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I. Research background and justification for the selection of the topic

Research background

In a globalized world, buildi ng a strong national brand is vital for shaping identity,
attracting investment, and promoting tourism (Gilboa, 2008; Hankinson, 2007). A well-managed
country brand brings economic, cultural, and political benefits, including increased tourism,

foreign investment, and policy influence (Anholt, 2007; Kang & Yang, 2010).

With the rise of digital media, concerns have grown about how quickly both true and false
information can spread. Vosoughi, Roy, and Aral (2018), in a landmark study, revealed that false
news spreads significantly faster and reaches more people than true news. Given that news about
countries—whether political, cultural, or tourism-related—often circulates on these platforms, this
dynamic presents an acute risk to country brand equity (Bessi, 2017; Popat et al., 2017). Unlike
traditional media, digital environments allow for algorithm-driven amplification of unverified

content, leaving country brands vulnerable to large-scale, unmoderated reputational harm.

Country branding involves the strategic promotion of a nation’s image to enhance its global
perception (Knott et al., 2015; Fan, 2010). This country image is shaped by public beliefs about a
country’s politics, economy, people, and products (Pappu & Quester, 2010), making a positive and
consistent image essential for successful branding (Hakala et al., 2013). Whereas, country brand
equity (CBE) refers to the value associated with a country as a brand, especially in terms of
consumer perceptions of products from that country (Zeugner-Roth et al., 2008). Drawing from
corporate branding, CBE is often assessed through consumer-based approaches, focusing on
dimensions like brand awareness, loyalty, perceived quality, and associations (Aaker, 1996;

Keller, 1993; Yoo et al., 2000).

Country brand equity, as conceptualized by scholars such as Anholt (2007) and Dinnie
(2008), is rooted also in symbolic, emotional, and cognitive associations formed through media
representations. In this regard, fake news—whether negatively framed (e.g., associating a country
with terrorism or corruption) or positively distorted (e.g., whitewashing human rights issues)—

can significantly alter public perception. Misinformation framed with affective triggers may either



falsely elevate expectations or deeply erode trust, leading to outcomes such as international
boycotts, travel avoidance, diplomatic strain, or investor hesitation (Avraham, 2015; Buhmann &

Ingenhoff, 2015).

In this study, the broad constructs of brand association and brand loyalty are narrowed to
focus on attitudinal brand loyalty and symbolic brand associations, which are most susceptible to
media influence. Attitudinal brand loyalty reflects emotional and cognitive attachment to a
brand—beyond repeated behavior—and is shaped significantly by media exposure (Jacoby &
Chestnut, 1978; Dick & Basu, 1994; Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000).

Similarly, symbolic brand associations convey the psychological, cultural, and social
meanings attached to a brand, helping individuals express identity and values. These are often
formed through symbolic cues and emotionally framed media narratives (Aaker, 1997; Escalas &
Bettman, 2005; Avraham, 2015). In country branding, such associations (e.g., “corrupt,”
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“progressive,” “welcoming”) are less about direct experience and more about media framing (Fan,
2006; Yoo & Buzinde, 2012). Research in tourism and destination branding further demonstrates
that individuals can develop strong, enduring attachments to countries they have never physically
visited, with these attachments shaped primarily by mediated representations, cultural storytelling,

and repeated exposure to persuasive imagery (Prentice & Andersen, 2003; Pike & Ryan, 2004).

Across both traditional and digital platforms, media operates as a proxy for lived experience,
delivering a continuous flow of symbolic and affective cues that foster familiarity, emotional
resonance, and trust—or, conversely, suspicion and aversion—toward a national brand (Hofmeyr
& Rice, 2000; Avraham, 2015; Fan, 2006; Yoo & Buzinde, 2012). This dynamic underscores the
critical role of mediated communication in shaping perceptions that are resistant to change, even

in the absence of personal contact.

Focusing on these constructs enables this research to assess how fake news can shift public
perception and loyalty toward a country brand, offering deeper insights into media-driven image

formation.

