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Abstract
This study examines how brands can communicate honest messages effectively during organisational crises, addressing a largely underexplored intersection between brand honesty and crisis communication. Drawing on interviews with 20 marketing practitioners, it identifies six principles of honest crisis communication: being open and proactive, proof-based, consistent and authentic, accountable and responsive, respectful and compassionate, and resolution-focused. While these principles align with established concepts of transparency, truthfulness, authenticity, ethics, and care, they also highlight three distinctive focal points: proactivity, respect, and resolution-focused messaging. Together, they conceptually signal the importance of collaborative relationship building in crisis communication. That is, proactively engaging stakeholders, treating them with respect, and working with them toward constructive resolutions. This collaborative‑relationship insight illustrates the potential utility of Situational Crisis Communication Theory for designing crisis messages that are both honest and relationally effective. The qualitative findings from this study require further validation, as they are based on a purposefully recruited but small group of retail practitioners with experience across fashion and non‑fashion domains. Applying these insights to sectors facing different types of crises—such as higher education—will help test how universal the proposed principles are across crisis contexts.
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Authors; Guido Dal Pozzo, Kokho (Jason) Sit, Ilke Cicekli 

1. Introduction
Practitioners widely recognise honesty as a cornerstone of effective crisis communication (Bielecka et al., 2025; Tan, 2024). During crises, stakeholders expect clear explanations, realistic action plans, and candid updates, while exaggerated claims or evasive responses can quickly erode trust (Coombs & Holladay, 2006; Di Domenico & Visentin, 2020; Rahman & Chakraborty, 2025). Yet, academic research hitherto provides limited guidance on what honesty, or rather an honest message, signifies in crisis communication and/or how it can be enacted.
Crisis communication scholars have largely focused on refining and extending response frameworks such as Construal Level Theory (CLT) (Rahman & Chakraborty, 2026) and Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) (Gong et al., 2026; Zamoum, 2026), with little attention to honesty as a meaningful communication principle. Similarly, branding scholars have seldom examined honesty as a communication principle, instead treating it as a mere defining dimension or attribute of broader constructs such as authenticity (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010), ethics and morality (Brunk, 2012; Wei et al., 2025), transparency (Montecchi et al., 2024), and brand personality (Yildirim & Türkmen, 2026). As a result, both scholar groups offer limited insight into what constitutes honest communication in practice, particularly in crises where honesty is most critical.
A possible reason for the separation between crisis communication and brand honesty fields lies in their different practical orientations. Crisis communication practice tends to focus on short-term, urgent objectives, such as mitigating harm and repairing reputation following adverse events (Holland et al., 2021; Loureiro et al., 2017). In contrast, branding practice usually emphasises long-term, value-driven goals, including consumer-brand identification, brand trust and brand advocacy (Keller, 1999; Montecchi et al., 2024; Rahman & Chakraborty, 2026). As a result, the two fields have evolved largely in parallel, with little consideration of how strategic brand values, such as honesty, can inform crisis communication. This separation creates an important gap in the extant literature. 
Accordingly, this study addresses the gap by asking: What principles underpin honest brand communication during organisational crises? Organisations need more than broad calls for transparency; they need clear principles for designing and delivering honest crisis messages (Kliatchko & Uttamchandani, 2024).  To address this gap, this study pursues two related objectives. First, it consolidates communication principles implicit and explicit within both brand honesty and crisis communication literatures. Second, it identifies additional principles that practitioners consider critical, but that remain underdeveloped in theory. In doing so, the study advances a practitioner‑led, principle‑based framework for honest crisis communication that foregrounds relational responsibility and humanness alongside transparency and accountability.
Several delimitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. Conceptually, the study is grounded in marketing communication, with a specific focus on brand honesty and crisis communication. This delimitation helps identify communication principles that support the design of honest brand messages during crises, rather than examining downstream effects on stakeholder attitudes or behaviours (Gong et al., 2026; Zamoum, 2026); references to such effects are included only for context. Methodologically, the study employs qualitative interviews and positions marketing practitioners as the primary unit of analysis, reflecting their direct responsibility for designing and implementing organisational communication strategies (Balmer, 2012). Engaging practitioners to generate actionable insights into business practice is widely recognised as valuable (e.g., Limani et al., 2024; Nyagadza et al., 2020), particularly in honesty‑oriented crisis communication. These delimitations are acknowledged as limitations and discussed later.

2. Literature review
This study draws on both the brand honesty and crisis communication literatures. Although both recognise the value of honesty, neither explicitly conceptualises it as a distinct communication principle. This section integrates insights from the two fields, highlights areas of convergence and tension, and identifies gaps that motivate this study. Table 1 summarises the communication principles derived from each literature.
Table 1: Communication principles inferred from focal literature
	Communication principles inferred from brand honesty
	Communication principles inferred from crisis communication

	Transparency and clarity
	Crisis responsibility matching

	Truthfulness and non-deception
	Credibility and trust repair

	Legitimacy and credibility
	Appropriateness and legitimacy of response

	Authenticity and sincerity
	Concern, empathy and care

	
	Consistency with past behaviour

	Example references: Brunk (2012); Campagna et al. (2023); Erdem & Swait (2004); Kemp et al. (2026); Wei et al. (2025); Yildirim & Türkmen (2026).
	Example references: Coombs (2007); Coombs & Holladay (2006); Gong et al. (2026); Holland et al. (2021); Zamoum (2026).



2.1 Communication principles in the brand honesty literature
As noted earlier, branding research has paid little direct attention to honesty as a communication strategy, particularly in organisational crisis contexts. Instead, it has largely examined honesty’s value in explaining adjacent concepts such as authenticity (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010), ethics and morality (Brunk, 2012; Wei et al., 2025), transparency (Montecchi et al., 2024), and brand personality (Yildirim & Türkmen, 2026). In doing so, scholars have treated honesty not as a standalone concept but as a secondary attribute supporting these other concepts. Consequently, scholars have rarely defined honesty explicitly; rather, they have inferred it through varied attributes, including genuineness and openness (Campagna et al., 2023), openness and relatability (Kemp et al., 2026), and consistency, integrity, sincerity, and clarity (Poulis et al., 2026) (Table 2).
Although direct definitions are limited, these inferred attributes can be synthesised into principles that help assess honesty’s potential as a communication strategy. Following this approach, this study deduces four possible principles: transparency and clarity (openness and directness; Rawlins, 2008; Montecchi et al., 2024); truthfulness and non‑deception (factual accuracy and avoidance of manipulation; Brunk, 2012); legitimacy and credibility (social appropriateness and believability; Suchman, 1995; Erdem & Swait, 2004); and authenticity and sincerity (genuine identity and moral intent; Beverland, 2005; Campagna et al., 2023) (Table 1). These findings—albeit exploratory and less systematic—suggest that honesty may indeed function as a communication strategy, but not through any single principle. Rather, its utility depends on the combined effect of multiple principles. It is much like effective communication strategies more broadly, which typically integrate several media, platforms, and guiding considerations (Schwartz, 2024).
A small number of scholars (Mukendi et al., 2026; Zhao et al., 2026) have linked honesty to information disclosure, further suggesting honesty’s potential communication utility. However, they define honesty narrowly as either transparency (Mukendi et al., 2026) or truthfulness (Zhao et al., 2026). As noted earlier, a single‑attribute approach cannot adequately capture honesty’s conceptual utility as a communication strategy, nor does it offer practitioners meaningful guidance for message design. Those scholars’ findings are also limited because they have focused on information disclosure in digital marketing rather than organisational crises. This raises the question of whether their insights can inform the design of an honest crisis message. After all, crisis communication involves multiple interrelated activities beyond information disclosure, such as apology and corrective action (Holland et al., 2021).

