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A B S T R A C T

In this paper we investigated to what extent the willingness of people to take advice from the
local government, people’s feelings of collective efficacy and empowerment, and their relation-
ship with the local government, is dependent on whether the local government was accountable
for the crisis or not. In addition, we were interested in the influence of empathic versus neutral
crisis information on people’s behavior, feelings and their relationship with the local govern-
ment. The results indicate that people’s intention to follow the advice of the local government is
generally high, even when the local government is held accountable for the crisis. However,
accountability negatively influenced people’s relationship with the local government, as well as
collective efficacy. Our research shows that this negative outcome for people’s relationship with
the local government cannot be countered by empathic crisis information. However, conveying
empathic concern in the crisis information did enhance level of collective efficacy.

1. Introduction

People live in a society that is affected by a broad range of crisis situations, such as floods, industrial fires and terrorist attacks.
Regardless of where one lives, many different types of crisis have the potential to disrupt people’s daily life (Ulmer, Sellnow, &
Seeger, 2013). There are two prominent factors that influence people’s reactions during a crisis, namely who or what is held ac-
countable for the crisis, and the type of information people receive about the crisis (e.g., Coombs, 2004; Steelman, McCaffrey, Velez,
& Briefel, 2015).

Accountability can broadly be attributed to internal or external factors. When the cause of the crisis is attributed to internal
factors, a person or organization is held accountable for the cause of the crisis. Attributions to external factors include situations with
a low accountability attribution to a person or organization, such as a crisis caused by technical errors (e.g., Coombs, 2007). These
categories are important as research shows that attributions about who or what is accountable for a crisis shape feelings and be-
haviors (Coombs, 2004; Jin, Liu, & Austin, 2014; Lee, 2004). Moreover, it may change the relationship between people and the
organization that is held accountable for the crisis. The organization, for instance, may seem as less trustworthy or less competent
(e.g., Becker, Paton, & Johnston, 2015; Cuddy, Glick, & Beninger, 2011). There is a leading theory that investigates relational
maintenance strategies (e.g., Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 1997; Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 2000; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998), but the
key driving theory in this study is the attribution theory, because attributions underlie how a relationship is perceived.
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How people respond to a crisis, however, depends not only on who is held accountable for the crisis, but it is also influenced by
the information people receive. Typically, crisis information contains facts about the situation and advises on how to deal it
(Reynolds & Seeger, 2005; Steelman & McCaffrey, 2013). However, Sutton, Palen, and Shklovski (2008) reasoned that crises also
create a need for empathy. Expressing empathy during crisis is important as it demonstrates recognition of and concern for the people
that are suffering (Fehr & Gelfand, 2010), which may lead to a better relationship between people, and the organization and a
stronger influence of crisis information on people’s behavior (Seeger, 2006).

The current research aims to investigate to what extent people’s behavior, feelings of collective efficacy and empowerment, and
their relationship with the organization is influenced by accountability for the crisis and the type of crisis communication. We focus
on the local government as organization, as the local government usually sends crisis information, and they are primary accountable
for public security in the Netherlands. Up to now, research mostly investigated the effect of accountability for a crisis when the
organization was a commercial company (the private sector) (Coombs, 2004, 2007). However, it is worthwhile to also examine what
the effect of accountability for a crisis is when the organization is the local government (the public sector), because in times of crisis
the (local) government is usually accountable for communicating proper and trustworthy crisis communication. Once trust is lowered
due to accountability, it is possible that people will also have less trust in this information. Empathic crisis communication may
restore the relationship between people and the local government. In an experimental study involving a fictitious large-scale fire with
hazardous substances, we manipulated whether the local government was accountable for the crisis or not and whether the crisis
communication was framed as neutral or empathic.

1.1. Crisis accountability

Who or what is held accountable for a crisis may influence how people respond to the crisis and how they view the actors involved
in the situation. The rationale for this notion lies in attribution theory, which holds that people make judgments about the causes of a
situation, especially when the situation is unexpected and has negative outcomes, such as crisis situations. People will attribute the
cause of an event either to an individual or organization involved in the event or to external circumstances. Attributions indicate
whether someone believes that the cause of the crisis is within the control of people or an organization involved (Coombs, 2004,
2007). If people believe, for instance, that an organization could control a crisis, they will also hold the organization responsible for
the crisis (Lee, 2004).