Defined by Zhang and Ghorbani (2020, p.4), fake news encompasses “all types of false
stories or news primarily disseminated on the Internet with the intent to deliberately mislead,
deceive, or entice readers for financial, political, or other gains.” Unlike errors or satire, fake news
is crafted with intentional deceit. In media research, the concept of fake news frames refers to the

specific ways in which misinformation is constructed and presented—through emotional appeals,



selective emphasis, exaggerated language, or fabricated narratives—to manipulate perceptions
(Molina & al., 2019). These frames can be either negative (e.g., associating a country with
terrorism or corruption) or positive (e.g., glorifying a regime or masking human rights abuses),
both of which can distort the audience’s understanding and influence cognitive, affective, and

behavioral responses toward a country or destination.

Despite the proliferation of studies examining the media’s influence on country image and
brand equity, there remains a critical research gap concerning the specific effects of fake news
frames—both positive and negative—on perceptions of country brand equity, and the role that
source credibility plays as a moderating or mediating factor in this process. While substantial
literature has been a surge in academic interest regarding the extensive reach of fake news in recent
years, most research focuses primarily on public policy and political communication aspects
(Jones-Jang et al. 2021; Guo, L., & Vargo, C., 2020). There is a noticeable lack of studies (Berthon
& Pitt, 2018; de Regt et al., 2019; Weidner et al., 2019; Visentin et al., 2019) that examine fake
news in the context of brand management and communication, particularly regarding country

branding.

In media psychology, credibility has long been established as a fundamental element in
message evaluation. Metzger and Flanagin (2013) argue that, especially in digital contexts,
credibility judgments now act as primary filters in users’ engagement with content. Accordingly,
if a message’s credibility influences how fake news is internalized and acted upon—either
intensifying or dampening its effects on brand perception—then credibility should be examined as

both a moderating and mediating variable in empirical models of misinformation impact.

Despite these theoretical foundations, current studies largely neglect to operationalize
credibility as a statistical variable within media-country branding models. This omission is
significant because it limits understanding of the conditional effects of misinformation,
particularly in high-risk communication scenarios where trust in media, governments, or
influencers varies substantially across audiences (Johnson & Kaye, 2015; Tsfati & Cappella,

2003).

While credibility has been studied in tourism media studies (e.g., Wang, 2014; Chi-Hua Li
& Chi-Chun Liu, 2020), its application to fake news framing remains underexplored. The studies
posit that credibility cues are especially impactful when audiences engage in peripheral route
processing—common in social media contexts. Yet, the effect of false positive or false negative

framing under different credibility conditions has not been empirically tested.

6



Similarly, Framing Theory, widely applied in country image research (Whyke et al., 2022;
Han & Wang, 2015; Almeida-Garcia et al., 2020), explains the influence of narrative structure and
emotional appeal, but it often assumes content factuality and does not differentiate between
legitimate and illegitimate frames. This raises a gap in understanding how deceptive or fabricated

frames uniquely shape perception compared to authentic, accurate portrayals.

Cultivation and Agenda-Setting theories provide strong macro-level explanatory
frameworks for how repeated exposure and salience guide public perception (Gerbner & Gross,
1976; McCombs & Shaw, 1972), yet they do not isolate misinformation content or account for the
credibility of the repeated message source—a crucial factor when interpreting online media’s

influence.

Besides, one additional yet critically underutilized framework in this domain is Construal
Level Theory (CLT) (Trope & Liberman, 2010), which posits that people interpret events or
objects at varying levels of psychological distance—temporal, spatial, social, or hypothetical.
When judging foreign countries, especially ones with which the audience has little direct contact,
psychological distance is inherently high, and individuals tend to rely more on abstract, emotion-
based, and stereotype-driven heuristics rather than factual assessments. In such contexts, framing
effects and misinformation become even more potent, as individuals use simplified judgments to
make sense of complex international narratives (Kim et al., 2020; Liberman & Trope, 2008). The
combination of high psychological distance and low cognitive elaboration suggests that fake news
about distant nations may disproportionately influence country brand and conative intentions such

as travel, investment, or cultural openness.

Justification for the selection of the topic

In summary, the literature review reveals that the effects of fake news framing and
credibility remain critical blind spots in country brand research. To address this gap, the central
objective of this doctoral thesis is to examine the influence of fake news on country brand equity.
More specifically, the study investigates whether credibility and cognitive image serve as
mediators between the valence of fake news and brand equity. In addition, it explores whether
construal-level dimensions moderate the link between fake news valence and perceived credibility,

thereby amplifying or attenuating the effect.