Table 2: Overview of recent studies on brand honesty
	Author/s & year
	Context - Methodology
	Key findings
	Limitations, relative to this study

	Campagna et al. (2023).
	Brand authenticity scale development – Mixed methods involving systematic review and typical scale development activities. 
	· Honesty was associated with genuineness and openness; together they formed the concept of authenticity. 
	Honesty was not directly defined or studied; it was treated supplementarily and not considered a communication strategy. 

	Kemp et al. (2026).
	Brand authenticity & brand experiences in political branding – interviewed 20 social media content creators. 
	· Honesty was juxtaposed with openness & relatability; together they formed authenticity. 
· Authentic, relatable creator-generated content strengthens political brands by building trust, emotional connections, community engagement, and voter action, with authenticity and brand experience reinforcing each other.
	Not directly defined honesty; treated it supplementarily. 

	Lee (2025)
	Message authenticity – Conceptual, literature review
	· Authenticity judgments depend on perceptions of source, message, and interaction authenticity, with trustworthiness arising when these elements are perceived as genuine and aligned

	Not directly defined or studied honesty, treated it supplementarily. 

	Mukendi et al. (2026).
	Fashion influencers’ self-disclosure – interviewed 25 influencers & scouted 117 media articles, plus social media observations & visual data. 
	· Honesty was described as transparency & self-disclosure. 
· Sustainable fashion influencers experience moral residue from three key dilemmas—(anti)consumption, (non)promotion, and (non) commercialisation—and manage these tensions through transparency strategies of confessing, concealing, or conning.
	Treated honesty supplementarily. 

	Poulis et al. (2026).
	Positive & negative signals (i.e. influencer credibility & perceived greenwashing) on green brand authenticity, trust and purchase intent – surveyed 324 social media users.
	· Implied as consistency, integrity, sincerity & clarity; together they constituted authenticity. 
· Influencer credibility enhances green brand authenticity while greenwashing undermines it; authenticity strongly builds brand trust, which in turn increases green purchase intent & partially mediates the authenticity–intention relationship.
	Honesty was not directly defined or studied; it was treated supplementarily and not considered as a communication strategy.


	Wei et al. (2025)
	Brand morality scale development – Mixed-methods, involving 12 consumer interviews and 3 surveys with 1229 consumer participants.
	· Positioned along with sincerity, fairness & integrity.
	Honesty was not directly defined or studied; it was treated as supplementary and not considered a communication strategy.


	Yildirim & Türkmen (2026)
	Effects of brand experience & brand personality on brand prestige, trust, customer satisfaction, & loyalty – Surveyed 401 regular coffee-house customers.

	· Compared to consistent performance, transparency, ethical behaviour & integrity together formed the brand trust concept. 
· Brand experience & personality significantly enhance prestige and trust, while customer satisfaction is the strongest driver of loyalty; notably, brand prestige influences loyalty only indirectly through trust and satisfaction.
	Honesty was not directly defined or studied; it was treated supplementarily and not considered a communication strategy.
 

	Zhao et al. (2026)
	Information disclosure in live-streaming commerce - Stackelberg game theory modelling of quality-information disclosure decisions across different e-commerce sales channels. 

	· Honesty = truthful product quality disclosure by brand manufacturers. 
· Compared varied disclosure types: 
Honest disclosure provides the most sustainable long-term strategy, while deception & collusion may generate short-term gains but ultimately increase reputational, regulatory, & market-trust risks.
	Single-faceted description of honesty. 



2.2 Communication principles in the crisis communication literature
Like branding research, crisis communication scholarship has paid little attention to honesty’s utility in designing and delivering messages. This is surprising, at least to this study’s research team, given that honesty should be central to crisis communication, even when defined narrowly through transparency and truthfulness (Mukendi et al., 2026; Zhao et al., 2026). One explanation is that crisis communication research, including recent studies (Table 3), has largely favoured attribution theory, particularly Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2006, 2008), when examining stakeholders’ responses to crises.
SCCT is conceptually and practically influential. It guides organisations in selecting crisis responses by matching them to the level of responsibility stakeholders attribute to the organisation. At its core, SCCT argues that different crisis types generate different reputational threats, and communication should be tailored accordingly (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2006).
Although SCCT does not explicitly outline principles for effective crisis messaging, we can infer them from the broad response strategies it proposes. These include informational responses (providing instructional and adjusting information to help stakeholders understand the crisis and protect themselves), diminish responses (reducing perceived organisational responsibility or crisis severity through excuses or justification), and rebuild responses (accepting responsibility and working to repair reputation through apology or compensation). Other scholars have widely endorsed these strategies, though to varying degrees and for different applications (Table 3).
By combining the fragmented attributes identified in the brand honesty literature with SCCT’s response strategies, this study deduces five potential principles illustrating honesty’s communication utility from the crisis communication literature: crisis‑responsibility matching, credibility and trust repair, appropriateness and legitimacy of response, concern, empathy and care, and consistency with past behaviour. Broadly, these principles align with the defining attributes of brand ethics and morality, including obligations, trustworthiness, adherence to expected ethical standards, and benevolence (see Brunk, 2012; Wei et al., 2025). This finding suggests an inherent link between honesty, ethics and morality in crisis communication. 
Since SCCT was introduced nearly two decades ago, this study reviewed recent work to develop a timely and relevant understanding of the theory. Three patterns emerged. First, researchers rarely test the full SCCT framework empirically. Most studies examine only selected components (e.g. Islam et al., 2025), while those addressing the complete framework tend to be conceptual (e.g., Gong et al., 2026; Kim & Austin, 2026). Second, empirical SCCT studies have particularly favoured experiments, often manipulating crisis types (Casal‑Ribeiro & Pennington‑Gray, 2026) and response types (Kim & Jeong, 2026) to test predictive effects. Third, researchers seldom apply SCCT in isolation. Researchers frequently compare or pair it with other theories, including social‑mediated crisis communication (Gong et al., 2026), critical discourse theory (Zamoum, 2026), and integrated crisis mapping (Zhang & Zhang, 2026). Put simply, SCCT is not comprehensive; on its own, it may not fully capture the complexity of consumer responses during crises (Tao & Shi, 2025). Together, these recent patterns further illustrate the limited consideration of honesty as a communication strategy.

Table 3: Overview of recent studies on SCCT
	Author/s & year
	Context - Methodology
	Key findings
	Limitations, relative to this study

	Casal-Ribeiro & Pennington-Gray (2026)
	Crisis response strategies, eWOM & booking intentions in hospitality - 1 x 2 experimental design, involving 1000 American residents.
	· Used SCCT to identify response types.
· Enhancing (accommodative) responses generated more favourable eWOM & stronger booking intentions than bolstering responses, highlighting the greater effectiveness of reputation-repair strategies in hospitality crises.
	· Didn’t consider honesty.
· Did not consider all SCCT’s response types. 

