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Purpose: Since it is practically significant to explore how to repair the public’s trust in 
charities during accidental crisis, this study explored the crisis response strategies that 
charitable organizations with and without crisis histories could adopt when facing a current 
accidental crisis.
Participants and Methods: Study 1 (N = 177) used a 2 × 2 between-subjects design to 
examine the effects of crisis history (no crisis history vs. crisis history) and crisis response 
strategies (diminish vs. rebuild) on charity trust repair during an accidental crisis. Study 2 
adopting a 3 × 2 between-subjects design examined the effects of crisis history (victim crisis 
history vs. accidental crisis history vs. preventable crisis history) and crisis response strate
gies (diminish vs. rebuild) on charity trust repair during an accidental crisis.
Results: The results of Study 1 showed that the diminish strategy adopted by charities in an 
accidental crisis can enhance public trust. However, if the charity has a crisis history, the 
rebuild strategy will enhance public trust. The results of Study 2 showed that, under the 
victim crisis history condition, participants’ charity trust was borderline significantly higher 
than their pre-test charity trust when the diminish strategy was used. However, rebuild 
strategies did not significantly increase trust. Under the accidental crisis history condition, 
diminish strategies improved trust after the accidental crisis, while rebuild strategies did not. 
Under the preventable crisis history condition, diminish strategies did not improve trust after 
an accidental crisis, while rebuild strategies did.
Conclusion: Charities should adopt a diminish strategy when experiencing their first 
accidental crisis. Charities with a victim or accidental crisis history should adopt 
a diminish strategy when facing a current accidental crisis. However, if a charity has 
a preventable crisis history, rebuild strategies are the most appropriate response to 
a current accidental crisis.
Keywords: situational crisis communication theory, SCCT, crisis history, crisis response 
strategy, trust repair, charity

Introduction
Trust is defined as “a willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has 
confidence”.1 As an important aspect of the social capital of a charity organization, trust 
does not only reduce donors’ perceptual risk and uncertainty of donating, but is also 
key to establishing long-term relationships with donors.2,3 However, crisis events have 
caused the public to have a negative perception of charity organizations—damaging the 
trust in organizations, reducing individual donations, and even threatening the survival 
of such organizations.4–6 After summarizing and expanding the crisis classification 
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used in the literature, Coombs7 obtained a list of 13 crisis 
classification items and then measured the public’s attribu
tion of responsibility for these crises through experiments. 
According to the experimental results, these crises were 
further classified into three categories: victim, accidental, 
and preventable.7,8 First, victim crisis refers to a crisis 
wherein both the organization and its stakeholders are vic
tims. As such, organizations are considered to be minimally 
responsible for victim crisis situations. For example, some 
netizens fabricated fake news that a charity embezzled char
ity money, which led to the organization being strongly 
denounced by netizens. Second, an accidental crisis stems 
from the unintentional actions of the organization. Thus, 
persons attribute moderate responsibility to organizations in 
accidental crises. For example, an organization made an 
unintentional mistake in transferring money to a patient’s 
family, who received only part of the money. Third, 
a preventable crisis is labeled “preventable” because persons 
believed that the crisis could have been avoided or that the 
organization intentionally engaged in inappropriate action. 
For example, a charity illegally purchased inferior materials 
and donated them to disaster areas. Accidental crises are the 
most frequent type of crisis, and strategies to respond to such 
a crisis are the least effective.9,10 Therefore, it is of great 
practical significance to study how to repair the public’s trust 
in charity organizations in times of accidental crisis.

The situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) pre
scribes crisis response strategies for organizations to use 
post-crisis based on the type of crisis that occurs.11 

According to the SCCT, the most appropriate crisis response 
strategy in an accidental crisis is diminish followed by 
rebuild strategies. Diminish strategies aim to reduce the 
negative effects generated by a crisis using excuses (eg, the 
organization lacked control over the crisis) and rationaliza
tion (eg, the crisis was not as detrimental as people were led 
to believe). Meanwhile, positive rebuild strategies include 
offering compensation, whether material or symbolic, and 
offering a full apology.12 The diminish crisis response stra
tegies involve arguing that a crisis is not as bad as the public 
think or that the organization lacked control over the crisis. 
An accidental crisis represents an organization’s uninten
tional behavior. The responsibility assumed by the organiza
tion in the diminish strategy matches the responsibility in the 
accidental crisis, and the negative cognition of stakeholders 
is minimized.13 Moreover, a full apology (rebuild) in an 
accidental crisis provides no greater benefit than an excuse 
strategy (diminish).11 Using overly accommodating strate
gies when unnecessary actually can worsen the situation, as 

stakeholders begin to think the crisis must be worse than they 
thought if the organization is responding so aggressively.14 

