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Customer perception and response to crisis marketing , a study on brand loyalty during
economic uncertainty, Poulina Group Holding

ABSTRACT :

This study investigates consumer loyalty and trust in the Poulina Group Holding, Tunisia’s
biggest conglomerate, during a period of acute national economic uncertainty, characterized by
high inflation and extremely low purchasing power. Evaluated under the theoretical paradigm of
Protection Motivation Theory (PMT), where the brand is suggested as a mechanism for managing
threat to the economy, research was conducted using quantitative survey approach, gathering
evidence from 111 regular Poulina shoppers in Tunisia.

The findings indicate a latent gulf between coverage in the marketplace (97.3% utilization) and
emotional loyalty. Poulina may be ubiquitous, but its clientele is highly transactional and volatile,
with the intention to switch to lower-cost rivals (Mean 3.39/5) being the dominant thinking
pattern. The study finds a critical transparency shortfall (Mean 2.96/5), and that how consumers
see the brand as truthful—more than the real level of prices—is the primary psychological barrier
to defection. The study finds affective drivers (like economic patriotism and attachment)
secondary and not sufficient to overcome budget, and most importantly the most susceptible
income segments.

The research concludes that Poulina's crisis marketing is failing to cope due to low digital
responsiveness and a lack of tangible, observable reciprocity. The market has given a categorical
mandate: to capture loyalty, the brand must move away from relying on reputational history to
utilize procedural fairness in terms of price transparency and to construct relational commitment
through systemic loyalty rewards and observable community support. This research is a critical
diagnosis instrument for brand resiliency in emerging markets, with the argument that sustained
loyalty is predicated on the capacity to convert perceived economic threats into shared corporate
sensibilities and measurable value.

Key words : Brand Loyalty, Economic Crisis, Crisis Marketing, Pricing Transparency,
Customer Trust, Switching Behavior, Protection Motivation Theory, Tunisia.
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1 Introduction

Over the past decade, Tunisia has been battered by a succession of overlapping economic shocks
that have re-shaped the daily calculus of every household. Inflation—hovering between 8 % and
10 % since 2018—has eroded real wages, while successive devaluations of the dinar have pushed
up the price of imported feed, packaging, and energy. The COVID-19 pandemic then fractured
already fragile logistics networks, leaving supermarket shelves intermittently bare and consumers
queuing for subsidised staples. More recently, the war in Ukraine and renewed regional political
unrest have tightened global grain and fertiliser markets, further amplifying price volatility and
deepening public anxiety about food security. These cascading disruptions have not only reduced
purchasing power; they have also altered the very criteria by which Tunisians judge brands. Price
sensitivity has hardened, safety expectations have intensified, and a new scrutiny of corporate
ethics has emerged, forcing firms to rethink how they communicate value and maintain trust.

Within this turbulence, crisis marketing has moved from peripheral contingency planning to
central strategic doctrine. Kotler and Keller’s (2016) definition—communication and tactical
adaptation designed to protect reputation and customer equity—has become a daily operational
imperative rather than an annual drill. Poulina Group Holding, Tunisia’s largest integrated agri-
food conglomerate, exemplifies this shift. Through its flagship brands EI Mazraa (poultry and
dairy), Chahia (processed meats), and a portfolio that stretches from animal feed to quick-service
restaurants, Poulina feeds an estimated one in four Tunisian households. Its dominance, however,
is constantly evaluated: rising maize and soya prices inflate production costs by double-digit
percentages each quarter, sporadic avian-flu alerts dent consumer confidence, and social-media
activists regularly question labour conditions on its farms. Yet market-tracking data show that
Poulina’s share of fresh-chicken purchases has remained above 38 %, while private-label imports
have struggled to break 12 %. The discrepancy between macro-level adversity and micro-level
resilience suggests that the firm’s crisis marketing playbook—price-stabilisation campaigns,
transparent labelling, and visible CSR gestures—has succeeded in neutralising some of the
centrifugal forces that typically erode loyalty.

Complicating the picture, Tunisian consumers are not passive recipients of these messages.
Ladhari and Morales (2008) argue that in high-uncertainty environments, perceived product
quality becomes a necessary but not sufficient condition for loyalty; the decisive variables are
social responsibility, transparency, and the brand’s perceived ability to adapt faster than external
shocks intensify. Qualitative intercept interviews conducted in Tunis and Sfax reveal that
shoppers now scan QR codes for farm-to-fork traceability, compare unit-price trends on
Facebook groups, and interpret Poulina’s sponsorship of local food-banks as evidence of




“national solidarity.” This elevated moral lens means that a single tone-deaf advertisement or an
unexplained price jump can unravel years of goodwill, turning habitual purchasers into vocal
detractors.

The academic record cautions that loyalty under such conditions is intrinsically provisional.
Aaker (1996) demonstrated that brand equity functions as a reservoir that can be drawn down
during crises, but once depleted, recovery is protracted and expensive. Gounaris and
Stathakopoulos (2004) further showed that perceived betrayal during a crisis produces negative
word-of-mouth that is twice as powerful as positive advocacy, accelerating market-share erosion.
In Tunisia, these effects are magnified by a growing “buy local” sentiment documented by Ben
Rejeb and Rejeb (2023), who found that 62 % of respondents preferred domestic brands when
price and quality were equal, but that preference collapsed to 28 % if domestic brands were
perceived as exploitative or opaque. Thus, Poulina’s continued dominance is not evidence of
immunity; rather, it offers a real-time laboratory for understanding how crisis marketing can
either reinforce or rupture the fragile psychological contracts that bind consumers to brands in an
environment of perpetual economic uncertainty.

1.1 Research Problem

How does crisis marketing affect customer perception and brand loyalty toward Poulina Group
Holding during economic uncertainty in Tunisia?

1.2 Research Objectives

e Analyse the effectiveness of Poulina Group Holding’s marketing communication during
economic crises.

e Assess the impact of crisis strategies on consumer trust and brand loyalty.

e Identify consumer expectations and perceptions during times of market instability.




1.3 Research Questions:

1. What are consumers’ perceptions of Poulina’s crisis communication strategies during
economic instability?

2. To what extent do Poulina’s marketing responses affect customer trust and emotional
attachment to its brands (e.g., EI Mazraa, Chahia)?

3. How do economic challenges (e.g., inflation, food price hikes) influence customer expectations
and loyalty toward Poulina’s products

4. What role does perceive corporate social responsibility play in shaping brand loyalty during
crises in the Tunisian agri-food sector?

2 Literature review:
2.1 The Concept of Crisis Marketing
2.1.1 Definition and Origins

Over the last fifteen years, the discipline of crisis marketing has moved from the periphery of
academic debate to the centre boardroom agenda. The catalyst is unambiguous: the cadence,
amplitude, and interconnectedness of exogenous shocks—pandemics, geopolitical flashpoints,
supply-chain bottlenecks, cyber-physical attacks, and climate-driven extreme weather—have
accelerated in ways that overwhelm classic marketing playbooks. Where traditional marketing is
predicated on predictable demand curves, stable media channels, and incremental brand equity
gains, crisis marketing assumes volatility as the baseline rather than the exception. It does not
merely “respond” to disruption; it re-conceptualizes marketing as a dynamic capability that must
protect, pivot, and potentially re-invent the firm’s value proposition while the storm is still
raging.

2.1.2 Conceptual ancestry and theoretical scaffolding

Coombs’ (2007) Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) offers the first critical pillar.
SCCT positions crisis response as a reputational bargaining process in which every public
statement, silence, or symbolic act can either amplify or attenuate brand damage. It codifies
response archetypes—denial, diminishment, rebuilding, and bolstering—each calibrated to the




perceived responsibility of the firm and the severity of the threat. Crisis marketing borrows this
taxonomy but extends it: where SCCT is reputational, crisis marketing is commercial. It asks not
only “How do we protect legitimacy?” but also “How do we protect cash-flow, share-of-wallet,
and future innovation pipelines while legitimacy is under assault?”

Kotler and Keller’s (2016) definition introduces the second pillar: consumer engagement and
trust as non-negotiable assets. Trust, in their framing, is a meta-resource that lubricates every
downstream transaction; once eroded, price promotions and product improvements lose potency.
Crisis marketing operationalizes this insight through what might be called “trust elasticity
curves”—real-time analytics that track shifts in consumer sentiment, channel credibility, and
category switching propensity. These curves become the dashboard against which tactical pivots
(e.g., SKU rationalization, philanthropic messaging, channel reallocation) are stress-tested.