	Gong et al. (2026).
	Conceptual - Critical literature review
	· Critically evaluates the strengths and limitations of major crisis communication frameworks, including SCCT, Image Repair Theory, the IDEA model, SMCC, and Rhetorical Arena Theory. 
· Highlights the complementary roles of SCCT and SMCC in contemporary crisis communication.
	· Didn’t consider honesty.
· Notions lack empirical support.

	Islam et al. (2025).
	Value‑driven brand crisis in Bangladesh
	· Established the utility of SCCT-prescribed strategies:
· Denial/scapegoating;
· Diminish;
· Rebuilding.
· Cultural context significantly shapes SCCT strategy effectiveness.
	· Only considered honesty indirectly, framing it as open acknowledgement of stakeholder concerns.

	Kim & Austin (2026).
	Corporate social advocacy (CSA), conceptual
	· Applied SCCT to discuss CSA’s risks and opportunities in crisis communication.
	· Didn’t consider honesty.
· Notions lack empirical support. 

	Kim & Jeong (2026).
	Cybersecurity crises (i.e. data breaches) - 2 x 2 between-subjects experimental design, 400 participants.
	· Used SCCT to identify two crisis types: preventable vs victim crises. 
· Examined whether environmental, social & governance (ESG) information protects organisations during cybersecurity crises, and whether its effectiveness depends on a crisis type. 
· Use of other theories, i.e. attribution theory & Kelley’s covariation model. 
	· Didn’t consider honesty.
· Didn’t consider SCCT’s response types. 

	Nuortimo, et al. (2026)
	Project corporate reputation during crises – Conceptual, involving literature review & theory synthesis
	· Confirmed SCCT’s utility but only partially.
· Synthesised SCCT with other theories to propose a more integrated framework, including organisational resilience, crisis communication, social-mediated crisis communication, & sensemaking theories. 
	· Didn’t consider honesty. 

	Schneider et al. (2026).

	AI in crisis communication - 3 x 2 online experiment, 347 adult participants
	· Use SCCT to identify varied crisis and response types: victim crisis – scapegoating response; accidental crisis – excuse response; preventable crisis – apology response.
· Two source disclosures studied: human vs AI source. 
· Three evaluative outcomes studied: reputation; credibility; perceived injustice. 
	· Didn’t consider honesty.
· Did not consider all SCCT’s response types.

	Zamoum (2026)
	Conceptual - Systematic literature review
	· Compared SCCT with other crisis communication frameworks: corporate social responsibility (CSR); legitimacy; reputation management, & critical discourse. 
	· Honesty was not a focal concept but discussed sporadically as part of transparency. 
· Lacking empirical support. 

	Zhang et al. (2026)
	Crisis communication on social media (i.e. Douyin – China's TikTok equivalent) - 49 videos accessible on Douyin, with more than 1000 comments on each video, thematic analysis. 
	· Two responsibility attribution pathways: anger-accountability and sadness-reflection.
· The anger-accountability pathway was associated with i) management accountability & systemic blame.
· The sadness-reflection pathway was associated with i) social commentary, ii) collective reflection, and iii) discussion of broader societal issues. 
	· Didn’t consider honesty.
· Didn’t consider all SCCT’s response types.

	Zhang & Zhang (2026)
	Product-harm crisis recall & citizens’ country identity -Surveyed 619 Chinese consumers.
	· Used SCCT to measure who was responsible for the crises: corporations versus the government. 
· Other theories were used: attribution theory, appraisal theory; integrated crisis mapping (ICM) model.
	· Not considered brand honesty.
· SCCT’s response types. 



2.3 Research gap
Our review reveals a significant gap in the literature: honesty remains underdeveloped as a crisis communication strategy. Most branding research treats honesty as a supporting attribute for more established—and perhaps more publishable—concepts such as authenticity and ethics/morality, rather than examining its role in communication. A small number of studies link honesty to information disclosure through transparency (Mukendi et al., 2026) and truthfulness (Zhao et al., 2026). However, they do not explain how honesty shapes crisis-message design or broader communication strategies. As a result, little is known about how honesty shapes stakeholder evaluations during crises. This gap warrants further investigation because information disclosure is only one of several interconnected activities involved in effective crisis communication (Holland et al., 2021).
A similar gap exists in the crisis communication literature. Although prominent theories like SCCT provide valuable guidance for crisis responses, they do not explicitly conceptualise honesty as a strategic communication principle (Table 3). As a result, little attention has been given to understanding how honesty functions during organisational crises or how it can guide communication with stakeholders. Whether honesty has been overlooked or taken for granted remains unclear. Either way, its role in crisis communication warrants more attention.
Honesty can serve as a valuable crisis communication principle. Even when narrowly confined to transparency and truthfulness (Mukendi et al., 2026; Zhao et al., 2026), honesty encourages organisations to communicate openly about both the known and unknown aspects of a crisis. Such communication practices can—logically and as expected—benefit organisations by fostering trust and credibility, reducing stakeholder uncertainty, strengthening organisational legitimacy, and supporting long-term relationships and reputation management (Hadziahmetovic & Salihovic, 2022). Building on these benefits and the earlier discussion of honesty’s potential role in communication, this study addresses the underdeveloped relationship between honesty and crisis communication.

3. Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative, interpretivist approach to explore how brands can design and deliver honest messages during crises. The unit of analysis was marketing practitioners, selected for their direct responsibility in shaping brand and crisis communication strategies. Although the study initially sought practitioners from across the marketing profession, the final sample unexpectedly centred on individuals with retail experience, spanning both fashion and non‑fashion domains. This sector mix does not weaken the qualitative insights, as participants were purposefully recruited for hands-on crisis-communication experience rather than any specific industry (Balmer, 2012; Khan et al., 2026). Interviewing practitioners or experts is appropriate when the aim is to generate actionable insights (Limani et al., 2024; Nyagadza et al., 2020). In such qualitative research involving practitioners, sample sizes are typically ‘limited’ because they are recruited against specific, often niche criteria (Khan et al., 2026). This study emphasised the recruitment and selection criteria of marketing professionals with direct crisis‑management experience or involvement in crafting communication or brand messages during crises. Although ‘meaningful’ qualitative sample sizes vary widely, Wutich et al. (2024) offer useful benchmarks: around 9 interviews for theme saturation (identifying most themes), 24 for meaning saturation (capturing full nuance of themes), and 20–30 for theoretical saturation (grounded theory). Given its research aim of identifying principles for honest brand communication, this study sought both theme and meaning saturation. A target of about 24 participants was thus appropriate.

