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Abstract Companies increasingly communicate about

corporate social responsibility (CSR) through interactive

online media. We examine whether using such media is

beneficial to a company’s reputation. We conducted an

online experiment to examine the impacts of interactivity

in CSR messages on corporate reputation and word-of-

mouth intentions. Our findings suggest that an increase in

perceived interactivity leads to higher message credibility

and stronger feelings of identification with the company,

which also boost corporate reputation and word-of-mouth.

This result implies that using interactive channels to

communicate about CSR can improve corporate reputation.

Our results also show that the detrimental impacts of

negative user evaluations on corporate reputation are much

higher than the favorable impacts of positive evaluations.

This finding suggests that, despite the effectiveness of

interactive communication channels, firms need to care-

fully monitor these channels.

Keywords Corporate reputation � Corporate social

responsibility � Electronic word-of-mouth �
Interactivity � Message credibility � Social media

Introduction

Companies are increasingly communicating about their

efforts in the realm of corporate social responsibility

(CSR), that is, efforts to ‘‘integrate social, environmental,

ethical, human rights and consumer issues into their busi-

ness operations and core strategy’’ (European Commission

2011, p. 6). A major goal of such communication is to

achieve or protect organizational legitimacy (Arvidsson

2010). Furthermore, companies are embracing interactive

online media to communicate about CSR. For example,

Kim et al. (2010) showed that 71 % of the Fortune Global

500 firms devoted a separate section of their website to

environmental responsibility and 75 % of these environ-

mental sections gave users the opportunity to respond to

the information provided. It is unclear, however, whether

using such interactive media adds value to corporate

communication strategies regarding CSR. Companies are

increasingly concerned about the impact of the use of

interactive communication on their reputations. For

example, in March 2010, Greenpeace attacked Nestlé about

its palm oil suppliers whose practices endangered the

orangutan. Its YouTube movie ‘‘Have a Break?’’ (YouTube

2010), which shows an employee chewing an orangutan’s

finger in the shape of a Kit-Kat, has been watched 1.5 m

times and has caused 200,000 protest emails. After trying

to bury the nasty spoof, Nestlé suspended all orders from

the accused supplier (The Economist 2010). Greenpeace’s

video caused a virtual boycott campaign against Nestlé and

overwhelmed the company’s Facebook page with negative
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comments (e.g., McCarthy 2010). Unable to stop the video

from spreading around the globe, it is in the company’s

interest to understand the impact of such communication

on its reputation.

Several studies have examined the effectiveness of

communication about CSR toward consumers and other

stakeholders, in terms of its effects on attitudes and loyalty

(see Du et al. 2010, for a review). They have generally

concluded that overall, CSR communication has a positive

effect on stakeholder attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Sen

et al. 2006). However, the independence of the source

through which CSR is communicated (company-controlled

versus third party-controlled) influences the credibility of

the communication, and hence its effectiveness in terms of

changing stakeholder attitudes and behavior. Other factors

that influence the credibility and effectiveness of commu-

nication include the professed motives of a company to

engage in CSR (e.g., Forehand and Grier 2003), and the

degree to which the CSR activities are a logical fit with the

company’s core business (e.g., Simmons and Becker-Olsen

2006).

Furthermore, studies on online media have shown that

the interactivity of these media has a positive effect on

attitudes toward companies and brands (e.g., Van Noort

et al. 2012). Little is known about how interactive online

media change the effect of corporate communication about

CSR. Du et al. (2010) argue that the use of interactive

media is likely to increase the effectiveness of corporate

communication about CSR, because users can easily spread

the communication messages to others. In contrast, Fieseler

et al.’s (2010) study of McDonald’s CSR blog suggests that

messages on the blog have minimal influence beyond a

select group of dedicated followers. Neither of these

studies, however, discusses the effect of interactive media

on the credibility and appeal of CSR messages. For

example, when a company communicates about CSR

through interactive media, the distinction between com-

pany-controlled and third party-controlled media becomes

blurred because stakeholders’ opinions are directly inclu-

ded in the communication (provided that other users are

able to see their responses). This phenomenon might have

implications for the credibility of CSR messages, ulti-

mately influencing their effectiveness in terms of stake-

holder attitudes and behavior.

