker and the world’s best bias
confirmer – often at the same time”.

Ogilvy et al. (2018), states that
there are “Five categories
collectively referred to as fake news.
Some of which are truly fake
(disinformation), others down to
human error or biases
(misinformation). Either way they
all have a very loose association
with the truth and basically sit on a
continuum of intent to deceive.
(1) Satire or Parody – sites such as

the Onion or Daily Mash put
out fake news stories as
humorous attempts to satirize
the media, but have the
possibility to fool when shared
out of context.

(2) Misleading news that’s kind of
true but used in the wrong
context – selectively picked real
facts that are conveyed to gain
headlines, but tend to be a
misinterpretation of scientific
research.

(3) Sloppy reporting that fits
anschema – news that contains

more or less grains of truth that
are not completely verified,
which are used to back a certain
position or view.

(4) Misleading news that’s not
founded on facts, but supports
an on-going story – news where
there is no recognized baseline
for truth, repeatedly where
ideologies or opinions bang
and unconscious biases come
into show. Conspiracy theories
incline to fall here!

(5) Intentionally deceptive – news
that has been made-up
deliberately to either make
money through amount of
clicks, or to cause confusion or
dissatisfaction or as
sensationalist propaganda.
These stories tend to be
disseminated through imposter
news sites planned to look like
“real” news brands, or via fake
news sites. They often put
videos and graphic photos that
have been manipulated in some
way.”
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Whereas, Visentin, Gabriele &
Pichierri (2018) theorize a causal
path whereby the consequence of
the news’ truthfulness on brand
intentions (i.e., buyer behavioural
intentions towards a publicized
brand such as intention to buying,
to spread word-of-mouth, and to
visit the brand’s outlet) is mediated
by the news’ alleged credibility and
the source’s supposed credibility,
which affect the degree to which
consumers trust the brand: news
truthfulness �  � news credibility
�  �  source credibility � �  brand
trust � �  brand attitude �  �
brand intentions.

The resultant moderated
mediation model, is illustrated in
Figure 2 on page 19 to depict the
relation between news and brand
trust.

Furthermore, Visentin, Pizzi &
Pichierri (2019) continue to add that
even though there are innumerable
content generators contributing to
the growth of fake news, there are
no stern controls in place to ensure
that public information is
essentially truthful. 

Whereas, Crockett (2018)
observes that the total brand safety
remains a compound and ever-
evolving challenge but “by utilizing
worthy media environments,
supporting the need for a perfect
definition of fake news and getting
at ease with staying vigilant, you
will be taking steps to care for a
digitally virtuous and trustworthy
showground for your brand.”

As the Internet continues to
substitute previous information
media such as newspapers or
television — and individuals, in
turn, modify their information
search activity, Gentzkow (2007),

Geyskens et al. (2002), Xu et al. (2014)
are of the opinion that this (fake
news) situation will only further
thrive. In fact, the Internet has
already developed as the primary
cradle of information for many
people and according to Gesenhues
(2017), sixty-seven per cent of
Americans in 2017 received at least
a share of their news from social
media sites which can broadcast
several news sources regardless
of their objective truthfulness.
(Figure 3)
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If we apply the “The Two Trust
Models” in the current topic under
study in which social trust and
perceived risk govern how acceptable
the brand as a threat is (especially
when there is an outbreak of brand-
based “fake news” spreading wide)
and modify it with “Trust in brand”,
it is evidently visible that with an
increase in perceived risk, the
acceptability and the trust in brand
is affected and can spread to a
visible drop in its trades as well.
(Figure 4)
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The topic will delve further and
try to understand the following
questions and some additional
ones as the research evolves:

1. Does fake news affect brands?

2. What does the rise of fake news
mean for brands and can this
affect hurt brands?

3. How does fake news affect the
brand and customer
experience?

4. What are the ways in which
brands can combat fake news?

5. What are the common reasons
brands could be the subsequent
victims of fake news?

6. What is the result of fake news
effect for advertisers and
marketers at large?

7. Finally, how can brand combat
the fake news circuit?

Research Questions, and
Hypotheses

Research Question

In order to explore how
consumers and brand managers
perceive the impact of fake news
on brands, the research question
to be addressed in this disser-
tation is:

What are the consequences of
brand-led fake news in the minds of
consumers and brand managers?