A strong theoretical foundation is essential for clarifying how and why fake news shapes

country brand equity. Accordingly, this dissertation adopts a dual framework combining Framing



Theory and Construal Level Theory (CLT). Together, these perspectives provide complementary
insights: Framing Theory explains the role of message content and valence, while CLT accounts
for the cognitive mechanisms through which individuals process information at varying levels of

abstraction.

The following diagram (Figure 1) represents the conceptual model guiding the empirical

study:

Figure 1. Conceptual model
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Source: own elaboration, 2025

This mapping captures the hypothesized causal pathways and conditional effects. It shows
that fake news valence influences country brand equity indirectly through perceived credibility
and cognitive image, and that this influence is conditioned by individuals' psychological distance

(i.e., construal level).

Figure 2 illustrates the structural composition of the literature review, offering a clear roadmap
of the key thematic areas discussed in the chapters. It provides an organized view of how core
concepts—such as fake news, country brand equity, credibility, and construal level theory—are

integrated to support the research framework.

Figure 2. Structure of the literature review part.

8



Impact of Positive/Negative Fake News on Country Brand Equity
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Defining the research gap

I1. Research gaps, aims and questions

Table 1 provides a consolidated overview of the research aims, questions and hypothesis

addressed in this dissertation.
Table 1 An overview of the research aims, questions and hypothesis.

Research aims Research questions Research hypothesis

Hypothesis 1. Exposure to negatively framed
fake news adversely impacts attitudes toward key
dimensions of a country’s brand, including (a) brand
awareness, (b) symbolic brand associations, (c)
perceived brand quality, and (d) attitudinal brand

. loyalty.
To assess the 1mpact 1. How does the valence of oyay
of positive/negative fake news (positive Vvs.
fake news on a negative) influence the Hypothesis 2: Exposure to positively framed

country's brand dimensions

) o of  country fake news has a favourable effect on attitudes toward
equity brand equity?

key dimensions of a country’s brand, including (a)
brand awareness, (b) symbolic brand associations, (c)
perceived brand quality, and (d) attitudinal brand
loyalty.



Research aims Research questions Research hypothesis

Hypothesis 3: The impact of negatively
2. How do positive and
negative fake news frames
differ in their impact on positive ones on (a) country brand awareness; (b)

various components of

valenced fake news is stronger than the impact of

symbolic brand association; (c) brand quality; (d)

country brand equity (e.g.,
awareness, associations, attitudinal brand loyalty
loyalty)?

Hypothesis 5: Negatively framed fake news has

a greater impact on perceived news credibility
3. What role does message
credibility play in
mediating the relationship
between positive/negative
fake news valence and relationships between valenced fake news frames and
country brand equity?

compared to positively framed fake news.
Hypothesis : Credibility will mediate the

To investigate
whether credibility
and cognitive image
act as mediators in
the relationship Hypothesis 4: Cognitive image component will
between the valence
of fake news and

country brand equity

mediate the relationships between valenced fake news

brand equity 4. To what extent does frames and country brand equity
perceived cognitive image o -
mediate the relationship Hypothesis 7: Credibility and Cognitive image

between positive/negative component will sequentially mediate the relationship
fake news valence and
country brand equity? between valenced fake news frames and country brand

equity.

Hypothesis 8: Negative fake news will seem
more credible to readers when it presents detailed,

concrete information compared to when it is more

abstract.
To explore whether 5. Do construal-level
construal-level dimensions (temporal Hypothesis 9: Positive fake news will seem
dlmen51(?ns mpderate distance) moderate  the more credible to readers when it presents abstract
the relationship effect of fake news

between the valence valence on credibility information compared to when it is more concrete.
of fake news and perceptions?

credibility Hypothesis 10: Positive fake news will seem
more credible to readers when it’s about distant events

rather than near ones.
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Research aims Research questions Research hypothesis

Hypothesis 11: Negative fake news will seem
more credible to readers when it’s about closer events

rather than distant.