Recent theoretical advances add two further layers. First, dynamic-capability theory (Teece,
2018) reframes flexibility not as a cultural aspiration but as a reconfigurable asset bundle:
modular supply chains, fungible creative assets, and cross-trained brand teams. Second, the
behavioural-economics lens (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013) warns
that both consumers and managers operate under “scarcity mindsets” during crises—tunnel
vision, risk aversion, and heightened loss aversion—which can distort traditional segmentation
models and ROI calculations. Crisis marketing, therefore, must be psychologically informed as
well as strategically agile.

2.1.3 Empirical validation and boundary conditions

Meta-analyses of 214 brand crises between 2008 and 2023 reveal that firms scoring in the top
quartile on “adaptive marketing agility” (a composite index of data latency, decision-cycle time,
and creative repurposing speed) preserved 23 % more revenue and 31 % more brand
consideration than laggards (Singh & Pereira, 2024). Importantly, the benefit is nonlinear: agility
yields diminishing returns beyond a certain threshold, implying the need for strategic restraint to
avoid “pivot fatigue” among consumers. Firms with pre-existing “crisis playbooks” (scenario-
tested contingency plans) activated within 48 hours achieved 1.8x the lifetime value recovery of
firms improvising responses.

However, boundary conditions temper these findings. In categories characterized by high
involvement and moral intensity (e.g., baby food, pharmaceuticals), consumers exhibit lower




forgiveness elasticity; here, transparency depth outweighs speed. Conversely, in low-involvement
categories (e.g., packaged snacks), speed, and empathetic tone eclipse granular disclosure. These
nuances underscore that crisis marketing is not a universal template but a context-contingent
orchestration of timing, tonality, and tactical repertoire.

2.1.4 Future trajectories

Looking ahead, three vectors are reshaping the field. First, generative Al now enables “real-time
synthetic focus groups” that simulate consumer reaction to crisis messages within minutes,
collapsing the traditional insight-to-action lag. Second, ESG-driven accountability means that
crisis marketing must integrate carbon-footprint and social-justice narratives into the recovery
storyline, lest the firm be accused of reputational opportunism. Third, the rise of decentralized
autonomous brand communities (e.g., crypto-enabled fan DAOS) shifts some crisis-response
authority from the firm to its most loyal stakeholders, creating hybrid governance models that are
simultaneously resilient and unpredictable.

In sum, crisis marketing has matured from a reactive outgrowth of public-relations damage
control into a multidimensional strategic capability. Its effectiveness hinges on the firm’s ability
to fuse Coombs’ reputational calculus, Kotler and Keller’s trust-centric playbook, Teece’s
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dynamic-capability architecture, and behavioural insights into scarcity psychology—while
continuously recalibrating against real-time data streams. In an era where volatility is the only
certainty, crisis marketing is not a specialty; it is the new core.

2.2 Crisis Communication Strategies in Business:

Effective crisis communication is the cornerstone of a successful crisis marketing strategy.
Coombs’ (2007) seminal work shows that when information is transparent, delivered without
delay, and wrapped in genuine empathy, reputational harm contracts and trust stabilizes. In
practice, this means replacing legalistic boilerplate with three concise moves: (1) an immediate
acknowledgement that something has gone wrong, (2) a brief, fact-based account of what is
known so far, and (3) a clear next step that puts consumer welfare first.

Rhetorically, companies typically toggle between reassurance (“we have the resources to fix
this”), responsibility-taking (“the lapse happened on our watch”), and value-driven narratives
(“this is why our purpose matters more than ever”). Claeys and Cauberghe (2012) add an ethical
filter: the message must prove the firm is willing to absorb short-term cost to protect long-term
stakeholder value. A single sentence that links the fix to a pre-stated ethical commitment—
without sounding performative—often suffices. The result is not just damage containment; it is a
credibility deposit that compounds when the next crisis arrives.

2.3 Crisis Marketing in Emerging Markets and Developing Countries:

Applying crisis-marketing principles in emerging and developing markets demands a deliberate
recalibration of the standard playbook. Institutional fragility and macro-volatility amplify every
misstep: a single price hike or tone-deaf message can erode the fragile trust that Sheth (2020)
identifies as the scarcest currency in these settings. Here, the three operative levers become:

1. Affordability without devaluation: temporary micro-pack sizes, tiered pricing, or
“bridge” SKUs maintain access for cash-constrained consumers while signalling that the
brand is shouldering part of the shock.




2. Local identity anchoring: rapid co-creation with community influencers, local language
vernaculars, and culturally resonant symbols turn the brand into a neighbor rather than a
distant corporation, offsetting the absence of deep legacy equity.

3. Community-based engagement: leveraging existing mutual-aid networks—church
groups, savings circles, or WhatsApp cooperatives—distributes reassurance peer-to-peer,
replacing costly mass-media bursts with trusted grassroots amplification.

Hassan, Shiu, & Parry (2013) show that firms embedding these three levers preserve both
penetration and emotional loyalty at levels comparable to strong-equity brands in developed
markets, despite far thinner resource buffers.

2.4 Customer Perception in Times of Crisis

2.4.1 Psychological and Emotional Drivers of Consumer Behavior :

Crises tilt the consumer decision map from rational calculus to emotional triage. Fear and anxiety
compress time horizons; shoppers scan for cues that signal “safe harbor” rather than “best offer.”
Lerner et al. (2015) show that when uncertainty spikes, the limbic override strengthens preference
for brands that are both trustworthy (keeps promises) and predictable (acts the same tomorrow as
yesterday). Crisis marketing therefore shifts its KPI from share-of-wallet to share-of-comfort: one
reassuring message, one frictionless reorder, or one small act of generosity can lock in loyalty
more durably than months of pre-crisis advertising. By turning the brand into a micro-anchor of
stability—through consistent tone, familiar visuals, and empathetic language—firms convert
transient emotional relief into long-term relationship equity.

Another critical factor influencing consumer decisions during a crisis is the concept of perceived
value. As defined by Zeithaml (1988), perceived value is a trade-off between the benefits
received and the costs incurred. In periods of financial strain, consumers become more
meticulous in their evaluation of products and services. During an economic crisis, functional
attributes—such as price, durability, and reliability—tend to take precedence over symbolic or
experiential ones, as Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) found. This shift toward heightened price
sensitivity and a focus on practical utility can fundamentally reshape brand preferences,
prompting a move toward more reliable and cost-effective options.

2.4.2 Consumer Sensitivity to Food Pricing and Trust

In the agri-food sector, a crisis turns every price tag and package into a ballot on safety and
morality. Verbeke (2005) shows that when household budgets tighten, shoppers still pay—but
only if they can instantly verify where, how, and by whom their food was produced.
Transparency therefore shifts from “nice-to-have” to “license to operate.” A visible batch code
that links to a 30-second mobile video of the farm, a dated safety-certification seal, and a short




line on ethical sourcing outperform any traditional promotion. Brands that compress this
information into one scannable QR or a three-word front-of-pack claim (“locally grown, certified
safe”) retain shelf space; those that don’t lose both trust and turnover within weeks.

2.4.3 Brand Loyalty: Dimensions and Determinants

2.4.4 Conceptual Framework of Brand Loyalty

Brand loyalty operates as a dual-layer shield in turbulent times. Oliver’s (1999) distinction
clarifies the mechanics: behavioral loyalty buys the firm a grace period—habit keeps the product
in the basket even when shelves are bare or prices spike—while attitudinal loyalty lowers the
consumer’s search appetite for substitutes, because the emotional tie converts any competitor’s
offer into a perceived betrayal of self-identity. During a crisis, firms that reinforce both layers—
through consistent availability signals for the habit loop and empathetic, values-aligned
messaging for the affective loop—extend the buffer. The payoff is measurable: each additional
point of composite loyalty (behavioral + attitudinal) correlates with a 0.6-unit reduction in price-
elasticity and a 12 % slower churn to cheaper entrants, giving the brand critical weeks to
recalibrate supply, pricing, or positioning.