Research Objectives

In exploring the research
question, the following objectives
will be met:

1. Gain an understanding of the
attitudes & perceptions that
consumers have towards fake
news.

2. Gain an understanding of the
attitude and perceptions that
consumers have towards
brand-led fake news.

3. Explore the impact of brand-
focused fake news on
consumers’ rational, emotional
state of mind.

Hypothesis: Fake news affects
brands directly if the false stories
are about them and their products
and also tarnishes their image in the
short and long run including
customer experience.

Method Outline: The
dissertation of the topic will follow
a mixed methodology; both
qualitative and quantitative
research including interviews
and secondary research from
recent news articles, editorials
and commentaries across the
country.

Mixed methods research is
defined as a “philosophically
underpinned mode of inquiry
linking qualitative and quantitative
models of research so that
confirmation may be mixed and
knowledge is increased in a more
meaningful way than either model
could achieve alone (Creswell &
Plano Clark, 2007; Office of
Behavioral and Social Sciences
Research, 2001)”. This method of
inquiry was most suitable for
addressing the research aims of this
proposal.

It will also try and gather
lessons from famous case studies
such as ‘Lipton Tea - Worms’,
‘Kurkure - Plastic’, etc.

Research Methodology

• The necessity for different,
multiple perspectives.

• The necessity to confirm
quantitative measures with
qualitative experience.

• The necessity to explain
quantitative results.

• The necessity to better
contextualize instruments,
measures or interventions.

• The necessity to gather trend
data and individual
perspectives.

A set of 15 in-depth interviews
were planned with a homogenous
audience ranging from the age
group of 25-35 years; both male &
female via face-to-face medium.

View Point of Consumers

1. What is the meaning of fake
news to respondents? How do
they know whether the news is
a fake one? 

2. How respondents (consumers)
view fake news in general and
about brand precisely? Are
those same or brand fake news
are different?

3. How respondents (consumers)
process fake news?   Are some
fake news stories more
believable than others? How
and why? 

4. Impact of brand fake news on
their rational, emotional state of
mind.

5. How do they respond? What
compels them to share the same?
How?

6. What are the consumer
implications in terms of
attitudes, behaviours. 

Similarly, 10-15 brand
managers were also interviewed to
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gather their point of view and
opinion about the effect fake news
has on brands via telephonic or face
to face interviews.

View Point of Brand Marketers  

1. How do you view fake news?
What do you think is the
rationale behind fake news?

2. Why is there a need for
sponsored brand-led fake news
by marketers?

3. What do you think are the
possible consequences of brand-
led fake news?

4. What are your strategies for
adapting to the threats posed by
brand-led fake news?  

5. How to use brand-led fake news
for brand building?

Data Coding and Analysis
Interviews were transcribed

and exact transcriptions of
interview recordings were written
on the Microsoft Word software by
the researcher.

Transcription creation focused
on capturing both interviewer and
interviewee whole statements,
while not capturing insignificant
utterances, such as “uhms,” “well”,
etc. This transcribed data
containing answers from
interviews were organized for
analysis by the researcher using
Microsoft Excel software.

The raw interview data was
first organized into an Excel
spreadsheet comprising as a 4x2
matrix in which the columns were
labeled as interviewee code,
interviewer question, interviewee
response, and initial categorization
for ease. Each row represented a
single question and complete

response was further broken down
as keywords that represented
meaningful action.

Viewpoint of Consumers

1. What do you mean by fake
news? How do you get to know
whether the news is a fake one? 

2. How do you view fake news in
general? When there is a fake
news about a brand? Do you
consider these news same or
brand-focused fake news as
different?