II1. The methodology

This study uses a quantitative research design. China was chosen as the focal country due
to its prominence in global media and the polarized international opinion intensified since the
COVID-19 pandemic (Silver et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021). As the world’s second-largest
economy and a frequent subject of country image research (Su et al., 2024), China offers both high
media visibility and strong preexisting perceptions—ideal conditions for assessing the impact of
valenced fake news on country brand equity. Unlike lesser-known nations with limited media

exposure, China provides a reliable baseline for attitude measurement.

Respondents were selected from Russia and Hungary for both strategic and methodological
reasons. Both countries are geographically close to China yet offer limited opportunities for direct
experience, meaning public opinion is largely shaped by media exposure rather than first-hand
contact (David et al., 2003; Hofstede Insights, 2024). This makes them suitable for isolating the

effects of fake news on country brand equity.

At the same time, the two countries represent contrasting geopolitical and cultural
contexts. Russia maintains long-standing political, economic, and ideological ties with China,
reinforced through BRICS and strategic partnerships (Lo, 2021). Hungary, by contrast, is one of
the most China-friendly EU states, active in the Belt and Road Initiative and the 17+1 framework
(Végh, 2021). These dynamics have generated diverse China-related media coverage, providing a

rich context to examine how different media ecosystems influence brand perceptions.

Students were chosen as respondents due to their similar age and education level, ensuring
comparable exposure to both reliable and false online content. In the first survey on negative fake
news, 290 Russian students from North-Western universities and 132 Hungarian students
participated. In the second survey on positive fake news, the sample included 224 Russian and 256
Hungarian students, mostly Bachelor’s and Master’s students with no direct experience in China,

reinforcing their reliance on media-based perceptions.
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The scales of country brand equity were adapted from prior studies to ensure validity:
brand loyalty from Boo et al. (2009) and Konecnik & Gartner (2007); perceived association from
Yoo & Donthu (2001); and brand awareness and perceived quality from Boo et al. (2009) and
Konecnik & Gartner (2007), all tailored to the travel context of China’s brand equity. The
cognitive country image scale was adopted from Orbaiz & Papadopoulos (2003) and Nadeau et al.
(2008). To measure framing effects, /9 negative and 19 positive fake news stories about China
were drawn from Snopes.com - one of the oldest and most widely recognized fact-checking
websites, established in 1994. MeaningCloud software was employed to perform sentiment
analysis, ensuring accurate classification of fake news as positive or negative. Temporal distance
was manipulated by event timing: fake news set in 2022 was labeled near future, while events
projected for 2030 were labeled far future. Each pair (concrete vs. abstract) shared the same topic,
dates, and images, producing 8 near-future and 8 far-future items. Abstractness was varied through
episodic vs. thematic frames (Iyengar, 1994): episodic news provided concrete details of events,
while thematic news offered abstract, generalized views. Messages were further phrased in either
a concrete, detailed style (e.g., “to be executed on 07 February 2022, where 11 prisoners...”) or a
vague, abstract style (e.g., “punishment for those who would follow the pro-democracy

movement”), in line with prior research (Yang et al., 2015).

Table 2. Summary of the hypotheses and the data analysis conducted in this study.

No Hypothesis Method used for hypothesis

testing

H1 | Exposure to negatively framed fake news adversely | a paired sample t test
impacts attitudes toward key dimensions of a country’s
brand, including (a) brand awareness, (b) symbolic
brand associations, (¢) perceived brand quality, and (d)

attitudinal brand loyalty.

H2 Exposure to positively framed fake news has a | a paired sample t test
favourable effect on attitudes toward key dimensions of
a country’s brand, including (a) brand awareness, (b)
symbolic brand associations, (c) perceived brand

quality, and (d) attitudinal brand loyalty.

H3 The impact of negatively valenced fake news is | a one-way ANOVA based on
stronger than the impact of positive ones on (a) country | DELTA values; Cohen’s d

brand awareness; (b) symbolic brand association; (c)

brand quality; (d) attitudinal brand loyalty

12



H4 | Cognitive image component will mediate the | PROCESS macro (v3.5) in SPSS
relationships between valenced fake news frames and | 27 software with the bootstrap
country brand equity sampling method (sample size =

5,000),

H5 Negatively framed fake news has a greater impact | ANOVA test; Cohen’s d
on perceived news credibility compared to positively
framed fake news.