3.1 Data collection: Semi-structured interviews
We collected data through semi-structured interviews, which are well suited to examining complex organisational phenomena and participants’ lived experiences in depth (Limani et al., 2024; Nyagadza et al., 2020). Using purposive and referral sampling through the researchers’ professional networks, we recruited 20 marketing practitioners who met the qualifying criteria mentioned above. We considered the sample size meaningful, as it aligns with Wutich et al.’s (2024) guidelines for achieving theme and meaning saturation in qualitative research. That said, the insights from this sample size remain indicative rather than definitive and warrant further validation, as discussed in the Limitations and Future Research section. 
The ethics committee of the University of Portsmouth Department of Business and Law and reg approved the study. no. BAL/2025/47/DALPOZZO, dated 22/09/2025. Before data collection, all participants were emailed a written informed consent form and an information sheet explaining the study’s purpose, voluntary nature, confidentiality and data protection measures, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty, including the option to withdraw their data before the paper was submitted for consideration (Rana et al., 2023).
Interviews were recorded and transcribed using Zoom, then manually checked for accuracy by the first coder, who also conducted the interviews. The transcripts were anonymised (P1–P20), resulting in 294 pages of data for analysis. Data were collected over two months (1 October–30 November 2025), following the procedures outlined above and standard guidance for reporting qualitative data collection periods (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2021b). Anonymised transcripts are available upon reasonable request.
Participants held mid‑ to senior‑level roles with at least five years of experience across varied sectors, including fashion. However, their insights are not confined to fashion: they were recruited not as fashion marketers but as practitioners with hands-on experience in crisis management or delivering customer‑facing messages during crises, making their contributions broadly applicable. Moreover, recent research suggests retail practitioners’ insights transfer effectively to other business sectors when the topic is non‑discriminatory, such as crisis communication, because the core communication challenges (e.g. transparency) can be universal rather than industry‑specific (see Costelloe et al., 2026). 
Interviews were conducted online via Zoom using a semi-structured interview guide (Appendix 1) designed to support reflection on brand honesty, crisis communication, and real-world examples. Each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes, a duration commonly reported in qualitative research with professional participants (Zavattaro & Gille, 2026). Table 4 summarises participants’ characteristics

 Table 4: Participants’ profile
	Participant label 
	Self-reported role/s 
	Self-reported industry experience (in years) 

	P1 
	Creative Director / Brand Director 
	Luxury Fashion, 20+ 

	P2 
	Head of Marketing / Marketing and Brand Consultant 
	Event/ Entertainment, 25+ 

	P3 
	Senior Brand and Product Developer / Brand Communication 
	Luxury Fashion, 20+ 

	P4 
	Brand and Product Designer / Brand Consultant 
	Fashion / Footwear, 20+ 

	P5 
	Brand Developer, Brand Consultant 
	Multisector; Events / Startups, 15+ 

	P6 
	Brand Director / Head of Global Sales 
	Multisector; Fashion / Banking / Retail, 25+ 

	P7 
	Brand Events Coordinator 
	Events / Travel / Entertainment / Tourism, 10+ 

	P8 
	Brand Communication and Product Development Director 
	Fashion, 25+ 

	P9 
	Creative Brand Director / Advertising 
	Media / Television, 20+ 

	P10 
	Marketing and Brand Director, Creative Direction / Editor 
	Fashion, 15+ 

	P11 
	Former Brand Director / Brand and Marketing Consultant 
	Luxury Fashion / Accessories, 30+ 

	P12 
	Director collections and Brand Development 
	Premium and Luxury Fashion, 20+ 

	P13 
	Senior Director brand and product development 
	Premium Fashion, 25+ 

	P14 
	Brand and Marketing and Communication Director /Market Research 
	Multisector; Fashion / Retail / Tourism, 30+ 

	P15 
	Senior Buyer / Brand Consultant 
	Fashion, 20+ 

	P16 
	PR and Marketing Director / Styling Advertising 
	Fashion / Fashion Publications, 20+ 

	P17 
	Marketing Director 
	Multisector; Retail / Food Beverage, 30+ 

	P18 
	Marketing editor / content development 
	Fashion, 10+ 

	P19 
	Marketing and Brand Developer 
	Multisector; Retail / Services, 15+ 

	P20 
	Marketing and Brand Consultant 
	Multisector; Retail, 10+ 



3.2 Data analysis
The principal coder, who also conducted the field interviews, analysed the data using reflexive thematic analysis, chosen for its fit with interpretivist inquiry and its emphasis on reflexive meaning‑making (Braun & Clarke, 2021a), and paired it with abductive reasoning to strengthen interpretation. Together, these approaches provided a complementary and rigorous process that supported the iterative, theory‑informed construction of shared patterns of meaning across participants’ accounts (van Hulst & Visser, 2025). Qualitative researchers widely endorse combining thematic analysis with abductive reasoning (see Udayanga, 2025). 
RTA, especially when paired with abductive reasoning, does not require multiple coders, intercoder reliability, or consensus checks. Instead, one researcher can lead coding and theme development while the wider team contributes through reflexive discussion, critical review, feedback, and sense‑checking of interpretations (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Khurshid et al., 2026). Echoing this position, Byrne (2022) elaborated that multiple researchers can enhance RTA by helping to "sense-check ideas, or to explore multiple assumptions or interpretations of the data" (p. 1393), with collaboration aimed at generating richer interpretations rather than achieving consensus. This study adopted this ‘quasi-team’ collaborative approach.
Before commencing the analysis, the research team met to discuss the literature and identify potential sensitising concepts that could inform, but not determine, the coding process (abductive reasoning, van Hulst & Visser, 2025). The principal coder generated an extensive set of initial codes using both in vivo expressions and theoretically informed labels. The team then engaged in iterative analytic discussions to review, refine, and develop the codes and themes. Throughout the analysis, team members collaboratively and reflexively examined assumptions, explored alternative interpretations, and considered how emerging themes aligned with the relevant literature (reflexive plus abductive analyses). Rather than seeking coder agreement, they treated divergent interpretations as opportunities to deepen reflexive engagement with the data and strengthen the analysis (Byrne, 2022). Table 5 summarises the analytic steps and their rationale. 
Table 5. Qualitative data analysis
	Braun & Clark’s (2022) recommended analytic stages
	Actions in this study
	Rationale for this study

	Data preparation
	Zoom automatically transcribed the interviews, and the interviewer, who was also the primary coder, checked them for accuracy, removed identifying details, and organised the data in Excel. The research team eyeballed the transcripts to identify and discuss sensitising concepts that informed the coding process.
	This ensured the dataset was accurate, well organised, and easy to review during analysis.


	Familiarisation
	The interviewer read each transcript multiple times and noted initial observations to become thoroughly familiar with the data.
The interviewer shared and discussed these observations with other team members. 
	This step helped the research team engage closely with the data and spot recurring ideas early in the analysis.

	Initial coding
	The interviewer conducted line‑by‑line open coding, using participants’ own words alongside key ideas from the brand honesty and crisis communication literature to clearly capture how honest communication was described and understood in practice. The interviewer shared and reviewed the codes with other team members and compared them against the preliminary list. 

	This step generated early codes from the data while immersing in it, particularly around honesty and crisis communication attributes. 

	Searching for patterns
	The interviewer collated and reviewed codes across participants and transcript sections in Excel to identify patterns and connections. The interviewer then engaged in collaborative reflexive discussions with other team members to examine assumptions, explore alternative interpretations, and clarify divergent perspectives.
	This step enabled us to compare and connect related ideas across interviews, helping identify shared principles of honest brand communication.

	Defining & refining themes
	The interviewer combined related themes across interviews to identify clear, shared principles of honest brand communication through collaborative, reflexive discussions with other team members.
	This step integrated and naming themes that capture central meanings across the dataset.