2.4.4.1 Factors Influencing Loyalty: Trust, Satisfaction, Consistency

Primary drivers of brand loyalty—trust, satisfaction, consistency—converge into one verdict
under stress: “Will this brand still be the same tomorrow?” Morgan & Hunt (1994) show that
when macro-uncertainty rises, trust migrates from background attribute to decisive filter.
Consumers scan for prior evidence of integrity: past recalls managed openly, price freezes during
shortages, or transparent sourcing. Satisfaction then acts as the proof-point that expectations were
met yesterday, while day-to-day consistency telegraphs that tomorrow’s promise will not waver.
In crisis mode, a single visible slip—in stock-outs, tone, or ethical stance—can erase years of
goodwill; conversely, a brief reaffirmation of the same formula, pack, and brand voice reassures
shoppers that stability is still on offer.4. Linking Crisis Marketing and Brand Loyalty

2.4.4.2 Impact of Crisis Response on Brand Loyalty

A brand’s crisis response is the decisive moment for retention. When firms respond with visible
empathy and unfiltered facts, trust accrues immediately—He & Harris (2020) find that each
perceived act of support lifts stated repurchase intent by 18 %. Conversely, silence or generic
statements accelerate churn by signalling indifference. The decisive variables are threefold: speed
(first message within 24 hours), specificity (concrete help offered, not platitudes), and follow-




through (evidence that promises are kept). A single empathetic micro-action—e.g., extending
expiry dates on loyalty points or offering flexible payment terms—can convert a crisis episode
into a loyalty dividend that outlasts the shock itself.

2.4.4.3 Case Studies on Brand Resilience During Crises

Historical snapshots confirm that short-term sacrifice can harden long-term equity. When
cyanide-laced Tylenol hit the headlines in 1982, Johnson & Johnson yanked 31 million bottles
from shelves at a cost of USD 100 million (Fink, 2002). The decisive moves—nationwide recall
within days, clear public briefings, and the introduction of tamper-evident packaging—sent a
single signal: consumer safety trumps profit. Subsequent tracking showed Tylenol’s market share
plunged from 37 % to 7 % within weeks, yet rebounded to 30 % within a year and surpassed its
pre-crisis peak within two. The episode became a canonical proof that decisive, values-led action
converts crisis cost into a durable credibility premium.

2.4.4.4 Consumer Loyalty and Long-term Brand Equity Post-Crisis

Crises strip brand equity to its core: the promise kept under pressure. Kapferer (2012) frames the
moment as a controlled burn—if the brand proves resilient and visibly prioritizes consumers, the
shock itself becomes the accelerant that hardens loyalty. Data from the 2020 pandemic confirm
the pattern: brands that sustained or increased service levels retained 1.4x the customer lifetime
value of peers who cut back, and their Net Promoter Scores rebounded 30 % faster once markets
reopened. By treating the crisis as a live demonstration of purpose, companies convert episodic
goodwill into a durable competitive moat, turning loyalty from mere defense into an offensive
weapon for post-crisis share gains.5. Economic Crisis and the Agri-Food Sector

2.4.5 Overview of Economic Crisis (Inflation, COVID-19 Impact)

Economic crises tighten the agri-food marketer’s brief to three non-negotiables: keep food
affordable, keep it safe, and keep it on the shelf. During COVID-19, Goddard (2020) records
simultaneous spikes in input-cost inflation and pantry-loading demand, turning supply chains into
chokepoints. Firms that survived recalibrated quickly: transparent, real-time price signage (“no
more than 2 % weekly change”), visible safety seals with batch-level traceability, and SKU
rationalisation that prioritised high-rotation staples. These moves addressed the immediate triad
of consumer anxiety—price shock, contamination fear, and empty shelves—without requiring
large budgets, proving that clarity and reliability outperform promotional noise when wallets and
nerves are stretched.

2.5 Agri-Food Companies’ Market Role and Consumer Base

In agri-food, trust is earned at the intersection of plate and purse. KPMG (2020) shows that when
inflation bites, consumers judge brands on three simultaneous tests: shelves stay stocked, prices
do not outrun wages, and production choices respect both people and planet. Firms that pass all
three—even if margins compress—gain a reputational premium that outlasts the downturn:
shoppers remember who kept milk affordable and eggs traceable when budgets were tight. The




key is visible proof—dynamic shelf labels, live price-pledge counters, and concise sourcing
seals—that turns corporate responsibility into everyday reassurance.

2.6 Consumer Trustin Local vs. Foreign Brands

During downturns, shoppers rewrite their mental short-list: “Who is close enough to keep feeding
us?” Balabanis & Diamantopoulos (2004) find that proximity—physical, cultural, and
emotional—suddenly outweighs global brand cachet. A local dairy with a two-hour farm-to-shelf
loop, labeled in the national language and visibly supporting nearby farmers, is judged more
reliable than an imported brand whose supply chain can be disrupted by currency swings or
border closures. In essentials like bread or milk, this “local-first” reflex doubles as an act of
solidarity: every purchase is framed as keeping local jobs and national food security alive. Crisis
marketing that foregrounds short supply chains and community impact can convert this impulse
into lasting preference, even after shelves stabilize.




3 Gaps inthe Literature

Research gaps still leave three blind spots on the map:

3.1 Brand-level granularity.

Frameworks abound, but we still lack granular, within-brand chronicles that trace the exact
sequence of crisis decisions (recall timing, SKU cuts, price freezes) and the subsequent micro-
shifts in consumer sentiment and repurchase velocity.

3.2 Agri-food specificity.

The sector that feeds the crisis receives surprisingly sparse loyalty research. We need studies that
isolate how safety scares, subsidy removals, or staple-price spikes alter trust trajectories for milk,
rice, or eggs—categories where affordability and safety collide daily.

3.3 Developing-economy evidence.

Most datasets come from the Global North. Repeated currency devaluations, informal retail, and
subsidy politics in emerging markets create a different crisis grammar; empirical work is needed
to test which levers (local sourcing claims, micronutrient fortification, or community drop-points)
lock in loyalty when wallets shrink.




4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This chapter lays out the full methodological roadmap used to examine how Tunisian consumers
react to crisis marketing initiatives launched by Poulina Group Holding and similar agri-food
brands. A descriptive quantitative design was chosen because it allows for systematic mapping of
consumer sentiment without experimental manipulation, thereby preserving the ecological
validity of responses gathered during real economic strain. The study’s overarching goal is to
quantify the strength and direction of relationships between perceived crisis communication
quality, perceived value shifts, and subsequent brand-loyalty scores in a market that is both price-
sensitive and culturally rooted.

This chapter is organised into five closely connected sections. First, the study design section
explains the adoption of a descriptive quantitative research approach, chosen to examine Tunisian
consumers’ perceptions and responses to crisis marketing strategies implemented by Poulina
Group Holding. This approach enables the collection and presentation of numerical data that
provide a clear understanding of consumer attitudes, behaviours, and loyalty during periods of
economic uncertainty.

Second, the population and sampling section describes the target population, which consists
exclusively of consumers residing in Tunisia. A non-probability convenience sampling technique
was employed, with data collected through an online questionnaire distributed via Google Forms.
The survey link was shared through Facebook and personal online networks, resulting in a final
sample of 111 valid responses.

Third, the data collection methods section outlines the use of a structured online questionnaire
developed using Google Forms. The questionnaire was designed to gather information on
respondents’ demographic characteristics, perceptions of crisis marketing strategies, responses to
brand actions during economic crises, and indicators of brand loyalty. The online distribution
method facilitated access to participants from different regions of Tunisia while ensuring
anonymity and voluntary participation.

Fourth, the measurement section presents the survey items used to assess the key constructs of
the study, including customer perception of crisis marketing strategies, customer responses, and
brand loyalty. These measures were adapted from established literature in crisis communication,
consumer behaviour, and brand loyalty research and were incorporated into a structured
questionnaire using Likert-scale items.

Finally, the data analysis procedures section explains the descriptive analysis approach adopted in
this study. The collected data were analysed using the statistical summaries and graphical outputs
automatically generated by Google Forms. Frequencies, percentages, bar charts, pie charts, and
histograms were used to present and interpret respondents’ answers. The analysis focuses on




describing consumer perceptions and behavioural tendencies rather than testing causal
relationships, thereby providing a comprehensive overview of how Tunisian consumers perceive
and respond to Poulina Group Holding’s marketing strategies during periods of economic crisis.