This paper investigates whether allowing stakeholders to

post comments on CSR messages (and to read comments

posted by others) affects the credibility of messages and

stakeholders’ feeling of identification with the company.

Furthermore, we examine the effects of improved message

credibility and identification on the reputation of the

company and positive word-of-mouth intentions. We also

analyze the effects of user evaluations, testing the con-

ventional wisdom that messages having mostly positive

comments have a higher credibility than messages having

no user comments, while the reverse holds for messages

having mostly negative comments. Our findings suggest

that an increase in perceived (but not actual) interactivity

leads to higher message credibility and stronger feelings of

identification with the company, which also boost corpo-

rate reputation and word-of-mouth. This result implies that

using more interactive channels to communicate CSR

could improve corporate reputation. Our results also show

that the detrimental impacts of negative comments on

corporate reputation are much higher than the favorable

impacts of positive comments, consistent with the phe-

nomenon of a negativity bias (e.g., Rozin and Royzman

2001). This finding suggests that, despite the effectiveness

of interactive communication channels, firms need to

carefully monitor these channels.

This paper makes two original contributions to the lit-

erature and to business practices. First, past research has

not clearly identified the relationship between interactivity

and corporate reputation. Previous studies have found

positive effects of two-way communication and other

dimensions of interactivity on attitudes toward companies

and brands (e.g., McMillan and Hwang 2002; Van Noort

et al. 2012). They have found these effects to be mediated

by constructs like arousal and pleasure (Fiore et al. 2005),

comprehension of the communication’s content (Macias

2003) and flow (Van Noort et al. 2012). However, these

studies have mainly looked at product brands and product

attributes. We believe that our paper contributes to the

literature by investigating the effects of interactive com-

munication on company-related attributes, i.e., CSR. These

are different from product attributes because they are often

related to societal issues that are likely to generate dis-

cussion and debate. In addition, research by Sen and Ler-

man (2007) suggests that negative product reviews have

more effect than positive reviews, but only for utilitarian

products rather than hedonic ones. CSR generally seems

more similar to utilitarian products than to hedonic ones.

Although there is a ‘‘feel-good’’ factor in CSR, the per-

formance of a company in terms of its social or environ-

mental impact is usually something objective and concrete,

rather than something that is experienced subjectively by

individual stakeholders. Therefore, based on Sen and Ler-

man’s (2007) results we would expect negative comments

about CSR to have more impact than positive comments,

while this may not hold for products with hedonic attri-

butes. Indeed, several studies have demonstrated a nega-

tivity effect with respect to CSR communication (e.g.,

Folkes and Kamins 1999).

Second, this paper is of particular importance to man-

agement and public relations decision-making. Many firms

are currently experimenting with various online corporate

communication and social media channels. This study
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explains to what extent the use of interaction in CSR

messages increases their effectiveness in terms of word-of-

mouth and ultimately corporate reputation.

Conceptual Model and Hypothesis Development

The central assertion of this paper is that the use of inter-

action in a company’s communication about CSR posi-

tively influences corporate reputation as well as word-of-

mouth behavior. In addition, the valence of other stake-

holders’ comments positively influences reputation and

word-of-mouth. We also suggest that credibility of the

company’s communication and identification with the

company mediate the influence of interactivity and the

valence of comments on the reputation of the company and

on word-of-mouth intentions. The conceptual model is

presented in Fig. 1.

Following McMillan (2006, p. 168), we define interac-

tivity as ‘‘two-way communication between source and

receiver’’. Using McMillan’s (2006) framework of online

interactivity, we focus on user-to-user (in this case, user-to-

company) interaction (rather than user-to-system or user-

to-document interaction). Using the framework of Grunig

and Hunt (1984), we examine the effects of two-way

communication compared to one-way communication. We

do not investigate the effects of symmetric versus asym-

metric communication, i.e., whether the company actually

uses the comments it receives to change its policies

(symmetric) or only to monitor stakeholder sentiments

(asymmetric). Furthermore, we focus on a setting in which

users typically comment on a central message, but not

frequently on other comments, and even less frequently on

comments on comments. Such a setting is characteristic of

channels like YouTube, and can be called ‘‘reactive’’ as

opposed to truly ‘‘interactive’’ (Walther et al. 2010).