Causal attributions are important because they affect emotions generated by the event and future interactions with the person or
organization involved (Coombs, 2004, 2007). Lee (2004), for example, found that when an organization is responsible for a crisis,
people are more likely to form negative impressions of the organization, tend to be less sympathetic toward the organization and have
less trust in the organization. In addition, McDonald, Sparks, and Glendon (2010) describe an association between crisis responsibility
and negative feelings, and behavioral intentions.

1.2. Framing crisis communication

People’s behavior and attitude in response to a crisis is not only influenced by crisis accountability, but also by the information
they receive during a crisis. During a crisis, the local government provides crisis information to enable people to adequately deal with
the crisis (e.g., Lindell & Perry, 2012; Stubbé, Emmerik, & Kerstholt, 2017). Telling people about the crisis situation and what they
can do to reduce their harm can help restore some sense of control over an uncertain and threatening situation (Seeger, 2006). More
recently, however, researchers suggested that crises not only create a need for information, but also for human conversation (Sutton
et al., 2008).

A way to introduce “a human voice” in crisis communication is by expressing empathy. Although the definition of empathy has
been much discussed, most researchers view empathy as having both cognitive and affective elements (e.g., Davis et al., 2004;
Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). Cognitive empathy refers to perspective taking, the cognitive capacity to consider the world from another
individual’s viewpoint. Affective empathy refers to empathic concern, the ability to understand and share emotions with someone
else. It is also often labeled as expressing sympathy or compassion (Shen, 2010).

There has been sporadic evidence for the persuasive impact of empathy-based information. Most studies on this topic are focused
on messages that advocate pro-social behaviors that concern others’ well-being, as reflected in the topics they considered (e.g., organ
donation, Bae (2008)). Less is known about the persuasive effect of empathy when the message is relevant to one’s own well-being
(Shen, 2010). There is, however, some evidence that indicates that including empathy in a message has several positive con-
sequences. Firstly, Shen (2010) suggested that when information induces empathy, this leads to more similarity and a better re-
lationship between the sender and receiver of the information. Additionally, a good relationship increases the persuasiveness of the
information for behavior (Faraji-Rad, Samuelsen, & Warlop, 2015; Silvia, 2005; Steelman et al., 2015). Secondly, when a person
receives empathy expressing information this may reduce negative affective responses, such as anger (Decety & Jackson, 2004; Shen,
2010). Thirdly, expressing empathy may also lead to higher levels of trust in the sender and people may respond more positively (i.e.,
people have more faith that the recommended actions are appropriate and legitimate) to spokespersons who acknowledge their
concerns and show compassion for any harm that may have occurred (De Waal, 2008; Seeger, 2006; Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007).

1.3. Stimulating resilient communities

The relationship between citizens and professionals in crisis management is becoming more and more important, as a result of
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societal changes like citizen empowerment and attention for strengthening community resilience (Duijnhoven, Neef, Davis, Dinesen,
& Kerstholt, 2016). Responsibility for the safety of people is not a matter exclusively for the local government anymore and local
governments expect that people themselves contribute to their own safety during and after a crisis. The benefits of empowering
citizens and strengthening community resilience are, for example, more self-reliant behavior during and after a crisis, decreased
recovery time, better community responses to warnings, less victims and less damages (Becker et al., 2011, 2015).

One of the most important factors identified as stimulating resilient communities is collective efficacy. Collective efficacy is
the belief that collectively a community can effectively deal with a crisis (Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum,
2008; Paton, 2013). During a crisis, communities with high levels of collective efficacy are able to coordinate efforts toward
recovery, can effectively manage resources, are able to generate strategic plans and are more resilient during crisis (Benight,
2004).

Collective efficacy is highly related to empowerment (Perkins, Hughey, & Speer, 2002). Empowerment describes people’s feelings
of personal competence and confidence to deal with issues that arise (Norris et al., 2008). The local government can empower people
by providing information about how to deal with a crisis. People who feel more empowered by the local government feel themselves
more capable to prepare for and to respond to a crisis, which makes them more likely to follow the local government’s advice (Becker
et al., 2015).