Sisco10 was the first to experimentally manipulate crisis 
types and response strategies of charity organizations and 
provide empirical evidence regarding the SCCT. The results 
showed that there was no significant difference between the 
diminish strategy and the rebuild strategy in repairing the 
organizational image in times of an accidental crisis. The 
participants in the study attributed the significantly different 
crisis responsibility scores to the three types of crises. 
However, crisis responsibility was measured after the parti
cipants read about the crisis and the crisis response strategy, 
and their judgment of crisis responsibility was influenced by 
the crisis response strategies. Moreover, no checks on the 
manipulation validity of crisis response strategies were per
formed in the study. Only with a comprehensive examination 
of the independent variable can we draw conclusions with 
higher ecological validity. Therefore, our study involved 
manipulation checks on crisis types and response strategies 
in order to explore the most appropriate crisis response 
strategy for charity organizations in times of an accidental 
crisis. We first hypothesized the following.

H1: In an accidental crisis, the most appropriate crisis 
response strategy for charity organizations will be the 
diminish strategy.

Crisis history refers to a crisis that an organization experi
enced in the past.7 Under the SCCT, crisis history increases 
the responsibility attribution and reputational threat of 
a current crisis.11 An accidental crisis is originally considered 
a moderate reputational threat that becomes a severe threat 
when the organization has a history of crises.11 At this time, if 
charities continue to adopt the diminish strategy, it will cause 
more doubts and dissatisfaction among the public and further 
damage their trust. Thus, crises in the accidental cluster 
should be treated like those in the intentional cluster when 
there is a crisis history, and an organization should use 
a rebuild strategy to repair trust.11,15 Roberts9 showed that 
enterprises with a crisis history can achieve better results by 
using a rebuild strategy rather than a diminish strategy in 
times of accidental crisis. However, previous studies have not 
explored how charitable organizations with a crisis history 
choose crisis response strategies in accidental crises. 
Moreover, charities often lack the accountability structures 
and mechanisms that are usually in place in other enterprises; 
thus, when an issue emerges, public trust is even more 
negatively impacted.5 Given the findings of previous studies, 
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the present study sought to determine what the most appro
priate crisis response strategy is for a charity with a crisis 
history in the midst of an accidental crisis. We thus hypothe
sized the following.

H2: If a charity has a crisis history, the most appropriate 
crisis response strategy in an accidental crisis will be the 
rebuild strategy.

Another related area of research concerns whether cha
rities with different types of crisis history need to use rebuild 
strategies when accidental crises occur. Using the types of 
crisis events, crisis history can be divided into three cate
gories: victim crisis history, accidental crisis history, and 
preventable crisis history. As mentioned in the previous para
graph, since a crisis history will increase the attribution of 
responsibility and trust threat of the current crisis, the dimin
ish strategy cannot effectively repair trust, so the rebuild 
strategy should be adopted. However, previous research has 
shown that different types of crisis history have different 
effects on trust repair in a current crisis. Wei16 found that 
the public’s knowledge of a victim crisis history, which was 
caused by external factors, did not affect their willingness to 
forgive or the reparation of trust in a current crisis; however, 
an accidental or preventable crisis history, which are caused 
by internal factors, had a negative influence on public for
giveness. This shows that rebuild is not necessarily the most 
appropriate crisis response strategy for charities with differ
ent types of crisis history. Based on the above evidence, we 
concluded that a victim crisis history as an external-cause 
crisis history has no impact on a current accidental crisis; 
therefore, charitable organizations with a victim crisis history 
can adopt the same diminish strategy as in the first crisis. 
A history of preventable and accidental crises as internal- 
causes crisis history will increase the attribution of responsi
bility and trust threat in a current accidental crisis. Therefore, 
charities with a history of preventable and accidental crises 
should adopt rebuild strategies in accidental crises. 
According to all of the above, we proposed the following 
hypotheses.