	Reflexive checking
	Reflexive thinking occurred both individually and collectively; see the descriptions provided above. 
	This step, carried out individually and collectively as a team, helped us check our thinking carefully and make sure our interpretations stayed accurate and grounded in the data.



4. Results
This section reports the six communication principles identified from the interviews. They emerged partially from the reviewed literature (section 2) and partially from the interviewed participants (section 3).
4.1 Practitioners’ impressions of honesty and crisis communication
As an ice-breaking exercise, participants were asked to describe what honesty is—and is not—and to reflect on organisational crises in their sectors. Although they consistently emphasised the importance of honesty in marketing communication and corporate branding, many found it challenging to clearly and concisely define or delimit what honesty entails. This difficulty mirrors the literature findings, where brand honesty lacks a concise definition due to fragmented theoretical perspectives (Section 2.1). Participants’ responses revolved around transparency, trustworthiness, authenticity, and ethics as core attributes of honesty, reflected in references to supply‑chain visibility, accurate brand representation, and ethical, genuine conduct. 
Participants’ sectoral backgrounds also shaped how they identified organisational crises. Those in fashion most frequently cited ethical and labour scandals (e.g. the Rana Plaza disaster; Butler & Begum, 2023, Shein's alleged use of child labour, Butler, 2024), sustainability backlash (e.g. H&M’s greenwashing accusations, Stern, 2022), cultural insensitivity (e.g. Dolce & Gabbana’s China ad backlash, Wienner-Bronner, 2018), and supply chain disruptions (e.g. COVID‑19 disrupted fashion manufacturing, Chakraborty & Biswas, 2020). By contrast, participants from non‑fashion sectors such as hospitality and retailing referred to service quality failures (e.g. Turkish Airlines denying boarding to passengers with Parkinson’s, Calder, 2025), health and hygiene incidents (e.g. the UK horsemeat scandal, Hickman, 2013), and data breaches (e.g. Marks & Spencer’s customer data breach, Landi, 2025). Rather than differentiating communication principles by crisis type, this study aims to develop a broad set of principles applicable to honest brand messaging across crises and sectors. The implications of this ‘undifferentiated’ approach are discussed in Limitations and Future Research (section 7.0). 

4.2 Practitioner-led communication principles
This subsection reports the pattern codes and themes identified through Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thematic analysis (Section 3.2). For (better) clarity and alignment with the literature, these are referred to as principles (themes) and attributes (pattern codes). Each theme comprises multiple attributes and aligns with two or three existing communication principles identified from the literature. Table 6 summarises the qualitative findings, supporting quotations, and their alignment with the literature.
Table 6: Summary of coded attributes and themes 
	 Data-driven 
	
	Theory-driven

	Attributes (pattern codes) 
	Principles (themes) 
	Comparison to literature 

	1. Do not manipulate information to mislead others 
2. Be open about how things work 
3. Share information clearly, accurately, and on time 
	Openness and proactivity

Example quotations
“If a brand knows their consumers and other stakeholders are [being put] at risk, then they have to communicate fast, proactively and openly…” (P4)

“… it’s [about] proactive openness about the faults, as well as the benefits of something [e.g. the product, process, etc.] …”  (P8)

	· Transparency + clarity (brand honesty) 
· Truthfulness + non-deception (brand honesty) 
· Appropriateness + legitimacy of response (crisis communication) 

	4. Put claims and promises into context 
5. Show proof for what you say 
6. Do what you promise 
	Proof‑based communication  

Example quotations
“You always need to, obviously, evidence why you can [do something] … speak about a product or a brand in a certain way… be able to substantiate what you’re saying.” (P2)

“I think the most important thing is to communicate facts… like numbers, customer reviews… both sides of a story…”  (P14)

	· Transparency + clarity (brand honesty) 
· Legitimacy + credibility (brand honesty) 
· Credibility + trust repair (crisis communication) 
· Appropriateness + legitimacy of response (crisis communication) 
· Consistency with past behaviour (crisis communication) 

	7. Share clear, consistent messages with people, inside and outside of the organisation 
8. Stick to those messages over time 
9. Communicate directly and sincerely 
	Consistency and authenticity
 
Example quotations
“... being aligned with values you truly believe in and not changing according to consumer preferences… you can evolve [your values and/or actions], meaning you can adapt but still stay authentic to who you are as a brand.”  (P10)

“…the true [honest] voice has to be consistent, and the brand has to be able to be measured on it…” (P15)  
	· Transparency + clarity (brand honesty) 
· Authenticity + sincerity* (brand honesty) 
· Consistency with past behaviour (crisis communication) 
· Concern, empathy + care (crisis communication) 

	10. Admit mistakes and take responsibility quickly 
11. Explain what went wrong in clear, simple terms 
12. Share how the issue will be fixed as soon as possible 
	Accountability and responsiveness

Example quotations
“… a statement from the CEO should be the first point of call… the person in charge of the company says, ‘Look, we care, I care… I will make sure, personally, that we deal with this in the best way possible.” (P11)

“… admitting mistakes…and ignorance as well… taking responsibility for what you do, anything you do or say.”  (P14)
	· Truthfulness + non-deception (brand honesty) 
· Legitimacy + credibility (brand honesty) 
· Crisis responsibility matching (crisis communication) 
· Credibility + trust repair (crisis communication) 
· Appropriateness + legitimacy of response (crisis communication)

	13. Show care in how you communicate 
14. Listen and respond with understanding 
15. Treat people (audiences) with respect 
16. Communicate clearly and with confidence 
	Respect and compassion

Example quotations
“Our thoughts are with the people who are affected…if there is loss of life or casualties… some kind of empathy there, to me, is an honest approach from a company that actually cares…”  (P11)

“… the tone of voice… needs respect, compassion and focused... 100% focus on people. Before anything else...”  (P14)
	· Authenticity + sincerity (brand honesty) 
· Concern, empathy + care (crisis communication) 
· Appropriateness + legitimacy of response (crisis communication) 

	17. Follow through on fixes and keep them in place 
18. Stay committed until the problem is fully resolved 
	Resolution-focused 

Example quotations
“… in my opinion it [an honest brand] will meet them [a crisis] head‑on…and not hiding it … will put their hands up and say, ‘We’ve got it wrong, we’re putting it right.” (P11)

“Brands are going to make mistakes but are willing to hold their hands up and say… ‘we didn’t achieve this or didn’t [hit] net zero, but this is what we’re doing to fix it.’ …I think that is honesty ...”  (P15)
	· Legitimacy + credibility (brand honesty) 
· Appropriateness + legitimacy of response (crisis communication) 
· Credibility + trust repair (crisis communication) 

	Notes: *Label is bolded to highlight its infrequent appearance. 