1.4. Relationship between people and the local government

Research shows that besides crisis information, the quality of the relationship between people and the local government also
influences decisions to act (Coombs, 2004; Lindell & Whitney, 2000; Paton, Smith, Daly, & Johnston, 2008; Reynolds & Seeger,
2005; Seeger, 2006). Research in other governmental contexts also showed the importance of a good relationship between
people and the government for decision-making. Lee Jenni, Peterson, Katz Jameson, and Cubbage (2015), for instance, showed
that a good military-public relation leads to more trust, positive sentiments, and more sustainable decisions with regard to
environmental issues in military contexts. Ledingham (2001) studied government-community relationships and found that ef-
fective public relations can contribute to community building, when points of common interest between the government and the
public are identified.

In the following section we will reason that trust and closeness are important influences on the relationship between people and
the local government.

Trust has been conceptualized in many ways, but in line with a number of authors (Frewer, Howard, Hedderley, & Shepherd,
1996; Peters, Covello, & McCallum, 1997; Renn & Levine, 1991), we conceptualize trust as a multidimensional construct that consists
of ‘competence’, ‘openness, honesty and expertise’, and ‘concern and care’. When the local government is not trusted, the value of the
information will strongly reduce (Pieniak, Verbeke, Scholderer, Brunsø, & Olsen, 2007; Seeger, 2006; Steelman & McCaffrey, 2013).
Consequently, having trust in the local government is important for motivating people to act upon a crisis (Becker et al., 2015; Cuddy,
Fiske, & Glick, 2008; Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007; Siegrist, 2000).

Closeness is another factor that determines whether people are willing to follow the advice of the government. Closeness
describes the interdependence between two people in terms of support, shared interests, and self-disclosure (Parks & Floyd,
1996). Close relationships are important for human experience and behavior as it, for example, provides safety and emotional
support (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Typically closeness measures have been used to assess
closeness in romantic relationships (Aron et al., 1992), but more recent work also used the scale to determine the level of
closeness across various interpersonal relationships which are not romantic in nature (Li, Zhang, Bhatt, & Yum, 2006; Woosnam,
2010).

1.5. Present study

Crisis situations differ in several ways, but an important factor is who or what is held accountable for the crisis. Who or what
is held accountable may influence how people respond to the crisis. However, the reaction of people is not only dependent on
this issue about accountability, as previously mentioned, it also depends on the way the crisis communication is conveyed.
Therefore, in this study we examined the influence of accountability for a crisis (government accountable versus government not
accountable) and type of crisis communication (neutral versus empathic) on people’s willingness to take advice from the local
government, people’s feelings of collective efficacy and empowerment, and the relationship between people and the local
government.

In line with research of Coombs (2004) and Jin et al. (2014), it was predicted that:

When the local government is held accountable for the crisis, people have a stronger negative affect (H1a), experience lower levels
of collective efficacy (H1b) and empowerment (H1c), and the relationship with the local government is more negatively affected
(in terms trust (H1d) and closeness (H1e)), compared to a local government that is not held accountable for the crisis

Based on research of Coombs (2004, 2007), Lee (2004), and McDonald et al. (2010) we hypothesized that:

When the local government is held accountable for the crisis, people have less trust in the message of the local government, and
consequently this lead to less willingness to follow the advice of the local government, compared with a crisis for which the local
government is not held accountable (H2)
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Based on previous research (e.g., Faraji-Rad et al., 2015; Seeger, 2006; Shen, 2010), we expect the following regarding type of
crisis communication:

H3

Empathically framed crisis information will result in higher willingness to follow the advice of the local government (H3a), less
negative affect (H3b), higher scores on collective efficacy (H3c) and empowerment (H3d), and a better relationship between
people and the local government (i.e., higher scores on trust (H3e) and closeness (H3f)), compared with the neutrally framed crisis
communication.

Finally, we were interested in the interaction between who is held accountable for the crisis and type of crisis communication. In
times of crisis, the local government is responsible for communicating clear and trustworthy crisis information. How people respond
to this crisis information may be influenced when the local government is held accountable for the crisis and may be influenced by the
type of crisis communication. Therefore, we predict that:

H4

The effect of the type of crisis communication (neutral or empathic) is dependent upon whether the local government is held
accountable for the crisis for willingness to follow the advice of the local government, negative affect, collective efficacy, em-
powerment, trust and closeness (H4).