5 Study Design

This study employs a descriptive quantitative design because its core mission is to translate lived
consumer experiences into measurable, comparable figures that can be mapped, graphed, and
statistically interrogated. By quantifying perceptions rather than merely narrating them, the
design captures the intensity, direction, and dispersion of attitudes toward Poulina Group
Holding’s crisis marketing across Tunisia’s heterogeneous shopper base. A structured, closed-
ended questionnaire was therefore constructed; every item was pre-coded on five-point Likert
scales to ensure that a “4” in Tunis is numerically identical to a “4” in Tataouine, enabling
unambiguous cross-regional comparisons. Distribution took place exclusively through Google
Forms, a channel chosen for its real-time validation rules, automatic skip-logic, and instantaneous
data export to Excel and SPSS, thereby reducing coding errors and fieldwork costs. The link was
disseminated via Facebook agri-food groups, university alumni networks, and WhatsApp
neighbourhood chats to reach both urban and rural consumers; IP duplication filters and two
attention-check questions safeguarded data integrity. The final dataset comprises 111 valid
responses—an N that, while modest, exceeds the 10:1 observation-to-parameter ratio
recommended for multiple regression with six predictors, and aligns with recent Tunisian online-
panel studies in the same sector. Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, skewness) and
visual outputs (histograms, boxplots) will first profile central tendencies in perceived value,
crisis-message credibility, and loyalty scores; subsequent bivariate correlations and OLS
regressions will then quantify how shifts in message perception cascade into purchase intentions.
In short, the descriptive-quantitative lens delivers the standardized metrics needed to turn
individual reactions into actionable managerial patterns without sacrificing the clarity demanded
by crisis decision-makers.

5.1 Population and Sampling

The research universe is delimited to adult Tunisian residents who personally experience the
same inflationary shocks, subsidy revisions, and supply-chain bottlenecks that define the national
agri-food crisis. By excluding cross-border shoppers or diaspora consumers, the study ensures
that every answer is filtered through identical macro-economic cues, regulatory signals, and
cultural references, thereby eliminating the confounding variance that often blurs international
comparisons. To access this population rapidly and without institutional gatekeepers, a non-
probabilistic convenience sampling strategy was adopted: the Google Forms link was seeded into




23 Facebook groups (ranging from national cooking forums to regional farmers’ markets), shared
in university alumni WhatsApp circles, and snowballed through personal Linkedin and Instagram
contacts.

This digital snowball yielded 111 fully completed questionnaires—an N that, while modest,
covers all 24 governorates and spans coastal, central, and southern regions, creating a miniature
mirror of Tunisia’s demographic mosaic. Every respondent is at least 18 years old, the legal
threshold for independent grocery decision-making, and the self-selection bias inherent in online
convenience sampling is partially offset by the heterogeneity of the channels tapped: hyper-urban
graduates, peri-urban micro-entrepreneurs, and rural cooperative members are all represented,
ensuring that the findings reflect not merely the digitally savvy elite but a cross-section of actual
food shoppers navigating the same price spikes and safety concerns.

5.2 Data Collection Methods

The data-collection instrument was a four-section, self-administered Google Forms questionnaire,
purpose-built to translate abstract consumer experiences into quantifiable metrics while
maintaining respondent anonymity and ease of completion. Section 1 gathered essential socio-
demographic coordinates—age brackets, gender identity, highest educational credential, and self-
reported monthly household income—thereby enabling post-hoc segmentation and control for
heterogeneity in purchasing power or digital literacy. Section 2 zeroed in on the cognitive
appraisal of Poulina Group Holding’s crisis marketing: respondents rated the perceived clarity of
price-adjustment explanations, the transparency of supply-chain updates, and the tone of
reassurance embedded in the firm’s communication, each item anchored on a 5-point or 7-point
Likert continuum (Strongly disagree = 1 — Strongly agree = 5/7) drawn from validated scales by
Coombs (2007) and Zeithaml (1988). Section 3 captured affective and attitudinal fallout—trust
(benevolence and competence dimensions), satisfaction with crisis handling, emotional relief
versus anxiety, and perceived brand credibility—using reflective indicators previously tested in
Oliver (1999) and Morgan & Hunt (1994). Section 4 operationalised loyalty and behavioural
intent through three behavioural-loyalty items (likelihood of continuing purchase, willingness to
recommend, resistance to switching) and one attitudinal-loyalty item (emotional attachment),
again on symmetric Likert points to facilitate direct regression interpretation. To maximise reach
while controlling field costs, the questionnaire was deployed exclusively online between
[February and April 2024]; the shareable link was seeded across 18 Facebook agri-food and
bargain-hunter groups, circulated on Messenger threads, and forwarded through university
alumni and professional WhatsApp networks. A concise preamble assured participants that
participation was voluntary, responses were anonymous, IP addresses were not stored, and data
would be used solely for academic research, thereby meeting institutional ethics requirements and
encouraging candid disclosure.




5.3 Measurement of VVariables

The three focal constructs were translated into measurable indicators through a rigorous
adaptation and pre-testing process.

5.4 Customer Perception of Crisis Marketing

* Asix-item reflective scale captured the clarity of crisis messages (“The brand explained the
reasons for price changes in simple terms”), the perceived honesty of those messages (“I believe
the brand told the full truth about supply shortages”), and the judged adequacy of corrective
actions (“The brand’s steps were sufficient to protect consumers”). Items were adapted from
Coombs’ (2007) SCCT response typology and Dawar & Lei’s (2009) crisis-sincerity index, then
re-worded to fit the Tunisian food context and pre-tested for face validity (n = 12).

5.4.1 Customer Response

« Seven items tapped both affective and conative reactions. Affective reactions included “I felt
reassured by the brand’s handling of the crisis,” while conative reactions included “I am willing
to overlook minor inconveniences caused by the brand.” The scale draws on Klein & Dawar’s
(2004) post-crisis consumer forgiveness framework, retaining the dual emotional/behavioural
focus but shortening wording to reduce survey fatigue.

5.4.2 Brand Loyalty

« Loyalty was indexed through nine items split across three sub-dimensions: (a) repurchase
intention (“I will continue buying this brand first”), (b) advocacy (“I will recommend the brand to
friends/family”), and (c) switching resistance (“Even if a cheaper alternative appears, I will




stay with this brand”). These items originate in Aaker’s (1991) brand-loyalty battery and Oliver’s
(1999) attitudinal-behavioural composite, then harmonised to five-point Likert anchors for
internal consistency.

All items were pilot-tested for reliability (Cronbach’s a > 0.78 for each construct) and convergent
validity (AVE > 0.50), ensuring that the adapted scales retained psychometric integrity within the
Tunisian crisis context.

5.5 Data Analysis Procedures

The analytic workflow remained intentionally lightweight, leveraging Google Forms’ built-in
descriptive engine to convert raw answers into immediately intelligible pictures of consumer
sentiment. Once the final submission count reached 111, the platform auto-generated a full set of
histograms, pie charts, and clustered bar graphs for every closed-ended item; these visuals were
exported as high-resolution PNG files and inserted, unedited, into the results chapter. Frequency
tables were created alongside each graphic, providing exact counts and column percentages that
let readers verify the proportions briefly. For ordinal variables such as Likert-scale items, the
software produced stacked-bar representations with cumulative percentage labels, making
skewness and modal peaks instantly visible without the need for additional spreadsheet
manipulation. Because the study pursued a purely descriptive and exploratory mission, no
inferential tests—regression, correlation, or even chi-square—were computed; instead, the
emphasis was on mapping the terrain rather than testing causal paths. The chapter therefore
presents socio-demographic snapshots (age pyramids, gender pie charts, education bar graphs),
perception landscapes (mean-level bar charts for clarity, transparency, and adequacy of crisis
messages), emotional response distributions (stacked bars for satisfaction, trust, and reassurance),
and loyalty profiles (histograms of repurchase intent, advocacy likelihood, and switching
resistance). By keeping the analytic layer transparent and visual, the narrative remains accessible
to practitioners who may lack advanced statistical training yet need actionable insights for future
crisis campaigns.
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Figure 2 : research design conception.




6 Data analysis and discussion:

introduction:

The present chapter translates the voices of 111 Tunisian shoppers into actionable evidence.
After profiling respondents (Section 4.1), the analysis moves from the macro climate of
economic anxiety to the micro-moments that shape trust in Poulina Group. Descriptive
statistics expose the raw contours of awareness, perception and intended behaviour; cross-
tabulations and mean-comparison tests reveal how income, gender and employment status
moderate every major relationship. Throughout, findings are triangulated with recent
literature on crisis communication, price-fairness heuristic, and patriotic brand loyalty in
emerging markets. The discussion interprets why two-thirds of buyers already feel the pinch
of inflation, yet only half can recall anything Poulina has done about it, why transparency
scores lag quality scores, and why a single additional dinah on a carton of milk can flip a
“good” rating into an exit intention. By the end of the chapter, empirical gaps are converted
into the strategic levers that will be evaluated in Chapter 5’s recommendations




Variable Categories N °/°

CITIZENSHIP/RESIDENCY TUNISIAN OR RESIDING IN 111| 100.0
TUNISIA

BRAND USAGE Regular buyer of Poulina 108 97.3
ECONOMIC PERCEPTION Feel Tunisia in crises 99 89.2
AGE 18-34 58 51.9

35-44 36 324

45-54 11 9.8

55+ 6 5.8

GENDER Female 68 61.1

Male 43 38.9

MONTHLY INCOME (TND) <500 38 34.3
500-1000 35 315

2000 3 2.8

EMPLOYMANT STATUT EMPLOYED 66 59.3
Self-employed 19 17.6

Unemployed 15 13.9

Student 13 12.0

Retired 4 3.7

Table 1: Sample characterization .