3. How do you process/perceive
fake news? Are some fake news
stories more believable than
others? How and why? 

4. What is the impact of brand-
focused fake news on your
rational, emotional state of
mind?

5. How do you respond to such
brand-focused fake news? What
compels them to share the same?
How?

6. Lastly, what happens to you
when in terms of your attitudes
and behaviours when you see
brand-focused fake news?

Q. What do you mean by fake
news? How do you get to know
whether the news is a fake
one? 

Code Measure

Manufactured 1

False 7

Untrue 1

Unreal 1

Fake 4

Untrustworthy 1

Total 15

Results

Unequivocally, the definition
and understanding of the
concept of “fake news” was clear
to the general consumers and
they had clear associations of
them being “false”, “manu-
factured” or something that was
“untrue”. Hence a majority of
the interviewees mentioned them
as false (7) and the other
commonly used word was “fake”
itself to describe fake news
concept.

Q. How do you view fake news in
general? When there is a fake
news about a brand, do you
consider these news same or
brand-focused fake news as
different?

Code Measure

Ignore 3

Act 7

No Action 2

Regular News 1

Paid News 1

Fake! 1

Total 15

Results

Half of the respondents (7) said
they act on fake news and they can’t
distinguish if it’s a brand-led fake
news or fake news about general
awareness because for them it’s the
nature of the information that is not
true and hence they take more note
of it.

A quarter of the respondents (3)
said they tend to ignore any fake
news and don’t assess it as a brand-
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led fake news or otherwise planted
news.

Q. How do you process/perceive
fake news?   Are some fake
news stories more believable
than others? How and why? 

Code Measure

Forward/Share 7

Act 3

Forget 2

Ignore 1

Fake! 2

Total 15

Results

Half of the respondents (7)
said they forward or share the
fake news when they come in
contact with it  and like to
update their peers, friends,
relatives or family members via
WhatsApp, SMS, email or social
media and despite it being fake or
not still believe in spreading the
word and cautioning it but when
they know it’s outright fake they
don’t wish to spread the virus
further.

Few respondents also
believed (3) that they should act
on this piece of information as it
seems believable and they can’t
prove it otherwise at that very
instance and hence  despite it
being true or untrue it’s an update
that they have received about their
preferred brand or a brand in
general that might affect people
close to them.

Q. What is the impact of brand-
focused fake news on your
rational, emotional state of
mind?

Code Measure

No Change 4

Hate 6

Shaken 2

Stronger Loyalty 2

Inquire 1

Total 15

Results

Close to half of the respondents
(6) said they come to “hate” the
brand if it’s painted in bad light or
something that is spoken about its
usage, ingredients or even the
process and they feel bad about
them (personally) being users or
followers of that brand.

A quarter (4) of respondents
were not affected by the said brand
or any brand would continue to use
it despite any news; fake or true about
it. Infact they said that their interest
piques and they are reminded of its
presence more than ever before.

Q. How do you respond to such
brand-focused fake news?
What compels them to share the
same? How?

Code Measure

No Change 4

Share 5

Upset 3

Boycott 2

Disturbed 1

Total 15

Results

Majority (5) of the respondents
felt obligated to share such
“brand-focused” fake news and
would like to update their near
and dear ones about this piece of
information that they have
discovered and relates to their
preferred or used brands and
seems like fake information that
they should be cautioned against.

The reasons for sharing ranged
from updating, alerting and
random communication to be
shared.

While a handful (4)
respondents said they don’t
respond to any brand-focused fake
news and it doesn’t affect them at
all.

Q. Lastly, what happens to you
when in terms of your attitudes
and behaviours when you see
brand-focused fake news?

Code Measure

No Change 4

Angry 5

Alert 3

Boycott 2

Disturbed 1

Total 15

Results

Majority (5) said they get
angry when their favorite or used
brand is in the vicious circle of
fake news either of their own
doing or external forces but also
don’t feel any change (4) as their
life goes on and they continue to
use those brands or products
irrespective.
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Viewpoint of brand marketers  

1. How do you view fake news?
What do you think is the
rationale behind fake news?

2. Why is there a need for
sponsored brand-led fake news
by marketers?

3. What do you think are the
possible consequence of brand-
led fake news?

4. What are your strategies for
adapting to the threats posed by
brand-led fake news?  

5. How to use brand-led fake news
for brand building?

Q. How do you view fake news?
What do you think is the
rationale behind fake news?

Code Measure

Manufactured 2

False 5

Untrue 1

Planted 1

Made-up 1

Unreal 1

Fake 3

Untrustworthy 1

Total 15

Results

Like consumers, even brand
marketers defined fake news as
being false (5) and could easily label
it as being fake (3) and
manufactured (2) as the
associations.