 
Openness and proactivity. Open and responsible communication captures practitioners’ insistence on clarity, openness, and avoiding manipulation. Participants rejected selective disclosure and euphemistic framing, viewing such practices as fundamentally dishonest (Bolino et al., 2016). One participant described honesty as involving “no hiding [information],” emphasising the need to be clear about “what you do and what you do not do” (P17). Another stressed the importance of addressing “the good, the bad and the ugly… not the glossy stuff” (P2). Proactive communication was central to this principle. It required brands to communicate early, provide regular updates, and address emerging concerns before stakeholders sought information on their own. Rather than waiting until all details were confirmed, brands were expected to share what they knew, acknowledge uncertainties, and explain the steps they were taking to gain clarity. Conversely, delayed communication would be interpreted as evasive, even when information was eventually disclosed. This principle is comparable to the information disclosure identified in the brand honesty literature (Mukendi et al., 2026), but with an important distinction. It extends beyond information sharing to include regular updates and ongoing engagement, ensuring stakeholders remain informed, connected, and able to access essential information as situations evolve. Recent research suggests that proactive communication fosters stronger consumer trust and brand relationships (see Bağcı & Taşçıoğlu, 2024).

Proof-based communication.  This reflects practitioners’ expectation that honest claims must be substantiated by evidence rather than rhetoric (Rittenburg et al., 2016). Recent research (Montecchi et al., 2024) suggests that consumers use verifiable evidence (proof) as a cue to brand honesty. Transparency mechanisms such as certifications, traceability data, process disclosures, and admissions of shortcomings enhance credibility by allowing consumers to evaluate brand claims independently. 
In crisis communication, participants strongly rejected vague claims and “empty promises,” emphasising that honesty depends on “everything [having] evidence to substantiate what you are saying” (P12). As one participant cautioned, even behind-the-scenes narratives “could be fabricated as well” (P5), reinforcing scepticism toward unverified claims. Participants’ comments consistently and strongly denoted that honesty would be evaluated through action over time. They proposed credible proof, such as documented procedures, observable corrective actions, and independent verification, to support honest crisis messages (Rao, 2023). Hence, proof‑based communication is vital in crisis contexts because it strengthens legitimacy and credibility by requiring organisations to substantiate claims and align promises with action (Badu et al., 2023). Similarly, in CSR communication, concrete, evidence‑driven information reduces psychological distance and enhances identification, which in turn increases stakeholders’ perceptions of organisational transparency and accountability (Rahman & Chakraborty, 2025; 2026).

Consistency and authenticity. This theme is about coherence and legitimacy across audiences, channels, and time. Participants identified consistency as foundational, with one stating that “consistency is the first rule” of honest brand communication (P12). Inconsistencies between internal and external messaging were seen as particularly damaging, creating confusion and eroding trust (Reinold & Tropp, 2012; Batra & Keller, 2016).
Authenticity was understood less as stylistic expression and more as continuity of intent. Participants warned against altering values or tone in response to public pressure, with one noting that brands should not be “changing [their values] according to consumer preferences or trends” (P10). This reinforces consistency with past behaviour as a key mechanism through which stakeholders assess sincerity (Beverland, 2005).
Prior research has largely treated consistency and authenticity as separate principles within the SCCT and brand honesty literature (see Table 1). In crisis communication, however, the two are closely intertwined: consistency reinforces authenticity by signalling that crisis responses align with an organisation's stated values and prior actions over time (Nuortimo et al., 2026; Lee, 2025). CSR scholars also identify these traits as core drivers of message believability (Chakraborty & Kwon, 2026) and suggest that messages from actors perceived as neutral, external, or higher‑status can exert disproportionate influence and strengthen legitimacy (Kononov & Linzen, 2026). 

Accountability and responsiveness. This theme reflects practitioners’ prioritisation of early responsibility-taking and timely action. Participants argued that credibility strengthens when organisations admit mistakes quickly, even before they have full information, signalling humility (see Séré de Lanauze & Siadou‑Martin, 2018). As one participant noted, “the quicker you own up to the issue, the better the solution will become” (P1). Another emphasised that brands should “admit the mistake and let people know you will work on that fast” (P20).
Responsiveness extended beyond admission of responsibility to include ongoing communication as crises evolved. Participants highlighted the importance of explaining what went wrong in clear terms and outlining how issues would be addressed, aligning with research on anticipatory and adaptive crisis response (Coombs & Holladay, 2008; Haas‑Kotzegger & Schlegelmilch, 2013; Loyarte et al., 2024).
Scholars like Bielecka et al. (2025) endorse this communication principle, stating that organisations must provide timely, accurate, and stabilising information to prevent narrative drift, reduce uncertainty and increase message believability. Rapid acknowledgement and clear, instructive messaging are essential to contain early crisis damage.

Respect and compassion. Respectful and compassionate communication foregrounds the human impact of crises. While SCCT identifies empathy and care as key communication principles (Table 1), participants consistently emphasised respect as an additional requirement. Respect was described as treating stakeholders as moral agents with dignity and socio‑cultural sensitivity, rather than merely acknowledging emotional distress (Arnold, 2025).
Participants noted that failures of respect—such as dismissive tone or cultural insensitivity—can intensify backlash even when information is factually accurate. They also stressed that credible organisational leaders, rather than celebrities or influencers, should deliver messages (Seeger, 2006), with one stating that “a statement from the CEO should be the first point of call” (P11), reflecting concerns about source legitimacy (Freberg et al., 2011).
Beyond their role as a communication principle, respect and compassion are also vital for relationship building. By signalling empathy, mutual regard, and responsiveness to stakeholder concerns, they foster trust and strengthen long-term relational commitment (Ledingham, 2003).  This insight suggests that relationship building may contribute to the design of honest crisis messages, a possibility explored further in the Discussion section.

Resolution‑focused. Resolution-focused reflects an organisation's willingness to address and resolve the root causes of a crisis rather than rely on short-term fixes (Nuortimo et al., 2026). Although often conflated, resolution differs from solution: the latter can be proposed or implemented without addressing the underlying problem, whereas the former signals a sustained commitment to rectify the issue, prevent recurrence, and restore stakeholder confidence (Nuortimo et al., 2026). Participants consistently emphasised this distinction, stressing the need to “stay committed until the problem is fully resolved” (P10). As one participant noted, addressing issues such as cybersecurity “will take time but must be done” (P1), highlighting persistence as a key indicator of credibility.
From a stakeholder perspective, organisations may offer solutions yet still appear evasive or insincere if they lack a genuine commitment to resolution (Ledingham, 2003). A resolution-focused approach also strengthens relationships by demonstrating accountability, responsiveness, and concern for stakeholder interests, thereby fostering trust and long-term relational commitment (Ledingham, 2003; Rahman & Chakraborty, 2025). Scholars like Kononov and Linzen (2026) argue that sustained visible courage and commitment are essential for strengthening stakeholder trust during a crisis. This underscores why a resolution‑focused approach—showing ongoing effort and integrity—matters more than simply presenting solutions when crafting honest crisis messages.

The BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill illustrates this principle. Stakeholder trust began to recover only when BP coupled corrective actions with sustained commitments to cleanup, compensation, and safety reform, signalling a genuine commitment to resolving the crisis rather than merely proposing solutions (Webb, 2010). Notably, neither the brand honesty nor crisis communication literature explicitly identifies sustained commitment to resolution as a core communication principle. This finding therefore represents a novel contribution of the present study.