Impact of Communication Interactivity on Message

Credibility

We first suggest that interactive corporate communication

messages about CSR have a higher credibility than mar-

keter-generated information about CSR. Credibility can be

defined as the degree to which a receiver perceives a

message to be ‘‘truthful and believable’’ (MacKenzie and

Lutz 1989, p. 51). Allowing stakeholders to publish criti-

cism on a company’s CSR messages would presumably

quickly expose incorrect or fraudulent claims. Therefore,

information about CSR published through interactive

online channels is more credible than purely company-

controlled messages. Furthermore, the fact that the com-

pany opens its messages to criticism creates an impression

of sincerity (Van Halderen et al. 2011), which also

increases message credibility.

In a study using lowly and highly interactive versions of

a political candidate’s website, Thorson and Rodgers

(2006) found that websites with a high level of perceived

interactivity lead to a more positive attitude toward the

website, impressions of the candidate, and voting inten-

tions. Thorson and Rodgers (2006) also showed that the

Positive

Identification

Message
Credibility

Corporate
Reputation

Word-of-mouth

H4a

H3b

H4b

Neutral

Negative

H3a

H2a

H2b

User evaluations

Non-interactive
communication

H1a

H1b

Fig. 1 Conceptual model
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degree to which users felt they could trust the information

they received, which is closely related to message credi-

bility, is a major mediating factor between perceived

interactivity and attitude. These findings suggest that

interactive corporate communication messages are per-

ceived as more credible than non-interactive messages.

Thus, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1a Interactive CSR messages have a higher

credibility than non-interactive CSR messages.

Impact of Interactive Communication on Identification

In addition to message credibility, the use of an interactive

channel also enhances stakeholder feelings of identification

with the company. People actively choose organizations

they can identify with, even if they are not formal members

(Bhattacharya and Sen 2003). Identification with an orga-

nization can be defined as a process in which a person’s

beliefs about a relevant organization ‘‘become self-refer-

ential or self-defining’’ (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003, p. 77).

When a company uses interactive CSR communication,

stakeholders are likely to feel more embedded in the social

network that the company embodies, because they have a

chance to engage in a dialogue with the company and its

stakeholders (McMillan 2006). This feeling of embedded-

ness, in turn, is likely to increase their identification with

the company (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003). Thorson and

Rodgers (2006) empirically confirmed that the ability to

interact fosters the creation of an intimate relationship

between organization and customers, which can in turn

stimulate identification. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1b Interactive CSR messages create higher

identification with the company than non-interactive CSR

messages.

Impact of User Evaluations on Message Credibility

Social media channels typically display not only the ori-

ginal message written by the author of the page but also

comments by various visitors. Such opinions can be very

critical about the statement made on that particular page

and sometimes also include ratings. In general, not all user

comments are positive and some executives question

whether allowing the public to read previous criticism

could harm the corporate brand. For example, in 2007 a

publisher of a local newspaper in the United States

removed the option to comment on articles, stating that

negative comments put the credibility of his paper at risk

(Post 2007), only to restore the possibility to comment a

few years later.

Prior academic studies also found mixed results con-

cerning the impact of negative reviews on brands and sales.

Liu (2006) found that while the volume of word-of-mouth

significantly increases box office revenues, there is no

considerable difference between positive or negative

reviews. The author showed that while consumer aware-

ness is determined by the volume of word-of-mouth, the

valence of word-of-mouth (i.e., whether a review is posi-

tive or negative) does not have a significant impact on

consumer attitudes. Duan et al. (2008) reached a similar

conclusion and suggested that online reviews increase

consumer awareness instead of directly influencing public

opinion. They found that the rating of reviews has no

persuasive effect on consumer purchase decisions (Duan

et al. 2008). Basuroy et al. (2003), however, showed that

during the first week of a film’s run, negative publicity hurt

sales more than positive reviews increase revenues. They

attributed this to the existence of influencers, persons

having expertise or knowledge on a particular subject.