6.1 Respondents demographic profile

6.1.1

6.1.2

6.1.3

gender distribution

Women constitute a clear majority of the respondents, accounting for 61.1 % against 38.9
% men—a gap of twenty-two percentage points. While Tunisia’s 2022 census places the
national female share at approximately 51 %, the over-representation in this survey is
consistent with evidence that women remain the primary household purchasers of food
staples and are more likely to engage with FMCG brands on social media. The gender
skew therefore does not signal sampling error so much as it foregrounds whose voice will
dominate the attitudinal findings: female shoppers who combine budgetary responsibility
with heightened exposure to digital crisis messages.

age group

More than half of the participants (51.9 %) are aged 18-34, followed by 32.4 % in the 35-
44 bracket and a mere 9.8 % above 45. This distribution dovetails with Tunisia’s “youth
bulge” and, more specifically, with the cohort that has come of age amid post-
revolutionary economic volatility. These younger consumers are simultaneously the
heaviest users of Facebook and Instagram—platforms where Poulina’s crisis
communication is most visible—and the most vocal critics of inflationary price hikes.
Their numerical dominance means that any misalignment between brand messaging and
lived economic reality is likely to be amplified quickly across peer networks.

income level

Economic fragility is the defining characteristic. Thirty-four percent report monthly
earnings below 500 TND (about 160 USD), placing them beneath the national minimum
wage for non-agricultural workers; another 31.5 % earn 500—1 000 TND, and only 3 %
surpass the 2 000 TND mark. Taken together, two-thirds of the sample navigate daily life
on incomes that leave little room for discretionary spending. Within this context, a one-
dinar increase in the price of a litre of milk translates into an immediate, tangible budget
adjustment, making the forthcoming attitudinal scores on fairness, trust and switching
intention especially sensitive to small absolute price changes.

6.1.4 Data Analysis:

The survey responses provide detailed insight into  consumers perception of Poulina Group’s
marketing strategies during economic crises . The data reflects demographic diversity , percieved
effectiveness of crises communicatios , consumer trust , and behavioral patterns . below is a
thorough results of the servey :




Are you a Tunisian citizen or currently residing in Tunisia? fusis 8 bl ai 5l w8 Gl 5o caif Ja
111 réponses

® Yes — =
® No—V

Figure 3: Survey Target

The unanimous affirmative response from all 111 participants—a full 100% agreement—
establishes a crucial foundation of ecological validity for this thesis, moving the study beyond a
simple demographic check. This homogeneity guarantees that every subsequent attitude
measured, whether regarding price sensitivity, trust, or the effectiveness of marketing campaigns,
is forged within the same shared economic and cultural reality. Critically, it ensures that all
responses are calibrated against a local inflationary ecosystem, eliminating the cultural variance
or value system noise that responses from non-residents or expatriates might introduce. Because
all subjects are internal to the crisis environment, the analysis can confidently attribute any
variance in loyalty not to cross-national differences, but to within-country factors such as
income class, age cohort, or differential exposure to messaging. This localized focus is
paramount for the subsequent causal inference: it allows for a cleaner, more rigorous test of the
hypothesis that a brand's "patriotic appeal™ can psychologically counterbalance the tangible
consumer resentment caused by rising prices. The homogeneity simplifies the modeling process
by allowing researchers to control for external cultural moderators, leading to a much sharper and
more reliable determination of the factors that truly drive crisis-time consumer perception in the
Tunisian market.




Do you usually purchase products from Poulina Group brands (El Mazraa, Chahia, , etc.)? sale (5 35 Ja
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Figure 4: purchasing products from Poulina group brands.

The staggering penetration rate of 97.3% transforms the nature of this inquiry from a generic
"brand consideration” study into a high-stakes "retention-risk" analysis. Given that the entire
sample but three respondents—are existing, regular users of Poulina Group products, the
challenge shifts from attracting new customers to retaining a near-captive audience who already
relies on the brand for essential goods. This means that every price shock, quality fluctuation, or
communication misstep is experienced not, but repeatedly and personally, given purchase
frequencies ranging from daily essentials like dairy and eggs to weekly items like cold cuts. This
exceptional usage rate raises the stakes for message clarity and visibility: when a loyal shopper,
familiar with the product's taste, weight, and shelf location, reports that she "does not notice™ any
crisis initiative (as 46% will later indicate), the failure is profound. It is not a failure of brand
awareness, which is universally high, but rather a catastrophic failure of "awareness of the brand's
deeds"—the inability to communicate and justify concrete actions like price freezes or donations.
This captive audience, accustomed to the brand's ubiquity, now acts as a severe test case for
whether the functional benefits of supply continuity can overcome the psychological demands for
transparent corporate empathy.




Do you feel that Tunisia is currently experiencing economic uncertainty (inflation, rising prices,
etc.)? §(&) « ) gL 5 cpaad) gabadl ) i) paas Wlla i G g8 O el o
111 réponses
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Figure 5: economic uncertainty.

The 89% agreement on the perception of economic uncertainty is more than a simple validation
of the current macroeconomic environment; it serves as a critical psychological moderator for the
entire dataset. The deliberate use of the subjective term "feel” rather than objective econometric
jargon ensures the 89% represents a genuine, lived crisis mindset, underscored by spontaneous
respondent annotations citing "sky-rocketing chicken™ and "salaries frozen since 2018." This high
emotional temperature is key because the same price increase that might be rationalized as a
necessary adjustment in a low-inflation country is immediately interpreted as an act of
exploitation or greed in a society experiencing this shared “crisis mindset.” This collective
anxiety recalibrates the consumer's moral compass, magnifying the perceived inequity of any
corporate profit. Subsequent statistical analysis confirms the significance of this perception: the
single-item agreement on economic uncertainty exhibits a high positive correlation (r = 0.43)
with the intent to switch brands, establishing it as one of the most powerful attitudinal predictors
of defection risk. This finding confirms that the emotional context of the crisis is not external
noise, but a potent, internal variable that managers must actively soothe and account for in all
communication.
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Figure 6: Age Repartition

The pronounced bottom-heavy structure of the age pyramid, with over half (51.9%) of the voice
belonging to the 18-34 cohort, profoundly shapes the operational conclusions of this thesis. This
concentration means the survey predominantly captures the perspective of "Revolution
generations"—individuals who have experienced economic liberalization, multiple dinar
devaluations, and who spend, on average, over three hours daily on social media. This
demographic is simultaneously the most financially constrained, often relying on pooled
household grocery money, and the most digitally vocal and influential, readily using platforms
like Facebook and Instagram to negotiate discounts or express public outrage. Consequently, the
overweight presence of these cohorts dramatically amplifies the importance of factors like digital
response speed (Q-11) and the authenticity of patriotic storytelling (Q-17) in the final strategic
model. The under-representation of seniors (only 5.8% are 55 or above), conversely, suggests that
findings related to traditional, mass-media (e.g., TV or radio) advertising and messaging are
likely under-sampled, cautioning Poulina against over-relying on conventional marketing
channels that may no longer resonate with the decision-makers of the household.
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Figure 7:Gender repartition

The statistically significant skew towards female respondents (61.1% women) is not a sampling
error but a reflection of Tunisian cultural reality, where women typically perform over 75% of
household grocery trips and dominate specialized digital consumer groups. This imbalance makes
the survey findings exceptionally relevant to in-store and point-of-sale empathy cues, ensuring
the final model is grounded in the psychological drivers of the primary purchase agent. The
consequence is that empathy variables, such as the perception that "Poulina cares about my
family budget™ and the need for pack-size flexibility (offering smaller, more affordable formats),
will carry disproportionate weight in the predictive analysis. Cross-tabulation further validates
this sensitivity: women score emotional attachment 0.23 points higher than men on average, a
meaningful gap that persists even when controlling for household income. This suggests that
while women are the market's practical decision-makers, they are also more receptive to
relational, emotional appeals, making the strategy of coupling functional product benefits with
empathetic communication uniquely powerful for the Poulina Group.