H6 | Credibility will mediate the relationships between | PROCESS macro (v3.5) in SPSS
valenced fake news frames and country brand equity 27 software with the bootstrap

sampling method (sample size =
5,000),

H7 Credibility and Cognitive image component will | PROCESS macro (v3.5) in SPSS
sequentially mediate the relationship between valenced | 27 software with the bootstrap
fake news frames and country brand equity. sampling method (sample size =

5,000),

H8 | Negative fake news will seem more credible to readers | a repeated-measures ANOVA
when it presents detailed, concrete information
compared to when it is more abstract.

H9 | Positive fake news will seem more credible to readers | a repeated-measures ANOVA
when it presents abstract information compared to when
it is more concrete.

H10 | Positive fake news will seem more credible to readers | a repeated-measures ANOVA
when it’s about distant events rather than near ones.

H11 | Negative fake news will seem more credible to readers | a repeated-measures ANOVA
when it’s about closer events rather than distant.

IV.  Scientific results of the dissertation

The outcomes of the hypothesis testing are systematically presented in the following table 31,

offering a clear and concise overview of the empirical support for each proposed relationship.

Table 3. Summary of Research Findings in Relation to Hypotheses

Hypothesis Description Notes

Negative fake news decreases country brand equity Significant negative effects on all

H1 (CBE) across brand awareness, symbolic association, . .
. four dimensions.
quality, and loyalty.
H2 Positive fake news increases CBE across the same four No significant positive changes

dimensions. found.
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Hypothesis Description Notes

Negative fake news has a stronger impact than positive Stronger effects for awareness and

H3 fake news across CBE dimensions. syml?ollc association; weaker for
quality and loyalty.
H4 Cognitive image mediates the relationship between Cognitive evaluation is
fake news valence and CBE. significantly linked to CBE.
H5 Negatively framed fake news has a greater impact on  Positive fake news has a greater
perceived news credibility. effect
Perceived credibility mediates the relationship between Credibility plays a meaningful
Ho6 .
fake news valence and CBE. mediating role.
H7 Credibility and cognitive image sequentially mediate =~ Combined mediation explained
fake news impact on CBE. more variance.
Negative fake news appears more credible when Only the negative-concrete pairing
HS8-9 ”» .
framed concretely; positive when framed abstractly.  was significant.
H10-11 Fake news about distant events is more credible when Only negative-near framing showed

positive; near events more credible when negative. significant credibility gains.

Based on the outcomes, the following conclusions are drawn in relation to the research
questions. Table 4 presents an overview of the primary findings along with the theoretical

implications derived from the research.

Table 4. Summary of findings and implications.

Researcl& Sub- Answer Based on Findings Theoretical implications
Question

The findings demonstrate that negatively
valenced fake news exerts a stronger and
more consistent influence on country brand
1. How does the Negative fake news significantly equity than positive fake news, Vallqatlng
valence of fake . . . . theories of applicability, valence-consistent
L impairs all dimensions of country brand | R .
news (positive vs. . . shift, and negativity bias. This underscores
SO equity—brand awareness, symbolic ; . o
negative) influence - . . that symbolic associations and attitudinal
. . associations, perceived quality, and .
the dimensions of S . o loyalty act as key psychological pathways
attitudinal loyalty—while positive fake . C .
country brand L . through which disinformation reshapes
. news has no statistically meaningful .
equity? impact consumer-based country brand equity,
pact. highlighting the need for models that
account for the identity-relevant impact of
negative media framing.

2. How do positive
and negative fake
news frames differ
in their impact on
various
components of
country brand

Negative fake news consistently The results confirm that negatively valenced
triggers perceptual declines across all fake news exerts a stronger and more
brand equity dimensions. Symbolic durable influence on country brand equity
associations are most vulnerable due to than positive news, reinforcing theories of
their emotional and identity-laden negativity bias, information asymmetry, and
nature (Sirgy, 1982; Escalas & valence-consistent shift (Kahneman &
Bettman, 2005). Brand awareness and Tversky, 1979; Baumeister et al., 2001).

T (05 perceived quality also decline, although This highlights that symbolic associations
awareness, e . .

L to a lesser extent. Attitudinal loyalty is and brand awareness are especially
associations, . . . . .
loyalty)? somewhat more resistant but still vulnerable to negative framing, suggesting

affected. Positive fake news, by that disinformation reshapes CBE primarily
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Research Sub-
Question

3. What role does
message credibility
play in mediating
the relationship
between fake news
valence and
country brand
equity?