5. Discussion
This study explores the principles that underpin honest brand communication during organisational crises. Integrating prior literature and practitioner interviews, it suggests that honesty remains underexplored as a crisis communication strategy, despite its growing relevance in managing (repairing) stakeholder relationships and trust (Tan, 2024). One may argue that the transferability of this study’s qualitative insights is limited by the sample’s dominant reliance on retail practitioners. Although sectors face different types of crises—for example, child labour and sweatshop concerns in fashion (Butler, 2024) versus money laundering and fraud in banking (Seers, 2026; Weisman, 2026)—some communication principles, such as openness and proactivity identified in this study, can be highly transferable across sectors (see Costelloe et al., 2026). Further validation across additional business sectors would therefore strengthen the transferability of these findings, a boundary condition addressed in the subsequent section.

5.1 Missing honesty in crisis communication
The earlier literature section has shown that honesty remains underdeveloped as a crisis communication strategy, supported by three clear reasons. First, branding research has rarely examined honesty as a concept distinct from broader constructs such as authenticity and ethics/morality. Second, branding research has made limited efforts to define honesty directly, instead associating it with related attributes such as transparency, openness, and integrity (Campagna et al., 2023; Mukendi et al., 2026). Third, prominent crisis response frameworks, including SCCT, do not explicitly identify honesty as a core communication principle, making it unclear whether this omission is intentional or incidental. Regardless, our understanding of honesty's role in crisis message design remains limited.
Our practitioner-led interviews further illuminate why honesty has received limited attention in crisis communication research. Specifically, they reveal the concept’s complexity and ambiguity, with practitioners holding diverse interpretations of what honesty means in crisis contexts (section 4.1). As a result, we cannot identify a single principle that fully captures what constitutes an honest crisis message. Instead, our findings suggest that honesty is best understood as a multidimensional concept (or strategy) comprising six related yet distinct principles that must work together to support the design and delivery of effective crisis messages. These principles are i) openness and proactivity, ii) proof-based communication, iii) consistency and authenticity, iv) accountability and responsiveness, v) respect and compassion, and vi) resolution-focused communication.
Beyond confirming the complexity of honesty, these principles also suggest the value of the brand honesty literature for designing honest crisis messages. Our findings largely—albeit conceptually—support the literature’s emphasis on transparency, openness, authenticity, and ethics (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010; Brunk, 2012; Montecchi et al., 2024; Wei et al., 2025), but with an important qualification. In crisis contexts, these attributes are insufficient on their own. For example, openness without proactivity may be perceived as ill-prepared, while authenticity without accountability may appear self-serving (Lee, 2025; Nuortimo et al., 2026). As a result, a ‘good’ principle of honest crisis communication depends on complementary attributes working together to reinforce strengths and offset individual weaknesses. This reflects the logic of complementarity theory, whereby interconnected elements generate greater value when combined rather than in isolation (Milgrom & Roberts, 1995).

5.2 Reframing SCCT through honesty
One might argue that further scrutiny of SCCT’s utility in crisis message design is unnecessary given its prominence. Yet scholars continue to assess SCCT alongside alternative frameworks, such as image repair, social‑mediated crisis communication, CSR, and critical discourse approaches (e.g., Gong et al., 2026; Zamoum, 2026; see Table 3). These comparisons consistently show that, while SCCT provides a strong foundation for crisis communication, it still has room for improvement, especially given the evolving nature of crises and consumer expectations (Webb, 2026). This study helps identify where improvements are possible. 
Our communication principles reinforce SCCT’s utility for designing honest crisis messages on four key aspects: proof‑based communication (appropriateness and legitimacy of the response, credibility, and trust repair); consistency and authenticity (alignment with past behaviour); accountability and responsiveness (crisis responsibility matching); and respect and compassion (concern, empathy, and care). 
At the same time, our qualitative work identifies three principles that SCCT can potentially consider and embrace: proactivity, respect, and a resolution-focused approach. Proactivity involves acting ahead of emerging needs (Parker et al., 2006); respect emphasises consideration for others’ perspectives and dignity (Arnold, 2025); and resolution‑focused communication centres on working constructively toward solutions (Nishinobo, 2024). Together, these behaviours underpin collaborative relationship building (Barker & Manning, 2024), characterised by proactive engagement, respectful interaction, and constructive resolution. CSR scholars like Rahman & Chakraborty (2025; 2026) widely view this same relational process as essential for fostering consumer–brand or consumer–organisation identification. In summary, rather than competing with SCCT, our work strengthens it by clarifying where the framework excels and where additional principles can enhance its utility from an honesty perspective.

5.3 Proposed framework and rationale
To show how these communication principles refine and potentially reinforce SCCT’s utility, we present a visual framework alongside two communication outcomes of interest: (re)building collaborative relationships with stakeholders and (re)establishing an honest image. These outcomes can be characterised as mutually reinforcing. We argue that, during a crisis, brands that proactively engage stakeholders, foster open and frank dialogue, and respond to feedback and criticism with respect demonstrate a clear commitment to maintaining or rebuilding an honest brand image. This, in turn, can strengthen stakeholder trust and support (Nuortimo et al., 2026). Rather than presenting a traditional linear flow model, this study introduces a hexagonal radial design (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Proposed framework

The hexagon emphasises the equal importance and interdependence of the six principles. Rather than supporting a hierarchy, it suggests how the principles work together to achieve desired outcomes. Its radial design further reinforces this outcome-oriented approach by placing key goals—collaborative relationship and honest image—at the centre, with communication actions radiating outward. The structure also reflects the flexibility required in crisis communication, allowing practitioners to prioritise different principles according to the crisis context (e.g., victim, accidental, or preventable) while remaining focused on proposed communication outcomes (Gong et al., 2026).

6. Implications
This study offers theoretical and practical insights into the under‑examined role of honesty in crisis communication, addressing a gap that sits between the brand honesty and crisis communication literatures.

6.1 Theoretical implications
This study makes three unique contributions to the brand honesty literature. It is one of the few attempts to address the gap between brand honesty and crisis communication. Although some branding research links honesty to information disclosure (Mukendi et al., 2026; Zhao et al., 2026), these insights are not specific to crisis contexts, where disclosure is only one of several required communication activities (Gong et al., 2026; Zamoum, 2026). Past branding work has also rarely defined honesty directly or comprehensively, leaving no precise conceptualisation to guide crisis communication research—an issue Dal Pozzo et al. (2026) note. Our work, even though exploratory, strongly suggests that a single attribute cannot meaningfully define honesty or produce effective communication principles. Instead, honesty should be understood as a set of complementary attributes that work together to shape crisis communication. This set should go beyond the ‘usual suspects’ of transparency, openness, authenticity and ethics (Rawlins, 2008; Syed Alwi et al., 2017) to include ‘less usual suspects’ such as proactivity, respect and resolution-focused communication. Pairing attributes (e.g., openness and proactivity) within a principle reflects complementarity theory (Milgrom & Roberts, 1995), which argues that interconnected elements create greater value when implemented in combination rather than in isolation. 
Drawing on the principles identified with practitioners, this study offers the following definition as a distinct contribution to the brand honesty literature. This definition will require further validation with other practitioners or stakeholders.
Honesty is the practice of communicating openly, proactively, and truthfully through proof-based, consistent, and authentic messages that demonstrate accountability, responsiveness, respect, compassion, and a commitment to constructive resolution.
This study makes two contributions to crisis communication research. First, our findings reinforce SCCT’s value for designing honest crisis messages by highlighting the attributes it already captures, namely, responsibility matching, accountability, legitimacy, credibility, and empathy. Second, this study shows that SCCT still has room for improvement. The framework overlooks additional (more) honesty-focused principles such as proactivity, respect, and resolution‑focused messaging. These complementary attributes extend SCCT’s utility and together form the broader notion of collaborative relationship building (Barker & Manning, 2024).
This study highlights a longstanding tension between crisis communication and branding in how they approach relationship building. Crisis communication typically prioritises short‑term, urgent objectives such as mitigating harm and repairing reputation (Holland et al., 2021; Loureiro et al., 2017), whereas branding focuses on long‑term, value‑driven goals including relationship development, trust building and identity consistency (Keller, 1999; Montecchi et al., 2024). Neglecting honesty in crisis communication—whether intentionally or unintentionally—weakens human‑brand relationships and forfeits the benefits these relationships can provide during crises (Lamberton et al., 2024). Accordingly, this study calls for greater attention to relationship building, particularly collaborative forms, when examining honesty in crisis communication.