2. Method

2.1. Design and participants

An online experiment was run to investigate to what extent accountability for the crisis and the type of crisis communication
influences people’s reaction to the crisis. The study was a 2 (accountability: government accountable or government not accountable)
x 2 (crisis communication: empathic or neutral) between subjects design. Data were collected from 164 participants using a con-
venience sample from Dutch-speaking men and women who lived in the Netherlands. We excluded 11 participants who did not
complete the whole questionnaire, leaving 153 participants for statistical analyses (Mage= 41.75, SDage= 14.14; 95 females, 58
males). No differences were found between the four conditions for gender, χ2(3)= 2.29, ns., age, F(3149)= 0.69, ns., education
χ2(18)= 21.16, ns., or prior experience with a fire involving hazardous substances, F(3149)= 0.84, ns. Participants indicated via
self-report (seven-point Likert scale, 1 (not at all) – 7 (very much)) that they were in general able to imagine the crisis situation,
M= 5.50, SD=0.87 and they rated the crisis as realistic, M=5.72, SD=0.97.

2.2. Procedure

Participants were randomly divided across the four experimental conditions. First, participants had to read a short vignette about a
fire at a company that worked with hazardous substances. They read that the fire raged in an industrial area close to their homes (see
Appendix A). Subsequently, to increase immersion and vividness of the vignette, participants watched a short video clip of the fire.

After the scenario, participants received information about who or what was held accountable for the crisis. Half of the participants
received information that the local government was negligent regarding the storage of large amounts of chemicals in the building. The
local government illegitimately provided the company permit and the cause of the fire was due to the local government’s negligence to
perform proper safety checks. The other half received information that the local government regularly checked the storage of large
amounts of chemicals in the building. The local government provided the company legitimately a permit and performed proper safety
checks, however the cause of the fire was due to a technical error in a machine, which could not possibly have been foreseen.

After reading information about who was held accountable for the fire, participants received crisis information from the local
government about the actual situation and advices were given about self-protective actions. Half of the participants received neutral
crisis communication, whereas the other half received empathic crisis communication (see Appendix A). The neutral crisis in-
formation was based on the crisis communication that was released during a large-scale fire at Chemie-pack in Moerdijk (Joustra,
Brouwer-Korf, Mertens, Muller, & Visser, 2012). The empathic crisis information was based on the best crisis communication
practices of Seeger (2006). Three sentences to induce empathy were used, e.g., ‘Our thoughts are with everyone affected by this fire’.
Finally, participants had to fill out a questionnaire.

2.3. Measures

All questions in the questionnaire were measured on seven-point Likert type scales, with the exception of the measurement of
closeness, which was a multiple-choice question.

2.3.1. Manipulation checks
2.3.1.1. Accountability.. The accountability scale was based on a previous study conducted by Griffin, Babin, and Darden (1992).
Participants reported to what extent the local government was held accountable for the crisis. Questions were asked like: ‘The local
government is accountable for the fire’ and ‘The local government is to blame for the cause of the fire’ (scale: 1= totally disagree –
7= totally agree; α=0.95).
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2.3.1.2. Empathy.. The empathy scale was newly developed. Participants were asked to what extent they agreed that the local
government expressed sympathy, empathy and showed compassion in their crisis information (scale: 1= totally disagree –
7= totally agree; α=0.91).

2.3.2. Dependent variables
2.3.2.1. Follow the advice.. Three items measured willingness to follow the advice of the local government. The items were based on a
study of Gutteling and De Vries (2016). An example item is ‘How likely is it that you follow the advice of the local government’ (scale:
1= not at all – 7=very; α=0.79).

2.3.2.2. Negative affect.. Participants reported their negative affect with respect to the fire in terms of feeling tense, anxious, nervous,
concerned, angry and sad (scale: 1= not at all – 7=very much; α=0.85). Participants who scored high on negative affect were
more worried about the crisis situation. Negative affect measures were adapted from Wiegman and Gutteling (1995).

2.3.2.3. Collective efficacy.. Collective efficacy was based on a study of Paton (2013). Participants were asked to what extent they had
the feeling that they collectively were able to do something to control the outcome of a crisis. A three-item scale was used, e.g., ‘I have
the feeling that we collectively can deal effectively with this crisis’ (scale: 1= totally disagree – 7= totally agree; α=0.89).

2.3.2.4. Empowerment.. Three items measured empowerment (Paton, 2013). Based on the information during the fire, participants
were asked to what extent they felt they were able to influence what was happening. One item showed low inter-item correlations
with the other measures in the scale and was consequently deleted (scale: 1= not at all – 7=very much; r= 0.52, p < .001).