H3: If a charity has a victim crisis history, the most 
appropriate crisis response strategy in the face of an acci
dental crisis is diminish.

H4: If a charity has an accidental crisis history, the most 
appropriate crisis response strategy in the face of an acci
dental crisis is rebuild.

H5: If a charity has a preventable crisis history, the most 
appropriate crisis response strategy in the face of an acci
dental crisis is rebuild.

In the present research, we conducted two studies to inves
tigate how to best repair the public’s trust in a charity during an 
accidental crisis. In Study 1, we adopted a 2×2 between- 
subjects design to confirm the most appropriate crisis response 
strategy for a charity (no crisis history vs. crisis history) in an 
accidental crisis. In Study 2, we adopted a 3×2 between- 
subjects design to investigate the most appropriate crisis 
response strategy for a charity (victim crisis history vs. acci
dental crisis history vs. preventable crisis history) in an acci
dental crisis. Both studies were conducted in accordance with 
the Declaration of Helsinki and were approved by the Human 
Experiment Ethics Committee of Zhejiang Normal University. 
All participants provided written informed consent. The parti
cipants were informed about the study purpose and were 
informed that they could withdraw their participation in the 
research at any time and without any consequences.

Participants and Methods
Study 1
Study 1 explored the crisis response strategies that chari
ties with and without a crisis history could adopt in 
a current accidental crisis. It was hypothesized that in an 
accidental crisis, the most appropriate crisis response strat
egy for a charity without a crisis history is a diminish 
strategy, and the most appropriate crisis response strategy 
for a charity with a crisis history is a rebuild strategy.

Participants and Design
After advertising the study, 177 university students (89 
women, M = 20.82 years, SD = 2.82) were recruited 
from a university in Zhejiang. Study 1 used a 2 (crisis 
history: no crisis history vs. crisis history) × 2 (crisis 
response: diminish vs rebuild) between-subjects factorial 
experimental design. The dependent variable was the pub
lic trust level in charity A.

Procedure and Stimuli
A six-step procedure was employed for Study 1. First, the 
participants were asked to fill in the scales measuring the 
control variables. They then read brief background informa
tion on charity A (see Supplementary Material 1), and the 
participants in the crisis history condition were asked to read 
a crisis history material (see Supplementary Material 2). The 
participants then read a scenario describing the accidental 
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crisis faced by charity A (see Supplementary Material 3) and 
reported their trust levels (T1). Thereafter, a scenario descrip
tion of the diminish and rebuild strategies (see Supplementary 
Material 4) was given to the participants, and they were asked 
to report their trust levels again (T2). The procedure for Study 
1 is shown schematically in Figure 1.

The background information on charity A was adapted 
from the charitable organization materials of Hou12 (see 
Supplementary Material 1). To avoid the influence of pre
vious reputation and type of charity, we adopted a virtual 
charity A for our study and delete the description of the type 
of charity. The crisis history material described a large cater
ing invoice from charity A that once circulated on the Internet 
(see Supplementary Material 2). Two strategies were selected 
from each cluster to manipulate the crisis response strategy. 
From the diminish cluster, we combined the “excuse” and 
“justification” strategies into one.7 From the rebuild cluster, 
we chose the “apology” strategy. The descriptions for crisis 
response strategy are shown in Supplementary Material 4.

Measures
Interpersonal Trust 
Based on the work of Ding,17 we measured interpersonal 
trust using a 10-item questionnaire, which is a Chinese 
version of Rotter’s18 Interpersonal Trust Scale (ITS). 
Answers were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (ɑ = 
0.69), with scores ranging from 0 (very inconsistent) to 5 
(very consistent). A sample question is “There is more and 
more hypocrisy in our society.”

Trait Forgiveness 
Based on the work of Zhang,19 we measured trait forgive
ness using a 10-item questionnaire, which is the Chinese 
version of Berry’s20 Trait Forgiveness Scale (TFS). 
Answers were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (ɑ = 
0.83), with scores ranging from 0 (very inconsistent) to 5 
(very consistent). A sample question is “I always forgive 
those who have hurt me.”