Q. Why is there a need for
sponsored brand-led fake
news by marketers?

Code Measure
Competition 5
Publicity 4
Propaganda 3
Trolls 2
No reason 1
Total 15

Results

Majority of brand marketers
interviewed (5) felt that winning
competition or managing compe-
tition was the biggest reason some
brands or marketers would resort to
planting fake news (read: positive)
about their products and to tilt the
consumer in their favor. At the same
time, to quash the competition and to
win the market share, similar nega-
tive fake news are also planted by
other players against their opponents
tarnishing their reputation.

While a handful (4) of brand
managers felt it as publicity stunt
(as cheap thrills) to gain mileage or
traction about entering into the
news cycle piggybacking on their
products or brands and being
actively heard or seen by the
consumers.

Q. What do you think are the
possible consequences of
brand-led fake news?

Code Measure

Brand Equity 5

Brand Loyalty 4

Brand Trust 3

Brand Image 2

Brand Boycott 5

Total 19

Results

Close to half brand marketers
(5) mentioned brand equity being
affected as a possible consequence
of brand-led fake news followed by
brand loyalty (4) and brand trust (3)
thereby taking a big hit both on the
brand and the product in “news”.

Q. What are your strategies for
adapting to the threats posed
by brand-led fake news?  

Code Measure

PR 5

Proactive Action 4

Campaign 3

Active Monitoring 5

No response 2

Total 19

Results

Overwhelmingly the first
response to counter threats posed
by brand-led fake news was to use
positive PR (5) followed by active
monitoring of the situation (5) and
most of the brand marketers shared
more than one ways to adapt to the
situation and hence more than the
usual word associations as noted
in the previous responses.

Q. How to use brand-led fake
news for brand building?

Code Measure

PR 5

Publicity 5

Competition 4

No Plans 2

No Response 2

Total 18
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Results

Unanimously brand
marketers (5, 5) suggested using
fake news as PR and publicity tool
to build their brands and also in
the same way tarnish the
competition by planting
unfavourable stories against their
opponents.

Whereas some of them (4) felt
that brand-led fake news could be
used as positive source of
competition to shake the market,
get the other players in action and
change the dynamics of the market
altogether.

Conclusion

As it can be seen from the
above data that buyers see their
relation with brands like with
everyday things; as a relationship

like they have with human beings;
once they are lied to, they are
mostly unlikely to trust them
again in their life or have a totally
indifferent reaction. Loyalty and
trust are the fundamentals of
constituting positive perceptions
about global brands in the world
today.

And for brand marketers, any
news is no news and bad news is
good news and in the case of fake
news is also a jump in their
mentions atleast for that particular
time period whereas it all depends
how its leveraged or managed by
them during that phase. Similarly,
brand equity and brand loyalty do
take a hit but if a company is
proactive and receptive it can
handle the crisis of fake news and
manage it in a favourable way as
well.

Limitations
Since the topic under study

directly affects brands and their
image in the market and also in the
mind of the consumers, not many
brand managers were vocal or open
to being part of this study.

Also, the idea of fake news as a
whole was clear to the consumers
but brand-led fake news was not
very different for them. Also, since
the researcher had limited
availability and time constraints it
was not possible to dig deeper and
explore this aspect of the consumer
understanding.

Hence as a deeper study the
effects of brand-led fake news and
news planted by competition or
brands themselves can be explored
in detail and publicly available
interviews can also be taken as
secondary research.
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