2.3.2.5. Trust in local government.. Based on studies of Rosenberg, Nelson, and Vivekananthan (1968) and Regan et al. (2014) trust
was measured using three dimensions of trust: ‘competence’, ‘openness, honesty and expertise’, and ‘concern and care’. Participants
were asked to what extent they characterize the local government as, for example, helpful, sincere, intelligent, skillful, accurate and
credible. Pairwise correlations among these dimensions were high (Range r(153)= 0.82–.85, p < .001), and a Principle
Components factor analysis on the three dimensions revealing one underlying factor (based on Eigenvalues greater than 1) that
explained 65.37% of the variance. Consequently, we decided to create a trust scale by averaging the scores on these three dimensions,
which showed high internal consistency (scale: 1= not at all – 7=very much, Cronbach’s α=0.96). A higher score on this scale
means that the participant had more trust in the local government.

2.3.2.6. Closeness to the local government.. Based on the Inclusion of Others in Self scale (Aron et al., 1992), participants were asked to
choose the pair of circles that best portrays their relationship with the local government. This measurement consisted of seven pairs of
circles whereby each pair overlapped each other slightly more than the preceding pair (scale: 1= far apart – 7=highly overlapping).

Finally, questions were asked about the ability to imagine the situation and prior experiences with a fire involving hazardous
substances. Demographics were collected about their age (in years), gender (male= 0, female= 1), and education level.

3. Results

3.1. Manipulation checks

A pre-test with university students and personnel was conducted to check the manipulation of the accountability frame and type
of crisis communication (N=20). The results of an independent-samples t-test show that when the local government was held
accountable for the crisis, participants considered the local government as more accountable (M=4.60, SD=0.70), than when the
local government was not held accountable for the crisis (M=1.90, SD=1.32), t (18)=−5.70, p < .001. In addition, consistent
with the manipulation of type of crisis communication, when the information was framed in an empathic manner, participants
considered the communication to be significantly more empathic (M=4.37, SD=1.38), than when the message was framed as
neutral (M=2.50, SD=1.33), t (18)=−3.08, p= .006.

For the experiment, a manipulation check of the accountability frame and type of crisis communication was also conducted and
yielded similar results. The findings indicate a significant main effect of accountable frame on accountability, F(3149)= 698.51,
p < .001. Accountability was perceived as considerably higher in the accountable condition (M=5.44, SD=0.09), compared to the
no-accountable condition (M=2.02, SD=0.09). In addition, a main affect was found for type of crisis communication on empathy,
F(3149)= 698.51, p < .001. Participants perceived the empathic-framed crisis communication as more empathic (M=4.62,
SD=0.17), than when the message was framed as neutral (M=3.14, SD=0.17). There were no interaction effects.

3.2. Means and correlations

Participants scored quite high on willingness to follow the advice of the local government (M=5.80). Willingness to follow the
advice correlates positively with collective efficacy (r= 0.35), trust (r= 0.32), and closeness (r= 0.35). See Table 1 for the means,
standard deviations, and the correlations among all dependent variables.
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3.3. Hypothesis testing

To learn more about the influence of accountability frame and type of crisis communication on the dependent variables; will-
ingness to follow the advice of the local government, negative affect, collective efficacy, empowerment, trust, and closeness, analysis
of variance was applied. See Table 2 for the means and standard deviations across the conditions.

3.3.1. Effects of crisis accountability
There was no significant main effect for the accountability frame on negative affect, p= 0.238, implying that negative affect was

not influenced by whether the government was held accountable for the crisis. This means that H1a, stating that when the gov-
ernment is held accountable for the crisis, people have a stronger negative affect, was not supported.

There was a marginal main effect for the accountability frame on collective efficacy, F(3, 149)= 3.09, p= .081, partial
η2= 0.02. Participants in the accountable condition had less the feeling that they collectively were able to do something to control
the outcome of the crisis (M=4.60), than those in the no-accountable condition (M=4.98). H1b was thus confirmed.

There was no main effect for the accountability frame on empowerment, p= .187. Hypothesis H1c was therefore not supported.
A significant main effect was found for the accountability frame on trust, F(3, 149)= 18.14, p < .001, partial η2= 0.11.

Participants in the accountable condition scored lower on trust in the local government (M=3.62), compared with participants in
the no-accountable condition (M=4.37). H1d was thus confirmed.