Charity Trust 
A 4-item trust scale by Hou12 was used to assess charity trust 
in the different stages of the study. Answers were scored on 
a 7-point Likert-type scale, with scores ranging from 0 (very 
inconsistent) to 7 (very consistent). Sample questions 
include “Charity A always acts in the best interest of their 
cause,” “Charity A conducts its operations ethically,” 
“Charity A keeps its promises,” and “Overall, I trust charity 
A.” In the present study, the internal consistency at T1 was ɑ 
= 0.877, and the internal consistency at T2 was ɑ = 0.861.

Pre-Tests
Pre-Test 1 
For the main study, 30 respondents participated in a task to 
check the validity of an accidental crisis scenario. We used 
a within-subjects design, and all respondents read pre- 
written material for the three types of crises (victim, acci
dental, and preventable), which are shown in Supplementary 
Material 3. To remove order effects, the order of the crisis 
materials was randomly assigned. According to the SCCT,7,8 

crisis types can be manipulated through the assessment of 
locus of causality and controllability. Moreover, familiarity 
may influence the respondents’ judgments. Therefore, in 
Pre-test 1, the dependent variables were familiarity, locus 
of causality, and controllability.

Familiarity with the crisis was measured by a single 
item: “How familiar are you with crisis events?” This item 
was rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with answers ranging 
from 1 (not at all familiar) to 5 (very familiar). One-factor 
repeated-measures analysis of variance (RM-ANOVA) 
showed no significant difference in the familiarity scores 
between the three types of crises, F(1, 29)=0.563, p> 0.05, 
ηp

2=0.019.
We measured the locus of causality for a crisis using 

a 2-item questionnaire from the work of Hou.12 The ques
tions were “The cause of this transgression is external to 
charity A” and “The cause of this transgression reflects an 
aspect of charity A”. Answers were scored on a 7-point 
Likert scale. The results showed that in the victim crisis 

Figure 1 Study 1 experimental procedure. 
Abbreviations: TFS, Trait Forgiveness Scale; ITS, Interpersonal Trust Scale.
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condition (M = 5.03, SD = 1.52), respondents perceived 
charity A as significantly less responsible than in the 
accidental crisis (M = 10.57, SD = 2.62, p < 0.001) and 
preventable crisis conditions (M = 11.667, SD = 2.56, p < 
0.001). There were no significant differences between the 
accidental crisis (M = 10.57, SD = 2.62) and preventable 
crisis conditions (M = 11.67, SD = 2.56, p > 0.05).

We measured controllability for a crisis using a 2-item 
questionnaire by Hou.12 The questions were “The trans
gression of charity A is manageable” and “The transgres
sion of charity A is something over which it has power”. 
Answers were scored on a 7-point Likert scale. The results 
showed that in the victim crisis condition (M = 6.3, SD = 
1.84), respondents perceived charity A to be significantly 
less responsible than in the accidental crisis (M = 9.6, SD 
= 0.81, p < 0.001) and preventable crisis conditions (M = 
12.23, SD = 1.73, p < 0.001). Moreover, there were sig
nificant differences between the accidental crisis (M = 9.6, 
SD = 0.81) and preventable crisis conditions (M = 12.23, 
SD = 1.73, p < 0.001). The controllability of the accidental 
crisis (M=9.6, SD=0.81) was significantly lower than that 
of the preventable crisis (M = 12.23, SD = 1.73, p < 
0.001).

Therefore, we adopted the accidental crisis material for 
the main study based on these results.

Pre-Test 2 
Forty respondents participated in an order task to check for 
the manipulation of crisis response strategy. We used 
a within-subjects design, and the respondents were 
instructed to read two crisis response scenarios and then 
order them to answer two single items after reading each 
scenario: “Charity offers an excuse or a rationalization 
explanation for the incident” and “Charity apologized for 
the incident”.” Answers were scored on a 7-point Likert 
scale, with scores ranging from 1 (do not at all agree) to 7 
(very much agree). When using the score of “Charity 
offers an excuse or a rationalization explanation for the 
incident” as the dependent variable, the results showed 
that the diminish strategy score (M = 5.65, SD = 1.001) 
was significantly higher than the rebuild strategy score 
(M = 4.73, SD = 1.58, t(39)=3.32, p < 0.05). When using 
the score of “Charity apologized for the incident” as the 
dependent variable, the results showed that the diminish 
strategy score (M = 4.15, SD = 1.85) was significantly 
lower than the rebuild strategy score (M = 6.18, SD = 1.03, 
t(39)=−5.84, p < 0.001). Based on these results, we 

adopted the two crisis response strategies for the main 
study.