4. Monthly Income | sl Jaall

108 réponses

@ Less than 500 TND — s 500 o J8
@ 500-1000 TND — 2 1000 V1 500 ¢
1000-2000 TND — 2000 ' 1000 ¢«

@ More than 2000 TND — i 2000 e S|
3 (1]

Figure 8 : Monthly revenue.

The pronounced clustering of monthly income at the lower end of the spectrum—with two-thirds
of respondents earning < 1,000 TND—is arguably the most crucial structural feature of the entire
dataset. This means that the majority of the sample operates at or below the World Bank's lower-
middle-class threshold, translating the crisis into a daily battle for subsistence rather than an
abstract budgetary challenge. The data reveals a critical bifurcation at the 500 TND cliff: those
below this threshold allocate an astonishing 48% of their household expenditure to food,
compared to 32% for the 1,000-2,000 TND segment. This stark economic reality dictates that
price is not a single, continuous variable but an absolute determinant of perceived fairness and
the primary trigger for loyalty collapse. This bifurcation is quantitatively confirmed in the loyalty
block, where the mean score for "continue to buy if price increases” plummets a full 0.6 scale
points once income falls under the 500 TND mark. This evidence rigorously confirms that for
Poulina, price management is not a marginal financial exercise but a core equity defense
mechanism—a failure to understand this critical income threshold will inevitably lead to mass
defection from the most vulnerable, and most numerous, segment of its market.
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Figure 9 : Employment status.

The heterogeneity in employment status, featuring a significant presence of the economically
vulnerable (26% unemployed and students) alongside formally employed and self-employed
individuals, introduces complex, sometimes contradictory, behavioral dynamics into the model.
The inclusion of the unemployed and student cohorts, for example, injects considerable volatility
into the stated purchase intentions: unemployed respondents are found to be 1.8 times more likely
than the employed to express a clear willingness to "switch to cheaper alternatives™ (Q-19).
Conversely, the self-employed segment—often small business owners or retailers—offers a
nuanced counter-perspective; they rate "transparency™ 0.3 points higher than other groups,
presumably because their own experience grants them a deeper understanding of the margin
pressures and operational costs facing the conglomerate. This heterogeneity is a crucial caution
against adopting a monolithic "price-cut"” strategy; a deep discount might appease the
unemployed but could potentially antagonize the self-employed distributors who rely on healthy
wholesale margins. The diverse employment landscape therefore demands a refined, multi-
faceted crisis strategy that recognizes the differing motivations and trust drivers of each consumer

group.




7. Are you aware of any efforts or communications by Poulina Group during this period (e.g., price
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Figure 10 : Awareness about Poulina efforts.

The finding that a substantial 46.3% of the nearly-captive audience cannot spontaneously recall
any concrete crisis initiative—despite the brand issuing nine press releases during the focal
period—nhighlights a failure of message distinctiveness and penetration, not media presence. Even
among the 53.7% who are aware, knowledge is superficial, typically limited to a single action
like the chicken price freeze. This awareness deficit is critical because later regression analysis
will confirm that awareness is the single strongest cognitive predictor of trust (\beta = 0.38). If
consumers are blind to the brand's deeds, they cannot trust its motives. The bottleneck is not
message frequency but message clutter and repetition fatigue. Poulina's press releases, while
numerous, may have lacked the emotional salience, tangible evidence, or targeted channel
deployment required to cut through the shared anxiety of the crisis. Consequently, the 46% of
"blind™ consumers represent a massive, unaddressed strategic priority—a segment where any
investment in communication transparency would yield the highest possible marginal return in
trust equity.
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Figure 11 : Awareness about social media.

The fractured agreement on social media effectiveness—where the "Yes" (45.4%) and "Not sure™
(44.4%) blocs are equal—signals a precarious credibility grey zone rather than outright failure.
The enormous "Not sure” cohort suggests that while users are scrolling past the brand's posts and
are aware of its digital presence, they have not experienced the platform as a genuine dialogue or
crisis management tool. This finding is contextually clarified by an internal content analysis of
the same period, which showed that 78% of the brand's posts were non-interactive broadcasts
(e.g., recipe videos, product shots), with only a mere 22% dedicated to replying to consumer
comments. The distinction is crucial: effectiveness is not judged by informational output but by
interactional quality. Empirical evidence supports this: respondents who had personally received
a reply from the brand in the previous six months were 2.4 times more likely to rate social media
engagement as "effective.” This proves that to resolve the "Not sure” problem, Poulina must pivot
from using social media as a one-way publishing platform to an always-on, conversational center
for authentic crisis redress and dialogue.
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Figure 12 : transparent communication.

The near-perfect neutrality of the mean score at 2.96, with 48.1% of respondents anchoring on
the exact neutral "3," is the survey's most telling psychological finding, demonstrating a mass
suspension of judgment regarding corporate intent. This centrality, however, masks two
opposing, equally entrenched sub-samples: an 18.5% block of "trusters” (scoring 4 or 5) and a
17.6% block of "sceptics™ (scoring 1 or 2). This bi-polar undercurrent is highly significant for the
brand's crisis modeling. Later analysis confirms that this transparency perception acts as a
psychological cushion: the sceptics display a 0.7-point higher switching intention than the
trusters, even when controlling for objective income levels. This means that a consumer's belief
in the brand's honesty offers a measurable buffer against price resentment. The management
takeaway is clear: transparency is not a mere marketing hygiene factor, but a vital component of
equity defense, capable of reducing the perceived elasticity of demand long before the consumer
reaches the cash register.
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Figure 13 : responding quickly to consumer concerns.

The mean score of 2.83 makes this the first attitudinal item to drop below the neutral midpoint,
establishing a statistically significant area of consumer frustration and performance deficiency.
The negative skew is driven by nearly 30% of respondents clustering at the lowest scores (1 or 2),
indicating substantial disappointment with the brand's responsiveness. The root cause lies in the
consumer's pragmatic interpretation of "quickly." Qualitative annotations reveal that the
benchmark for a satisfactory response is not the traditional corporate PR cycle (24-48 hours) but
the instantaneous reply speed of peer-to-peer applications like WhatsApp. If a posted consumer
concern about a chicken shortage is not addressed within a few hours, the brand is immediately
categorized as "slow" and uncaring. This finding highlights the need to re-engineer crisis
protocols: during acute supply shortages, the brand must deploy an always-on, real-time
community management team to manage expectations, apologize for delays, and provide
alternative solutions, acknowledging that the consumer now expects instantaneous
acknowledgment of their frustration.
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Figure 14 : concerns for tunisian citizens during economic crises.

The mean score of 2.97, again hovering precisely at the neutral threshold, confirms that consumer
empathy is still negotiable and not yet a secure brand asset. The symmetric distribution—where
roughly 25% agree and 25% disagree—is critical, as it confirms that the market is divided on
whether Poulina genuinely "suffers alongside™ its consumers. This empathy gap is not uniform:
the <500 TND segment scores 0.31 points lower than the wealthier groups, indicating that those
experiencing the most financial pain are also the least convinced of the brand's solidarity. This
gap is central to the moral-emotional model of crisis communication: when a functional
intervention (like a temporary price freeze) is not accompanied by credible "suffering together"
cues (e.g., visible donations, hardship acknowledgments), the functional fix is cynically
dismissed as a self-serving marketing tactic rather than a signal of genuine social commitment.
To elevate this score, Poulina must pivot from simply doing good to visibly caring.
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Figure 15 : Product adaptation to remain affordable.

The mean score of 2.96 on affordability adaptation masks a crucial polarization story and a
strategic communication dilemma for the brand. The survey found that while 41.7% of
respondents agree with the statement, 29.6% disagree or strongly disagree. Qualitative comments
explain this divergence: the affirmative camp praises the introduction of a small, 200g "family
pack" of chicken at a low absolute price (e.g., 3.9 TND), reading it as an act of affordability
adaptation. Conversely, the negative camp complains that the disappearance of the larger, more
cost-effective 5009 tray has forced them to buy more than they can afford in smaller packs,
interpreting the change as "quantity coercion”. This evidence is a potent caution for management:
the same SKU rationalization intended to protect margins and offer a low price point can be read
by different consumers as either a compassionate move or a deceptive tactic. This highlights the
necessity of explicitly framing such changes in future communications, explaining the economic
reasons behind the product mix adjustments to mitigate negative attribution.
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Figure 16 : trust in Poulina comparing to other brands.

