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July 30, 1991
Contact: Jim Feuer
THERE'S A SNAKE IN THE GREENS I
OR SO RUMOR HAS

IT

DAYTON, Ohio -- Nine of 10 people who hear unflattering
rumors about a company express critical feelings of their own
about the firm, and that can have a direct impact on consumer
behavior, according to a study by a University of Dayton sociologist to be published in The Social Science Journal.
Dan Miller interviewed 94 people after hearing a rumor about
a poor, old woman who died after being bitten by a poisonous
snake in the produce section of a Kroger's supermarket in Dayton.
"Participants in the snake-in-the-greens rumor identified
with customers wronged by cold and uncaring representatives of
large corporations," says Miller.

"Some 89 percent expressed

some hostility, dissatisfaction and mistrust toward the
supermarket and its management.

With so many comments critical

of the supermarket, its management and its service, some
modification of behavior would be expected."
To prevent being harmed economically, a company must issue a
strong denial, says Miller.

"It has to be done by someone

trustworthy or seen as trustworthy in the community in which the
rumor is based."
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Miller began studying the rumor when a Kroger's official
gave him the names and telephone numbers of some residents of the
low-income neighborhood where the Kroger's was located who had
reported the rumor to the supermarket.
No one believed the literal content of the rumor, but they
spread the story as if it were true to get attention and to have
some fun, says Miller.

It is also possible they spread it -

intending to do harm to Kroger's, and -in the process, they might
have hurt other firms, he says.
"Rumor participants spoke -about more than Kroger's," says
Miller.

"Topics shifted from supermarkets to the local gas and

electric company to politicians to local drug problems."
Variations of this rumor have been spread for decades,
usually in low-income urban areas, and are known as "urban
legends," says Miller.

The rumor began circulating in Dayton in

1987.
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