Results
A 2 (crisis history) × 2 (crisis response) × 2 (time) three- 
factor repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted to exam
ine the effects on charity trust. We accounted for interper
sonal trust, trait forgiveness, and gender as additional 
variables that may influence the experimental results and 
were thus considered as covariates. The ANOVA results 
showed that the main effect of crisis history on charity 
trust was significant F(1,171)=11.954, p=0.001, ηp

2= 
0.065 (see Table 1). The least significant difference 
(LSD) procedure revealed that the trust of the participants 
in the crisis history condition (M =16.3, SD = 4.38) was 
significantly lower than that in the no crisis history condi
tion (M = 18.646, SD = 4.23).The ANOVA results also 
showed a significant triple interaction, ie, crisis history × 
crisis response × time (F(1, 171) = 7.858, p < 0.05, ηp

2= 
0.044; see Table 1). The post hoc tests indicated that in the 
no crisis history condition after participants read the 
diminish strategy, T2 (M=20.044, SD =3.51) was signifi
cantly higher than T1 (M=18.556, SD =5.922), p < 0.05. 
After participants read the rebuild strategy, there were no 
significant differences between T2 (M=17.636, SD =4.254) 
and T1 (M=18.318, SD =4.954), p > 0.05. In the crisis 
history condition, after participants read the diminish strat
egy, there were no significant differences between T2 
(M=15.818, SD =4.364) and T1 (M=15.796, SD =4.365), 
p > 0.05. After participants read the rebuild strategy, T2 
(M=17.523, SD =5.227) was significantly higher than T1 
(M=16.068, SD =5.3), p < 0.05 (see Figure 2).

Table 1 Results of the 3-Factorial Repeated-Measures Analysis 
of Variance (ANOVA) in Study 1

Dependent 
Variable

Variables df F P

Trust Crisis history 1,171 11.954 0.001 **

Crisis response 1,171 0.059 0.808

Time 1,171 3.668 0.057
Crisis history × Crisis 

response

1,171 1.705 0.193

Crisis history × Time 1,171 0.207 0.65
Crisis response × 

Time

1,171 0.357 0.551

Crisis history × Crisis 
response × Time

1,171 7.858 0.006 **

Note: **Represents p < 0.01.
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Discussion
The results of Study 1 showed that the most appropriate 
crisis response strategy for a charity in an accidental crisis is 
to utilize a diminish strategy. These results support H1 and 
are consistent with the SCCT Crisis Response Strategy 
Guidelines. However, if a charity has a crisis history, the 
most appropriate crisis response strategy in an accidental 
crisis would be to utilize a rebuild strategy. These results 
support H2 and the theoretical hypothesis of Coombs11 that 
given the background of a crisis history, rebuild strategies 
should be adopted in accidental crises to repair trust. 
Furthermore, previous studies have shown that different 
types of crisis histories have different effects on trust repair 
in current crisis events.16 The crisis history materials in 
Study 1 did not specify the type of crisis history. 
Therefore, we designed Study 2 to explore the most appro
priate crisis response strategies for charities with crises 
histories of different types in the face of an accidental crisis.

Study 2
In Study 2, we explored the strategies that charities with 
three different crisis histories should adopt in times of 
accidental crisis. We hypothesized that in an accidental 
crisis, charities with a victim crisis history should adopt 
a diminish strategy, while charities with an accidental or 
preventable crisis history should adopt a rebuild strategy.

Participants and Design
After advertising the study, 236 university students (117 
women, M = 21.08 years, SD = 3.26) were recruited from 
a university in Zhejiang. Study 2 used a 3 (crisis history: 
victim vs. accidental vs. preventable) × 2 (crisis response: 
diminish vs. rebuild) between-subjects design. The dependent 

variable was the public’s trust level in charity A. To manip
ulate the crisis history, we compiled three crisis history sce
narios based on the SCCT and performed the same 
manipulation check as in Study 1. The accidental crisis sce
nario and the two crisis response strategies were the same as in 
Study 1.