4. To what extent
does perceived
cognitive image
mediate the
relationship
between fake news
valence and
country brand
equity?

5. Do construal-
level dimensions

e (el o [ s Theoretical implications

contrast, does not significantly shift any through emotionally salient and identity-
dimension, indicating an inherent relevant pathways rather than through
asymmetry in the influence of valence quality or loyalty dimensions.

on brand perception.

Message credibility acts as a key This asymmetry refines framing and
mediator between fake news valence credibility theory by demonstrating that
and brand equity. Surprisingly, positive perceived believability does not necessarily
fake news was perceived as more trgnsiate into brand impact, highlighting the
credible than negative fake news, disproportionate power of negative

contradicting prior assumptions about jisinformation  in shaping  symbolic
the emotional potency of negative associations and loyalty.
content (Hilbig, 2009). However, it
does not significantly affect country
brand equity (CBE), whereas negative
fake news—despite being judged less
credible—produces strong adverse

effects on CBE.

Cognitive image serves as a critical This layered effect demonstrates that fake
mediator in the pathway from fake news news influences public perception not only
valence to country brand equity. emotionally but through rational, cognitive
Negative valence reduces the cognitive mechanisms as well, confirming insights
image, which in turn lowers brand from media framing theory (de Vreese,
evaluations. When combined with 2005) and country image research (Gartner,
credibility in a sequential mediation 1993; Avraham, 2015).

model, the impact becomes

significantly stronger.

Construal-level dimensions moderate This asymmetry shows that credibility
the impact of fake news valence on judgments are driven more by immediacy
credibility, but asymmetrically. For and threat salience than by gain-oriented
negative fake news, concrete (low- optimism, refining CLT’s application to
level) and proximal (temporally near) disinformation while reinforcing the central

(e.g., psychological framings increase perceived credibility, role of negativity bias in media effects. It

distance) moderate
the effect of fake
news valence on
credibility
perceptions?

consistent with Construal Level Theory further demonstrates that psychological
(Trope & Liberman, 2010). Positive proximity amplifies the impact of threat-
fake news, however, is unaffected by based messages and that temporal framing
changes in construal level. This pattern interacts asymmetrically with valence,
reflects the negativity bias and suggests shaping credibility and country brand
that proximity and specificity amplify perceptions.

the believability of harmful content, but

do not similarly enhance the credibility

of positive narratives.

Table 5 summarizes the key significant findings of the doctoral dissertation and outlines

their theoretical, methodological, and practical implications.

Table 5. Summary of Key Significance Findings from the Doctoral Dissertation

15



Type of Significance

Direction of Significance

Extension of valenced framing theory into the disinformation
domain, especially in relation to country brand equity.

Development of a new mediation model linking fake news valence to
country brand equity via credibility and cognitive image.

Application of Construal Level Theory to assess fake news credibility
in national branding context.

Theoretical Clarification of emotional vs. structural drivers in persuasive media
effects.
Bridging media psychology, branding theory, and international
relations to offer interdisciplinary insights.
Introduction of a multi-stage experimental design combining
pre/post-exposure analysis and valence manipulation.
Use of sequential mediation analysis (PROCESS macro) and
repeated-measures ANOVA for robust testing.
Experimental ~ manipulation of  psychological distance
(temporal/spatial) with validated stimulus materials.
Incorporation of authentic, fact-checked fake news ensures
ecological validity.
Methodological Inclusion of both positive and negative valenced news broadens
scope of disinformation studies.
Cross-national sampling (Russia and Hungary) to test media-driven
perception effects.
Application of bootstrapping for more reliable mediation analysis in
smaller samples.
Operationalization of episodic vs. thematic framing within Construal
Level Theory framework.
Insight into the managerial need for anti-crisis communication
strategies addressing valenced fake news.
Strategic guidance on defending symbolic country brand associations
from negative frames.
Implications for tourism marketing in countering the effects of
Practical emotionally charged disinformation.

Advising regionally tailored communication strategies based on
localized cognitive image baselines.

Evidence that positive fake news lacks the persuasive impact needed
for strategic country branding.
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