As Bickart and Schindler (2001) argue, information

from other users is generally seen as more credible than

information delivered only through the company. If com-

ments by other users are predominantly positive, they

should therefore enhance the credibility of the message. On

the other hand, mostly negative user comments should

decrease message credibility. Indeed, Smith and Vogt

(1995) found a link between word-of-mouth and the per-

ceived credibility of advertisement. It seems quite obvious

that CSR messages having largely positive user comments

are more credible, while messages having largely negative

comments are less credible. Less obvious is whether having

mixed negative and positive comments is superior to no

comments at all. On the one hand, research in social psy-

chology has often demonstrated that negative information

has a stronger impact on people’s attitudes and impressions

than positive information (see Skowronski and Carlston

1989; Rozin and Royzman 2001). One reason for this

phenomenon seems to be that negative information is more

diagnostic about an entity than positive information,

especially in the domain of morals (Skowronski and

Carlston 1989); another reason could be the tendency to

strive for perfection, giving a greater weight to deviations

from perfection (Rozin and Royzman 2001). If this is

indeed the case, we would expect negative information to

dominate a setting with mixed comments, leading to a

decrease in credibility compared to a situation with no

comments. However, this so-called ‘negativity effect’ does

not seem to hold for word-of-mouth. For example, East

et al. (2008) found that positive word-of-mouth has a

stronger impact on brand purchase probability than nega-

tive publicity. Similarly, Doh and Hwang (2009) found that

the credibility of electronic word-of-mouth was the highest

when there were also some negative comments about a

product. Presumably, the reason is that when a communi-

cation message provokes almost only positive user
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reactions, consumers may suspect that the company has

been manipulating these comments, e.g., through ‘stealth

marketing’ or by deleting overly critical comments. Simi-

larly, when there is no user comment, consumers might

also suspect that the company has removing critical com-

ments, or that the message is not relevant enough to

respond to. Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2a CSR messages having mostly positive

user evaluations have a higher credibility than CSR mes-

sages having a comparable number of positive and negative

user evaluations; CSR messages having a comparable

number of positive and negative user evaluations have a

higher credibility than CSR messages having no user

evaluations; and CSR messages having no user evaluations

have a higher credibility than CSR messages having mostly

negative user evaluations.

Impact of User Evaluations on Identification

Similarly, we expect the user evaluations to have a positive

effect on stakeholder feelings of identification. Bhattach-

arya and Sen (2003) argue that stakeholders are more likely

to identify with organizations whose identities they find

attractive. Therefore, a corporate communication message

which attracts predominantly negative user evaluations

might harm stakeholders’ feelings of identification. On the

other hand, when there is a similar number of negative and

positive user evaluations, stakeholders might identify more

strongly with the company than when there are no com-

ments. Stakeholders might be suspicious that the company

has been manipulating the discussion when there are no

user comments, leading to a less attractive identity and

hence less identification. Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2b CSR messages having mostly positive

user evaluations lead to a higher identification with the

company than CSR messages having a comparable number

of positive and negative user evaluations; CSR messages

having a comparable number of positive and negative user

evaluations lead to a higher identification with the com-

pany than CSR messages having no user evaluations; and

CSR messages having no user evaluations lead to a higher

identification with the company than CSR messages having

mostly negative user evaluations.

Impact of Message Credibility and Identification

on Corporate Reputation

Credibility is an important antecedent of corporate reputa-

tion (Fombrun 1996). Previous research has shown that the

credibility of advertising messages has a positive influence

on the attitude towards the advertisements as well as the

brand (Choi and Rifon 2002; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989).

This is due to the consumer’s judgment of advertisements

and brands based on whether the message is deemed to be

trustworthy. MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) argued that cred-

ibility can act as a peripheral cue, which causes higher

persuasion even when the recipient does not actively process

the message content. We therefore hypothesize that the

credibility of corporate communication messages positively

influences the attitude toward the company.

Hypothesis 3a Message credibility increases corporate

reputation.