Procedure and Stimuli
The procedure for Study 2, which was the same as that of 
Study 1, consisted of six steps. The only change was that 
participants were asked to read different types of crisis his
tories when reading brief background information on charity 
A. The procedure for Study 2 is shown schematically in 
Figure 3.

The victim crisis history material described a rumor 
regarding charity A; the accidental crisis history material 
described an uncontrollable work error within charity A; 
and the preventive crisis history material described the 
illegal behavior of charity A. The crisis response strategy 
materials were the same as in Study 1. The three crisis 
history scenarios are shown in Supplementary Material 5.

Measures
The measures of charity trust and control variables were 
the same as those in Study 1.

Pre-Tests
For the main study, 30 respondents participated in a task to 
check the validity of the crisis history. We used a within- 
subjects design, and all respondents read the three crisis 
histories (victim, accident, and preventable). To remove 
order effects, the order of the crisis history materials was 
randomly assigned. Similar to Pre-test 1 in Study 1, the 

14

16

18

20

22

Tr
us

t

Diminish

Rebuild

No crisis history Crisis history

T1 T2 T1 T2

Figure 2 Trust level under different crisis history context in Study 1.
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dependent variables were familiarity, locus of causality, 
and controllability.

The one-factor repeated-measures ANOVA results 
showed no significant difference in the familiarity scores 
between the three types of crises, F(1, 29) = 0.858, p > 
0.05, ηp

2 = 0.029.
When the locus of causality was the dependent vari

able, the results showed that in the victim crisis history 
condition (M = 3.53, SD = 2.09), respondents perceived 
charity A to be less responsible than in the accidental crisis 
(M = 12.26, SD = 2.03, p < 0.001) and preventable crisis 
history conditions (M = 13.27, SD = 1.17, p < 0.001). 
However, there were no significant differences between 
the accidental crisis (M = 12.26, SD = 2.03) and preven
table crisis history conditions (M = 13.27, SD = 1.17, 
p > 0.05).

When controllability was the dependent variable, the 
results showed that in the victim crisis history condition 
(M = 5.17, SD = 2.73), respondents perceived charity A to 
be less responsible than in the accidental crisis (M = 11.5, 
SD = 2.36, p < 0.001) and preventable crisis history con
ditions (M = 13.3, SD = 1.02, p < 0.001). Moreover, the 
controllability score in the accidental crisis history condi
tion (M = 11.5, SD = 2.36) was significantly lower than in 
the preventable crisis history condition (M = 13.3, SD = 
1.02, p < 0.001). Based on these results, we adopted the 
three crisis scenarios for the main study.

Results
A three-factor repeated-measures ANOVA 3 (crisis history) 
× 2 (crisis response) × 2 (time) was conducted to examine 
the effects on charity trust. Interpersonal trust traits, for
giveness, and gender were used as covariates. The ANOVA 
results showed the main effect of crisis history on trust was 
significant: F(1, 227) = 18.306, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.139 
(Table 2). The LSD procedure revealed that participants 
perceived lower trust in the preventable crisis history con
dition (M = 14.9, SD = 4.97) than in the victim (M = 19.15, 

SD = 4.31, p < 0.001) and accidental crisis history condi
tions (M = 17.24, SD = 4.29, p < 0.05). The findings also 
confirmed a significant triple interaction, ie, crisis history × 
crisis response × time (F(1, 227) = 5.139, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 
0.043; see Table 2). Post hoc tests indicated that in the 
victim crisis history condition, after participants read the 
diminish strategy, T2 (M = 20.53, SD = 3.6) was borderline 
significantly higher than T1 (M = 19.7, SD = 3.45), p = 
0.075. After participants read the rebuild strategy, no sig
nificant differences were found between T2 (M = 17.97, SD 
= 5.44) and T1 (M = 18.36, SD = 4.76), p = 0.378. In the 
accidental crisis history condition, after participants read the 
diminish strategy, T2 (M = 18.43, SD = 4.63) was signifi
cantly higher than T1 (M = 16.88, SD = 4.43), p < 0.001; 
after participants read the rebuild strategy, no significant 
differences were found between T2 (M = 16.85, SD = 
4.61) and T1 (M = 16.79, SD = 4.47), p > 0.05. In the 
preventable crisis history condition, after participants read 
the diminish strategy, no significant differences were found 
between T2 (M = 14.79, SD = 5.76) and T1 (M = 14.28, SD 
= 4.899), p > 0.05; after participants read the rebuild strat
egy, T2 (M = 16.08, SD = 4.959) was significantly higher 
than T1 (M = 14.46, SD = 5.23), p < 0.001 (see Figure 4).