A marginal main effect was found of the accountability frame on closeness to the local government, F(3, 149)= 3.78, p= .054,
partial η2= 0.03. Participants in the no-accountable condition felt more closeness to the local government (M=3.17), than parti-
cipants in the accountable condition (M=2.78). This result confirms H1e.

To investigate whether trust mediates the relationship between accountability frame and willingness to follow the advice of the
local government, we performed a mediation analysis. The first regression analysis with willingness to follow the advice of the local
government as dependent variable and accountability frame as the predictor yielded an insignificant relation (b=0.37, SE= 0.19,
p > .05, 95% CI [−0.01; 0.75]. Therefore, H2 was not supported.

3.3.2. Effects of type of crisis communication
There were no significant main effects of type of crisis communication on willingness to follow the advice of the local government,

p= .348, and negative affect, p= .399. Therefore, H3a and H3b were rejected.
A significant main effect was found of type of crisis communication on collective efficacy, F(3, 149)= 4.19, p= .042, partial

η2= 0.03. Participants who received the empathic crisis information scored higher on collective efficacy (M=5.01), compared with
participants who received neutral crisis information (M=4.56). There results confirmed H3c.

There were no significant main effects of type of crisis communication on empowerment, p= .620, trust, p= .365, and closeness,
p= .158. Therefore, H3d, H3e and H3f were rejected.

Table 1
Means and Pearson correlations.

M SD
1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

1. Willingness to follow advice 5.80 1.19
2. Negative affect 3.95 1.23 .03
3. Collective efficacy 4.79 1.37 .35** −.10
4. Empowerment 2.52 1.44 .08 −.01 .28**
5. Trust 4.00 1.27 .32** −.22** .47** .28**
6. Closeness 3.98 1.16 .35** −.17* .47** .27** .46**

Significance levels: *p < .05, **p < .001, N=153.

Table 2
Means and standard deviations per accountability frame and type of crisis communication frame.

Accountability Type of crisis communication

Government accountable Government not accountable Neutral Empathic

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Willingness to follow advice 5.84 1.15 5.76 1.23 5.71 1.30 5.89 1.06
Negative affect 4.07 1.24 3.84 1.21 4.04 1.22 3.87 1.25
Collective efficacy 4.59 1.39 4.98 1.33 4.57 1.33 5.01 1.38
Empowerment 2.36 1.27 2.67 1.59 2.45 1.27 2.58 1.61
Trust 3.62 1.16 4.37 0.98 3.92 1.18 4.08 1.08
Closeness 2.77 1.23 3.17 1.26 2.83 1.28 3.12 1.22

N=153.
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3.3.3. Interaction effects
The interaction between crisis accountability and type of crisis communication was found to be insignificant for all dependent

variables, all p’s > .139. Hypothesis 4 was therefore rejected.

4. Discussion

In this study we examined the influence of accountability for the crisis and type of crisis communication on people’s willingness to
follow the advice of the local government, feelings of collective efficacy and empowerment, and people’s relationship with the local
government (i.e., trust and closeness to the local government). Overall, we found effects of both accountability for the crisis and type
of crisis communication. When the local government is held accountable for the crisis, then the relationship between people and the
local government is undermined in terms of trust and closeness, and it leads to reduced feelings of collective efficacy. Furthermore,
the type of crisis communication has less influence on people’s behavior, feelings and their relationship with the local government;
empathic crisis information only leads to stronger feelings of collective efficacy.

4.1. Effects of accountability

More specifically, we did not find a difference on willingness to follow the advice of the local government, between a crisis where
the local government was held accountable for the crisis, and a crisis where the government was not held accountable for the crisis.
This finding is in contrast with research of McDonald et al. (2010), who argued that crisis accountability and behavioral intentions
are associated with each other. A possible explanation for this difference in result is the difference in crisis scenarios. We used a
scenario where people themselves were involved in the crisis: people were asked to imagine that a large-scale fire with hazardous
substances rages close to their homes. McDonald et al. (2010) used a scenario where people not directly were involved in the crisis:
people were asked to imagine that an airplane had crashed which they or their loved ones recently used. We expect that the need to
do something against the crisis was much larger in our scenario (due to the direct involvement), than in the scenario of McDonald
et al. (2010). Therefore, who or what is accountable for the crisis did not make any difference on willingness to follow the advice of
the local government.

Accountability frame did have an influence on collective efficacy. Participants scored lower on collective efficacy when the local
government was accountable for the crisis. A consequence of lower levels of collective efficacy is that people have less trust that they
collectively can do something to control the outcome of a crisis (Benight, 2004; Norris et al., 2008).