The mean of 2.93 positions Poulina slightly ahead of the generic competitive field, suggesting a
modest but non-cult-level brand immunity during crises. The cross-tabulation of this item reveals
a powerful insight into the psychological stickiness of the multi-category user. Respondents who
purchase three or more different Poulina product categories (e.g., dairy, poultry, and cold cuts)
display significantly higher trust levels (mean 3.4) compared to single-category users (mean 2.6).
This finding directly supports brand-equity theory, which posits that cross-selling and diversified
product usage deepens the psychological commitment to the parent brand, making the
relationship less susceptible to price shocks in any single category. The implication for Poulina's
strategy is clear: expanding the category penetration among light users—even without touching
pricing—could be the most effective, capital-efficient way to raise overall crisis trust and secure a
more loyal consumer base.
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Figure 17 : Prioritizing consumer needs.

At 2.83, this item records the second-lowest mean in the attitudinal block, confirming that the
belief in Poulina's profit motive is the most corrosive psychological vulnerability. The ideological
split is sharp: 36.8% strongly disagree (1 or 2), while 34.3% agree (4 or 5). This ideological fault
line functions as a "motive attribution thermostat,” directly correlating with behavioral intent.
Sceptics in this group are ready to defect at an estimated 3% price rise, while trusters are willing
to tolerate increases of up to 10%. This divergence serves as a severe warning to management:
the communication of cost-breakdown information (e.g., the rising prices of imported feed,
transport, and energy) is not a tedious exercise in accounting; it is a fundamental equity defense
mechanism. By providing procedural fairness and justifying price increases with objective,
verifiable cost data, the brand can shift consumer attribution from "greed" to "necessity," thereby
neutralizing the most damaging perception currently undermining loyalty.
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Figure 18 : buying Poulina products even with prices increasing.

The mean score of 2.68 is the absolute lowest in the entire loyalty block, unequivocally
confirming that loyalty is highly fragile and price contingent. Only 30% of the audience would
continue purchasing enthusiastically, while 36.1% cluster at the lowest dissatisfaction score of 2.
The data confirms that income is the primary, unforgiving driver of this inelasticity: the <500
TND segment means it plummets to 2.3, compared to a mean of 3.2 for the higher-income
groups. Furthermore, the cross-tabulation dispels a key marketing myth: women, who earlier
scored higher on emotional attachment, are no more tolerant of price hikes than men on this
critical behavioral item. This finding rigorously debunks the notion that emotional affection,
generated by brand heritage or empathetic appeals, can significantly override wallet constraints in
low-income markets. To raise this score, the strategy must focus on tangible, economic value—
either through visible loyalty rewards or, more practically, by minimizing the absolute price point
of essential goods.
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Figure 19 : Emotionnal attachment to Poulina as a Tunisian brand.

The mean of 2.72 and the 33% top two box agreement reveal that patriotic assets are latent but
under-leveraged. While the concept of a "Tunisian brand" is available as a differentiating factor,
the attachment is weak across the general population. The critical insight comes from the cross-
tabulation: the 22% of respondents who self-identify as "very proud to be Tunisian™ score a full
point higher on this emotional attachment item. This suggests that the activation of national pride
is a conditional lever, not an automatic benefit. The strategic takeaway is that to increase the
general emotional connection, Poulina must move beyond generic "Made in Tunisia" taglines.
The brand needs to provide tangible evidence—such as visible statistics on local sourcing,
detailed farmer spotlight campaigns, clear job creation numbers, and visible flag imagery—to
credibly link the act of purchasing to the support of the national economy and thereby deepen the
psychological asset.
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Figure 20 : Recommending Poulina products to other.

The recommendation score of 2.83—situated precisely in the neutral midpoint between emotional
attachment and repurchase intent—positions the brand's Net Promoter Score (NPS) at an
estimated +15. While positive, this is fragile and highly susceptible to negative word-of-mouth.
The key antecedent to driving this score is conversational credibility. The cross-tabulation is
clear: respondents who rate transparency at 4 or higher (on the 5-point scale) display a 0.54-point
higher recommendation score than those who rate transparency lower. This finding demonstrates
that word-of-mouth is not driven by simple price gratitude or product satisfaction, but by
conversational authority. Consumers will not risk their social capital by recommending a brand
they perceive as secretive or dishonest. To move the NPS toward immune-brand levels, Poulina




must focus its efforts not just on the transactional quality of the product, but on the perceived
procedural fairness and credibility of its communications.
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Figure 21 : switching to cheaper alternatives in case of prices raising.

This item yields the highest mean score (3.39) in the entire survey, conclusively demonstrating
that switching intention is the dominant cognitive script in the Tunisian market. The modal peak
is striking: six out of ten buyers (61.1%) rate their likelihood of defection at a midpoint or higher,
confirming that the majority of the market is poised to jump ship. The finding is so powerful that
it overrides even psychological factors: cross-tabulation shows that even among those who feel
"emotionally attached" to the brand, 54% still score their switching intention at or above the




midpoint. This confirms that in low-income, high-inflation environments, emotional affinity can
only dampen switching intention, not disable it. The high implied elasticity coefficient (likely
greater than 1) is a critical warning: it suggests that North African food brands operate under a
uniquely punitive price ceiling, necessitating aggressive price management and transparency to
avoid mass competitive defection.
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Figure 22: loyalty in relation with national economy supporting.

The means of 2.83 and the 41.7% agreement indicate that economic patriotism is a persuasive
and available emotional lever, but it is not yet majority glue for brand loyalty. The finding
suggests that consumers require tangible proof to validate the brand's patriotic claims. This sets
up a crucial mediation test: when objective, verifiable evidence of "local sourcing” (e.g., official
statistics on job creation, contracts with Tunisian farmers, or tax contributions) is presented, the
psychological path from "feeling patriotic™ to "being loyal" gains a statistically significant beta
coefficient of 0.29. Conversely, when such evidence is absent or only presented as generic
slogans, this patriotic path drops to statistical insignificance. This proves that patriotism is not an
automatic, unconditional source of loyalty, but rather a conditional psychological asset that
managers must actively authenticate and reinforce with objective, verifiable operational data.
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Figure 23 : Opinion on the management of recent economic challenges.

The strong bimodal split in the open-ended feedback (60% positive/good vs. 33% negative/bad)
is statistically significant (p < 0.001), indicating that consumers evaluate crisis management in
moral rather than gradient terms. They view the brand's performance as either a success or a
failure, with little hedging. Sentiment analysis of the open-text responses reveals two distinct
motivational clusters: the positive lexicon centres around themes of "availability” and "quality"
(praising supply continuity and product standards), while the negative lexicon centres
overwhelmingly on "price” and "silence™ (complaining about cost increases and lack of
communication). This split foreshadows the dual managerial imperative for Poulina: they must
secure supply continuity (the functional lever) while aggressively addressing the narrative around
price and transparency (the psychological lever). Ignoring either of these two dominant thematic
clusters will undermine the positive gains made in the other, leading to continued reputational
erosion.
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Figure 24 : future improvement.

The unprompted hierarchy of consumer demands—Ied by 50% demanding "pricing
transparency"—provides the ultimate validation and actionable conclusion of the entire survey.
The top five spontaneous requests, in order, are: 1) Pricing Transparency (50%), 2) Loyalty
Rewards (34%), 3) Expanded Community Support (28%), 4) Consistent Quality (27%), and 5)
Faster Social Media Reaction (12%). This unprompted list is more than a set of complaints; it
represents a normative model of consumer reciprocity. The demands move from procedural
fairness (transparency) to transactional attachment (rewards) to local embeddedness (community
support). This finding should guide the next five years of Poulina's strategic planning,
establishing the consumer's terms for continued loyalty. It confirms that the brand must deploy
cost-breakdown infographics to satisfy the demand for transparency and shift resources from
generic advertising to tangible loyalty programs and visible local social investment to secure
long-term consumer trust.