Figure 3 Study 2 experimental procedure. 
Abbreviations: TFS, Trait Forgiveness Scale; ITS, Interpersonal Trust Scale.

Table 2 Results of the 3-Factorial Repeated-Measures Analysis 
of Variance (ANOVA) in Study 2

Dependent 
Variable

Variables df F P

Trust Crisis history 1,227 18.306 0.000 ***

Crisis response 1,227 1.427 0.233
Time 1,227 0.903 0.343

Crisis history × Crisis 

response

1,227 1.90 0.152

Crisis history × Time 1,227 2.03 0.134

Crisis response × Time 1,227 1.984 0.160

Crisis history × Crisis 
response × Time

1,227 5.139 0.007**

Notes: **Represents p < 0.01. ***Represents p < 0.001.
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Discussion
The results of Study 2 showed that under the victim crisis 
history condition, the difference between T2 and T1 when 
using the diminish strategy was only marginally significant. 
However, there was no significant difference between T2 
and T1 when using the rebuild strategy. Therefore, H3 was 
partially supported. If a charity has a victim crisis history, 
the most appropriate crisis response strategy in an accidental 
crisis would be diminish. Under the accidental crisis history 
condition, diminish strategies improved trust after an acci
dental crisis, but rebuild strategies did not. These results did 
not support H4. If a charity has an accidental crisis history, 
the most appropriate crisis response strategy in an accidental 
crisis would be diminish. Finally, under the preventable 
crisis history condition, diminish strategies did not improve 
trust after an accidental crisis, but rebuild strategies did. 
These results support H5. If a charity has a preventable crisis 
history, the most appropriate crisis response strategy in an 
accidental crisis would be rebuild.

General Discussion
The results of the present research showed that individuals 
were more likely to trust charities during an accidental crisis 
when the charity responded by using a diminish strategy. 
These results support H1, which is consistent with Coombs’ 
theoretical hypothesis and many research results. A diminish 
strategy matched with an accidental crisis of medium 
responsibility can effectively repair trust,13 the public’s 
trust in the organization decreases when they see that the 
organization actively adopts rebuild strategy.14 However, the 
aforementioned results are inconsistent with the findings of 
Sisco’s study,10 which showed no differences between the 
diminish strategy and the more active rebuild strategy in 

such times of crisis.10 However, the accident scenario used 
in Sisco’s study was an uncontrollable food recall that 
greatly involved another organization. Therefore, the parti
cipants may not have attributed even a moderate level of 
responsibility to the nonprofit food bank, and instead placed 
all blame on the external organization that caused the pro
blem. In contrast, the accident scenario used in our study 
was an unintentional mistake. Thus, the participants attrib
uted a moderate level of responsibility to charity A. This 
may be a reason for the discrepancy between our findings 
and those of Sisco. Another reason for the inconsistent 
results of may be related to inconsistent statistical methods. 
To avoid the influence of inter-group differences, repeated- 
measures ANOVA was used to compare the level of trust 
before and after the crisis response. In Sisco’s study, ANOVA 
was used to compare the organizational image of partici
pants after they read about the crisis response. These reasons 
may lead to our findings being different from those of 
Sisco’s study.

The results of Study 1 also indicate that individuals are 
more likely to trust charitable organizations in an acciden
tal crisis when organizations with a crisis history use 
rebuild strategies. The results also support H2, which is 
consistent with Coombs’ theoretical hypothesis, namely 
that charities with a crisis history should adopt a rebuild 
strategy during an accidental crisis.11 Previous research 
has also shown that when an organization has a crisis 
history, accident crises that were originally thought to 
pose a moderate reputational threat can pose a serious 
threat.11 This is because the charity has a crisis history. 
The public, generally thinking that accident crises are 
stable, makes a higher attribution of crisis responsibility 
to the charity and thinks that its persistent internal pro
blems are the reason for the crisis happening again. 