With respect to the relationship variables, our results showed effects of accountability frame on trust, and closeness to the local
government. When the local government was held accountable for the crisis, participants scored lower on trust in the local gov-
ernment, and they felt less close to the local government, compared with the scenario where the local government was not held
accountable for the crisis. This was in line with our expectations. The more people attribute a negative event to the organization
involved, the more negative they are towards that organization (e.g., Coombs, 2014). In addition, trust and closeness to the local
government correlated positively with the willingness to follow the advice of the local government. The correlation between trust and
willingness to follow the advice of the local government is consistent with the literature (e.g., Becker et al., 2015; Pieniak et al., 2007;
Seeger, 2006). Having trust in the local government is important for motivating people to act upon a crisis (Becker et al., 2015;
Siegrist, 2000). Finally, the correlation between closeness and willingness to follow the advice of the local government is in line with
research of Baumeister and Leary (1995), who described that close relationships are important for behavior, as it provides safety and
emotional support.

4.2. Effects of crisis communication

Regarding the crisis communication frame, it was expected that participants were more willing to follow the advice of the local
government when they received empathic crisis information, than participants who received neutral crisis information (e.g., Seeger,
2006; Shen, 2010). This is not in line with our results, as we found no effect of the crisis communication frame on willingness to
follow the advice of the local government. We suggest that in ‘the heat of the moment’ people only need information that helps them
to deal adequately with the crisis. Expressing empathy in crisis information does not provide that first need. Therefore, we suggest
that expressing empathy is more important in the aftermath of a crisis, as it is a way to apologize for any harm that may have
occurred (Claeys, Cauberghe, & Leysen, 2013). This implies that it is the content of the information that determines whether people
decide to act upon a crisis, and not the way the crisis information is framed.

However, crisis communication frame did have an influence on collective efficacy. Our results showed that the participants who
received empathic crisis information felt more able to deal collectively with the crisis, compared with participants who only received
neutral crisis information. Probably, empathic information leads to a better understanding between people and the local government,
which also influence people’s belief that a community together can do something to mitigate the effects of a crisis (Norris et al., 2008;
Shen, 2010; Silvia, 2005). This is an important result as collective efficacy is identified as one of the most important factors in
stimulating resilient communication (Becker et al., 2015; Benight, 2004).

No effects were found for the crisis communication frame on the relationship variables. Expressing empathy in crisis information
did not lead to more trust in the local government, and more closeness to the local government. This contrasts with findings of Shen
(2010), who found that when information express empathy a better relationship with the sender of the information is obtained. We
suggest that it takes more effort to influence levels of trust and closeness; just one message is not enough.
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4.3. Limitations and future research

While this study uncovered novel insights into the influence of accountability for a crisis and type of crisis communication,
we wish to acknowledge some limitations of this experimental study. First of all, this study used a convenience sample of the
general population that could limit the scope of our findings. However, we considered it important not to do a study with the
often-used student sample as students differ from the general population: students have a weaker self-definition, and conse-
quently they have weaker attitudes that are more easily influenced and less predictive of behavior than those of the general
population (Petty & Cacioppo, 1996). Another limitation concerning the generalizability of our results is that we used one
specific crisis situation, a fire with hazardous substances. In real life, most crisis situations are far more complex, with a broad
range of response options, more confusion about what exactly is going on and people interacting with each other. Although
participants experienced the fire as realistic, it is not the same as experiencing an actual crisis situation. Another limitation of
our results concerns the measurement of willingness to follow the advice of the local government, as we asked for behavioral
intentions. Research often indicates that behavioral tendencies do not always correlate strongly with actual behavior
(Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007; Warshaw & Davis, 1985). However, other work specifically in the safety domain, for in-
stance Paton et al. (2010) demonstrated that intention actually is a good predictor for behavior. As the literature does not
provide an unequivocal answer, follow-up research is needed to reveal whether the effects as found in the present study also hold
for a study where actual behavior is measured. To measure actual behavior, a field experiment can be conducted or virtual
reality can be used in which a crisis situation is simulated.