6.2 Managerial implications
This study offers several implications for branding and crisis communication practitioners. It shows that describing or measuring honesty with a single attribute is ineffective, especially in crisis contexts. A multi‑attribute approach provides a fuller understanding of what honesty signifies and how to use it strategically. To support this, the study identifies 18 complementary attributes (Table 6) that can be scaled up or down depending on organisational priorities and communication goals.

Beyond familiar aspects like transparency, trustworthiness, legitimacy, and empathy, this study encourages practitioners to broaden their mindsets to embrace proactivity, respect, and resolution‑focused communication. Together, these aspects form the notion of collaborative relationship building. Specifically, Barker and Manning (2024) argue that collaborative relationships emerge when individuals collectively engage around shared goals, foster meaningful interactions, and contribute across organisational boundaries, creating the conditions for trust, cooperation, and collective problem-solving. These aspects are increasingly important in the digital era, particularly for preventing unintended outcomes such as misinformation, disinformation, firestorms and public outcries (Di Domenico & Visentin, 2020; Gruber et al., 2020). 

During a crisis (e.g. a pandemic), proactivity prompts organisations to volunteer information and engage stakeholders in a pre‑emptive and considerate manner. Any perceived delay can push stakeholders toward third‑party sources, fuelling speculation and exposing them to misinformation and disinformation (Tsang et al., 2021). 
While SCCT promotes concern, empathy, and care (Holland et al., 2021), it does not explicitly address respect, a notable omission. In a polarised society where any message can be quickly politicised, respectful communication—central to maintaining social harmony—is essential for effective crisis messaging (Cadwalladr, 2024). A widely publicised UK example of disrespectful, and potentially racist, behaviour involved a royal aide repeatedly asking a Black delegate, “Where are you from?” and “Where do your people come from?”, prompting nationwide public outcry (Rhoden‑Paul, 2022). 
Resolution‑focused communication is critical for honest crisis messaging as people have become increasingly sceptical of organisational “empty or broken promises” (Trickett, 2025). Crises are complex and often have far‑reaching consequences (Guggenberger et al, 2023), and stakeholders expect long‑term, tangible commitments rather than short‑term, superficial actions. After Bangladesh’s Rana Plaza disaster, for instance, beyond compensating children and families affected by child labour, consumers expect fashion brands to demonstrate sustained efforts to eliminate such practices across the fashion supply chain (Butler & Begum, 2023).
The study offers a user-friendly visual framework for designing honest crisis messages. It comprises six communication principles: openness and proactivity, proof‑based communication, consistency and authenticity, accountability and responsiveness, respect and compassion, and resolution‑focused communication. They are conceptually anchored to deliver outcomes such as reinforcing an honest image and maintaining trust (Burch & Weiskopf, 2014). We propose that these principles are potentially interconnected, as no single principle can shape an effective crisis message on its own (Barker & Manning, 2024). Scholars similarly note that meaningful or desired outcomes arise only when communication principles are applied collectively (Bielecka et al., 2025). Derived from the literature and our qualitative findings, the proposed links between the communication principles and the intended outcomes remain conceptual and require further empirical validation.

7. Limitations and future research
The qualitative findings of this study are exploratory and should therefore be interpreted with several caveats, which also point to directions for future research. First, the communication principles outlined in the literature review are conceptually inferred rather than empirically developed, reflecting the limited attention honesty receives in brand honesty and crisis communication scholarship. These principles offer a useful starting point but are not exhaustive. Future studies could strengthen the theoretical foundation by conducting a systematic review (e.g. Saezow & Sukhabot, 2025) to verify the relevance of these principles for honest crisis communication. For example, it can examine the principles' frequency of mention, sources, and direct or indirect associations with honesty and crisis messaging. Such a review would give these principles, along with those proposed by this study, a stronger theoretical foundation and support more insightful future research.
This study developed six honest communication principles from a limited number of retail practitioners. Although meaningful, the qualitative findings are inherently exploratory and indicative. Further research—either through a larger pool of practitioner interviews or a large‑scale practitioner survey—is needed to establish the theoretical and statistical validity and reliability of these principles. Additional principles essential to honest crisis messaging (e.g. sensemaking) (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010) may also exist but were not examined here. More cross‑stakeholder, cross‑cultural, and cross‑functional research (e.g., Senooane et al., 2025) is needed to assess the versatility of these principles across stakeholders (e.g., employees vs consumers), cultural contexts (e.g., individualist vs collectivist), and organisational functions (e.g., marketing vs accounting).
Building on the earlier suggestion, this study interviewed many practitioners in the fashion business sector, where recurring crises relate to labour malpractice, poor sustainability, and unethical conduct (Butler, 2024). While this sector is theoretically appropriate for exploring honest crisis communication, future research could broaden the applicability of this study’s principles by adopting a cross-sector research design.
This study’s proposed framework highlights two outcomes that matter for crisis communication: (re)building collaborative relationships and (re)establishing an honest organisational image. Whilst logically sound, their empirical value requires validation, including how they interact with the six proposed communication principles. Further research should also identify additional, meaningful crisis‑communication outcomes. CSR scholarship already points to possibilities such as brand boycott (Kononov & Linzen, 2026) and brand forgiveness (Rahman & Chakraborty, 2025). This suggestion can be achieved through additional qualitative or quantitative studies using one larger practitioner group or multiple comparable practitioner groups (see Sharma et al., 2024).

8. Conclusion
Honesty cannot be reduced to a single attribute or principle, especially in crisis communication. Applying honesty as a communication strategy requires six interrelated principles: openness and proactivity, proof‑based communication, consistency and authenticity, accountability and responsiveness, respect and compassion, and resolution‑focused communication. Although still conceptual, this study’s communication principles extend prior work by emphasising collaborative relationship building alongside the (more) established interests in transparency, truthfulness, legitimacy, and ethics. This insight encourages organisations to act proactively, respectfully, and with a focus on resolution to (re)build stakeholder relationships as an inherent part of crisis recovery. Beyond crises, collaborative relationship building is essential for sustaining stakeholders’ trust and support in an increasingly polarised and politicised society.
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Communication outcomes (inferred)
- (Re)Build collaborative relationship

- (Re)Eestablish honest image


Openness & proactivity


Proof-based communication


Accountability & responsiveness


Respect & compassion


Resolution-focused communication





Consistency & authenticity