Figure 4 Trust repair level under different crisis history context in Study 2.
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Therefore, if the charity continues to adopt a diminish 
strategy, it will cause greater public doubt and dissatisfac
tion and further damage to the public’s trust. Hence, orga
nizations with a crisis history need to treat accidental 
crises as preventable crises, ie, they should adopt rebuild 
strategies.11 The sense of responsibility and repentance of 
a charity—as reflected in its rebuild strategy—will lessen 
public dissatisfaction, dilute the negative impression of the 
organization, and repair public trust.

As shown by Study 2, a charity with a crisis history 
does not necessarily need to adopt rebuild strategies in 
times of accident crisis. The results of Study 2 indicated 
that under the victim crisis history condition, a charity can 
adopt a diminish strategy when faced with an accidental 
crisis. This result is consistent with the study by Wei,16 

which found that a victim crisis history, as an externally 
caused crisis history, will not increase the attribution of 
responsibility and trust threat in a current crisis.

The results of Study 2 also showed that under the 
accidental crisis history condition, the diminish strategy 
of a charity facing an accidental crisis can effectively 
repair trust. This result suggests that an accidental crisis 
history may not influence the attribution of responsibility 
and reputation threat in a current accident crisis. This is 
not consistent with H4 or Wei’s results.16 Previous 
studies16 have suggested that an accidental crisis history 
may lead to a higher attribution of responsibility and lower 
trust evaluation by the public in a current crisis, and that 
diminish strategies cannot effectively repair the damaged 
organizational trust. The likely reason is that there is 
a bigger difference between our accidental crisis history 
material and the accidental crisis material, so the public 
may think that the causes of the current accidental crisis 
are not long-term. The public believes that the current 
accidental crisis is simply an uncontrollable accident, and 
a diminish strategy can effectively repair trust.

Moreover, the results of Study 2 showed that under the 
preventable crisis history condition, charities need to adopt 
rebuild strategies to repair trust when faced with an acci
dental crisis. This result is consistent with that of Wei’s 
study16 as well as H5. As the most serious, an internally 
caused crisis, a preventable crisis history will significantly 
increase the attribution of responsibility and reputation 
threat in a current accidental crisis, and the public may 
think that the current accidental crisis was deliberately 
caused by the charitable organization. Therefore, 
a rebuild strategy must be adopted to gain public forgive
ness and repair damaged trust.

Limitations and Future Research
This research had several limitations. First, even though an 
experimental situation is more rigorous, the perception 
formed by reading written materials remains different from 
a real-life situation in reality in terms of authenticity and 
experience.21 Therefore, in future research, real materials 
and qualitative interviews could be used to study crisis 
events faced by real charitable organizations. Second, in 
the present experiment, the time interval between providing 
charity crisis materials and charity crisis response strategy 
materials to the participants was almost negligible, which 
could be regarded as simultaneous provision. In reality, 
however, the emergence of crises and the response of chari
table organizations often do not coincide. Future studies 
could use longitudinal data collection to examine the impact 
of different types of crises on the extent of trust damage and 
repair, as time plays an important role in the process of trust 
violation and repair. Third, although the college student 
population is one of the most active participant groups in 
the charitable sector12 and constituted a salient population in 
this study, this work should be replicated with groups with 
different demographics and cultures. Fourth, the charitable 
organization in our study was generic, but many factors 
involved in the trust of charitable organizations will vary 
somewhat across charity types.22 Thus, these results can be 
verified using different types of charities. Finally, we must 
acknowledge that while there were statistically significant 
findings in the study, the effect sizes were small. 
Nonetheless, it should be noted that effect sizes in social 
science research are typically small.23 Regardless, this 
speaks to the need to conduct replication studies examining 
this phenomenon further.

Conclusion
Charities should adopt a diminish strategy after experiencing 
a first accidental crisis. Charities with a victim or accidental 
crisis history should adopt a diminish strategy when faced 
with a current accidental crisis. However, if the charity has 
a preventable crisis history, the rebuild strategy is the most 
appropriate response to a current accidental crisis. These 
results suggest that charities should first consider whether 
there is a crisis history and its type, and then adopt an 
appropriate crisis response strategy to restore trust.
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