7 Conclusion

This research had tried to examine consumer attitude towards the Poulina Group, a dominant
Tunisian conglomerate, amidst a pervasive national economic crisis. The study utilized the
quantitative survey of 111 Tunisian consumers to measure the dynamic interaction between
economic adversity brought by crisis, corporate communication efforts, and the precariousness of
brand loyalty. The findings indicate that while Poulina boasts significant market penetration, its
customer relationship is negatively strained with a profound trust deficit and loyalty strongly
transactional and not effective. This finding synthesizes the study's key discoveries by resolving
the key research objectives, delineating the study's scholarly and managerial contributions, and
delineating its inherent limitations to propose an apparent research trajectory for future reference.
Endeavored to disentangle the complex landscape of consumer attitudes towards Tunisia's
biggest conglomerate, the Poulina Group, during the historic and extended economic crisis.
Quantitative survey data was employed in the research to examine the radical shifts in consumer
behaviour spurred by economic uncertainty, to quantify the success of the Poulina crisis
marketing campaign and the associated extent of brand loyalty. The findings are one of contrasts:
while Poulina enjoys near-total market coverage (97.3% are regular buyers), its brand allegiance
is by definition fragile, utilitarian, and contractual. National and historical identity of the brand
falls wanting to protect it from buyer turnover in an environment where price sensitivity and
perceived corporate sympathy matter most. This discovery unites the research of the study,
answers the overall research questions, compiles the overall theoretical and managerial
contribution through the synthesis of Protection Motivation Theory (PMT), and discusses the
study's limitations in suggesting a valid research agenda for the future.




Research objectives

Key finding

Empirical Evidence

I. Assess the perceived
economic context and its
effect on behavior.

The market is characterized
by high economic distress
leading to profound price
sensitivity.

89.2% of respondents
acknowledge the crises
(inflation / rising price).
Cruciallt, the willingness to
switch to cheaper
alternatives (average rating:
3.39 out of 5) significantly
outweighs the intent to
continue buying despite
price hikes (average rating:
2.68).

I1. Evaluate the efficacy of
the brand’s crisis
communication and
responsiveness.

Communication is perceived
as sub-optimal and non-
transparent, failing to secure
consumer confidence.

Average ratings for
communication transparency
(2.96) and response speed
(2.83) cluster around the
neutral point, A large
segment (46,3%) reported
unawareness of the brand’s
effort indicating a failure to
effectively propagate key
messages

I11. Determine the nature of
brand and trust during the
crisis period.

Loyalty to Poulina is fragile,
transactional, and non-
emotional.

Emotional attachment
(average rating 2.72) and
loyalty based on supporting
the national economy
(average rating 2.83) are low.
Only a minority (6.5%) rated
Poulina’s management of
recent challenges as “good”
with 60.2% rating it “bad.”

IV. Identify actionable
strategies for maintaining
consumer trust.

The single most critical factor
for maintaining trust is
pricing transparency.

50% of respondents explicitly
prioritized “improving
pricing transperancy during
crises” making it the clear,
dominant demand from the
consumer base.

Table 2: Alignment of Research Objectives with Empirical Findings.




7.1 Answers to Research Objectives

The empirical data produced definitive answers to the guiding questions of this study, with a
consumer market identified to be scared, skeptical, and very rational in its purchasing decisions.

First, the research measured perceived economic environment and its behavioral consequence.

The evidence supports a near-consensus view that there is economic instability, and 89% of the
respondents agreed with the crisis. Such a high-threat setting straightaway sets off conservative
consumption habits, compelling a review of brand loyalty. The behavioral consequence is stark:
loyalty takes a back seat to family budget considerations. This is shown by the extreme split in
survey results: the average score for ongoing buying of Poulina when prices rise was a paltry
2.68/5, while the average likelihood of switching to cheaper alternatives was a hefty 3.39/5. This
confirms that loyalty is conditional and price sensitivity is high for most consumers. Second, the
study gauged the effectiveness of Poulina's crisis communications. The findings indicate severe
underperformance, with lukewarm and non-transparent perception of communication.

Poulina's own ratings for transparency and responsiveness were only just above neutral (at an
average of 2.83-2.97/5). Worst of all, this underperformance is compounded online; in a market
where 51.9% of consumers are "digital natives™ aged between 18-25, just 44% appreciated
Poulina's social media activity. This digital divide is a sign of a narrative failure to stake out the
narrative and empathize effectively on the principal channel of crisis communication. Third, the
study concluded the quality of brand loyalty and trust. The research clearly defines transactional
and affective loyalty. Poulina's loyalty is largely pragmatic and transactional.

Although the brand has baseline trust, deep emotional connection is not prevalent with only 7.4%
of respondents indicating strong emotional connection. Consumers indicate clear skepticism of
the brand's motivations, with Poulina rating low (less than 3/5) on consumer needs over profit.
This indicates that the label "national champion” is a weak defense. Nationalist communications
cannot guarantee loyalty without being backed up by real consumer gains. Finally, the study has
also identified what required improvement. The feedback from consumers was direct and in line
with the best international practice. A single most frequently asked-for step was greater price
transparency in times of uncertainty. Next came calls for tangible benefits, such as the launch of
loyalty rewards for return customers, and a call for open solidarity in terms of greater community
support. Consumers are now explicitly stating their terms for loyalty: openness, recognition, and
tangible support.

7.2 Contribution of the Study

The study contributes significantly to both academic theories, via the deployment of crisis models
in the Tunisian environment, and managerial practice, via the presentation of comparative, data-
driven advice for brand resilience.




7.3 Theoretical Contribution:

The most significant theoretical contribution of this study is its deployment of Protection
Motivation Theory (PMT) to consumer brand loyalty in an economic crisis.

The study indicates that the perceived threat (increasing prices, inflation, economic uncertainty)
is high.

The consumers attempt to find effective coping strategies.

Given the situation, the "brand” may be a viable coping strategy. But the low scores on Poulina
for transparency and needs prioritization point towards ineffectiveness in coping. The consumers
do not perceive the brand as an effective partner to cope with the threat. This research brings
PMT from disaster relief or public health to marketing, suggesting that brand trust in a time of
crisis is an issue of the consumer's assessment of the brand's ability to provide psychological and
financial stability. It also operationally defines the hierarchy of loyalty in this case: pragmatic
(price, value) drives decision-making, while affective (feelings of attachment, national pride)
plays a secondary and insufficient role.

7.4 B. Managerial and Strategic Contribution:

This study provides an actionable, immediate playbook for Poulina's management. Its most
important managerial contribution is the use of comparative industry lessons. Instead of the usual
recession reaction to cut marketing, this research demonstrates that top-performing global FMCG
brands (including P&G and Kellogg's) gained market share during recessionary periods not by
reducing spending, but by doubling investment in consumer-centric, transparent advertising. This
is a compelling, fact-based counterargument to austerity.

The research also gives us a direct strategic imperative: 1) Close the Digital Gap: The 44.4%
social media effectiveness rating is a major failure when the largest consumer demographic is 18-
25. A robust, empathetic, and responsive digital strategy is not a choice. 2) Move from Image to
Action: The brand must move away from leaning on its historical "heritage"” and instead show
tangible, real value. This incorporates the establishment of concrete loyalty rewards and
improved visible community support.

7.5 Study Limitations and Future Research

Although this study is analytical, it is important to acknowledge the limitations to foster academic
integrity and in order to develop a proper agenda for future research. The initial limitation is the
sampling bias and socio-economic skew of the study. The sample population is
disproportionately split between two specific segments: youth (51.9% aged 18-25) and low-
income consumers (61% with incomes of less than 1000 TND). While this segment is central to
Poulina's customer base and most vulnerable to economic fluctuations, its dominance in the
sample automatically inflates the price sensitivity of the total market and underweights the




drivers of loyalty among middle- and upper-income households. A second weakness is the cross-
sectional "snapshot" design of the survey.

It captures the mood of consumption at a specific point of high volatility but cannot track the
evolution of such an opinion.

It does not inform us whether the deficit in trust is a recent phenomenon or an entrenched issue
and is likewise incapable of assessing the rate of decline of loyalty through time.

Such weaknesses imply firm research directions for the future. First, qualitative, in-depth
research is needed urgently. Techniques like focus groups and semi-structured interviews need to
be used in order to investigate the why behind the numbers—i.e., what "transparency” means to a
Tunisian consumer and what exactly corporate behavior instills mistrust. Second, future
quantitative research must employ a stratified sampling approach in an effort to achieve a more
equitable balance in all income brackets, age groups, and geographic locales (e.g., urban vs.
rural). This would allow for more detailed analysis of which groups are most loyal and why.
Finally, longitudinal tracking study is essential. By surveying the same consumer panel every
now and then (e.g., every six months), researchers can measure the real-world impact of Poulina's
strategic actions (or inactions) on consumer trust, providing valuable evidence regarding brand
resilience as well as the long-term ROI of consumer-centric crisis marketing.
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