Finally, researchers could see the rejection of several hypotheses in this study as a limitation. Some of the results were in
contrast with what we expected based on previous studies, for instance, in our study the willingness to follow the government’s
advice was not dependent on whether or not the government was accountable for the crisis. Indeed, one must interpret such non-
significant findings with care as they could have several implications. One implication of these contrasting null results could be
that the number of participants in our experiment was too small, resulting in low power. However, with on average forty
participants per condition, the current study had ample power to detect even medium effects sizes (see for instance VanVoorhis
and Morgan (2007)). Another implication of these contrasting null results lies in the methodology; moderators such as another
research population and differences in research methods between studies (e.g., vignettes versus field experiment, long ma-
nipulation texts versus short manipulation texts) could all lead to different outcomes. Recently, studies with statistically sig-
nificant results were more likely to be published than those studies supporting the null hypothesis (Fanelli, 2010). Publishing
non-significant results are important when it makes a significant contribution to the literature, and when the study is metho-
dologically well designed. Knowledge of non-significant results can then, just like knowledge of significant results, be used as a
starting point for new research.

5. Conclusion

Taken together, our findings indicate that in general people’s intention to follow the advice of the local government is high, even
when the local government is held accountable for the crisis. However, accountability negatively influenced people’s relationship
with the local government and lowered people’s collective efficacy, i.e., their believe that they collectively can do something to
mitigate the consequences of the crisis. Our research shows that this negative outcome for people’s relationship with the local
government cannot be countered by empathic crisis information. However, conveying empathic concern in the crisis information
enhances levels of collective efficacy in general.

Appendix A. Manipulations

Scenario
Imagine that you are at home and black clouds of smoke are moving for a while over your home and you wonder what is going on.

On a news app on your phone you read that a large-scale fire is raging at a company close to your home. The company was set on fire
after an explosion, and in the meanwhile the fire has been spread to two adjacent warehouses. The strong wind causes high flames.
You hear explosions, possibly caused by chemicals that are stored in the warehouse. The fire brigade fights the fire, but it isn’t under
control yet. Due to the strong wind enormous clouds of smoke are moving over the region. At this moment it isn’t clear what the
consequences are of the fire and the smoke.

Manipulation accountability
Local government accountable
The fire started in a warehouse that worked with chemicals and is located in an industrial area near a densely populated area. The

local government was careless in the control of the storage of large amounts of chemicals in the warehouse. The company did not
fulfill all safety requirements and the obtained license from the local government was unjustified. The cause of the fire was due to
failing safety checks.

Local government not accountable
The fire started in a warehouse that worked with chemicals and is located in an industrial area near a densely populated area. The

local government has checked regularly the storage of large amounts of chemicals in the warehouse. The company fulfilled all safety
requirements and the obtained license from the local government was justified. The cause of the fire was due to a technical problem
in one of the machines.
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Manipulation type of crisis communication
Neutral
Today, our region is startled by the large-scale fire with toxic chemicals, such as ammonia and methanol. Enormous clouds of

smoke are moving over our region. To ensure the safety of all residents, we will inform you at an early stage about the situation. At
this moment we don’t know whether the smoke contains hazardous substances, but nevertheless we recommend the following: 1)
don’t go outside to watch the fire, 2) go inside and close windows, doors and ventilation shafts, 3) switch off the mechanical
ventilation, 4) stay inside a room that can be sealed off, preferably in the middle of the house. The present state of affairs concerning
the fire is that the fire brigade fights the fire, but it isn’t under control yet. Air samples are taken to collect information concerning the
presence and the risk of hazardous materials. Stay informed about the latest developments; follow the news or visit www.crisis.nl.

Empathic
Today, our region is startled by the large-scale fire with toxic chemicals, such as ammonia and methanol. Enormous clouds of

smoke are moving over our region. We understand that you, as a resident, are concerned about the situation and the possible
consequences of this fire. To ensure the safety of all residents, we will inform you at an early stage about the situation. At this moment
we don’t know whether the smoke contains hazardous substances, but nevertheless we recommend the following: 1) don’t go outside
to watch the fire, 2) go inside and close windows, doors and ventilation shafts, 3) switch off the mechanical ventilation, 4) stay inside
a room that can be sealed off, preferably in the middle of the house. We understand that these measures may cause inconvenience.
The present state of affairs concerning the fire is that the fire brigade fights the fire, but it isn’t under control yet. Air samples are
taken to collect information concerning the presence and the risk of hazardous materials. Stay informed about the latest develop-
ments; follow the news or visit www.crisis.nl. Our thoughts are with everyone affected by this fire.
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