Stakeholders’ feelings of identification are likely to

affect corporate reputation. Researchers on brand man-

agement have argued that a high degree of consumer

identification with a brand reinforces brand equity (Kotler

and Keller 2008; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). Similarly, Sen

and Bhattacharya (2001) argued that feelings of identifi-

cation lead to more commitment toward the organization,

which strengthens existing positive attitudes toward the

company. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 3b Identification with the company increases

corporate reputation.

Impact of Message Credibility and Identification

on Word-of-Mouth

In interactive channels, comments and reviews are not

simply existent but stakeholders can continuously respond

to them with new comments and reviews. Positive word-of-

mouth is largely created by stakeholders who feel involved

with the organization or community. Hennig-Thurau and

Walsh (2003) indicated that people engage in positive

word-of-mouth because it causes feelings of community

membership. Likewise, Wang and Fesenmaier (2001)

identified involvement as the main motivational factor of

online community participation. The degree to which a

person feels inclined to engage in positive word-of-mouth,

consequently, is also determined by the degree of em-

beddedness, which includes feelings of closeness and

inclusiveness. In addition, the credibility of the company’s

message is also likely to positively affect positive word-of-

mouth intentions. When information about a company is

perceived as more credible, stakeholders are more likely to

have a favorable attitude toward the company, and hence

are more likely to pass on the information to others and to

recommend the company to others. We thus propose the

following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a Message credibility increases word-of-

mouth intentions.

Hypothesis 4b Identification with a company increases

word-of-mouth intentions.

The Impact of Interactive CSR Communication 735
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Methodology

We used an experimental approach to test our hypotheses.

We created a fictitious company named HappyBev to

mimic a real company, to avoid any interference from

existing attitudes and associations regarding existing

companies. The company website, shown in Appendix 1,

focuses on the company’s efforts to manage its water

sources in a responsible manner. We varied the interactive

nature of the website as well as the valence of the user

evaluations (if any), creating five conditions shown in

Table 1. Subjects were randomly assigned to the

conditions.

Research Design and Participants

We developed a logo and a website for the company Hap-

pyBev. The website presents a brief history of the firm, an

introduction to its product, bottled water called Aqua Mon-

toé, and a description of its water management practices. We

adapted an introduction text from Nestlé Waters’ website

(http://www.nestle-waters.com/environment/water-care/

local-sustainable-water-management.html). It claims that the

company treats its water sources in a sustainable and envi-

ronmentally friendly way.

Interactivity is manipulated by creating two versions of

HappyBev’s website, one with a low and one with a high

degree of interactivity. Similar to Thorson and Rodger’s

(2006) study, the first version displays only HappyBev’s

corporate message without any possibility to interact with

the website, whereas the second version gives the visitor

the possibility to comment on the corporate message. The

second version of the website is divided into four different

groups in order to manipulate the presence and valence of

user evaluations. In addition to the two versions described

above, conditions three, four and five each display ten

existing comments, while conditions one and two do not

show any comments.

According to Doh and Hwang (2009) who analyzed the

impact of online product reviews, a ratio of eight positive

to two negative reviews yields the highest credibility.

Therefore, we adopted a ratio of 8:2 in condition three. In

contrast, condition four has a ratio of 5:5, while condition

five has a ratio of 2:8 of positive to negative comments.

The comments were gathered from similar water manage-

ment blogs and YouTube, and were adapted to match with

HappyBev’s story.

A total of 339 undergraduate and graduate students from

two major European universities (in two different coun-

tries) participated in the study. However, not all of them

actually completed the questionnaire, resulting in a final

sample of 205 respondents, of which 99 are female.1 Fol-

lowing Cohen’s (1988) guidelines for sample size based on

power analysis, such a sample should be sufficiently large

to test the significance of medium-sized effects using five

groups (with a significance level of 5 %). The majority of

the drop-out occurred before respondents actually started

filling in the questionnaire. Overall, the percentage of

people who actually completed the questionnaire after they

started filling it out was 84.43 %. However, the percentage

of people starting the questionnaire after they viewed it was

substantially lower, at 72.40 %. This pattern (which was

similar across the five conditions) might suggest that the

main reason for dropping out was a lack of interest in the

topics discussed in the questionnaire—sustainability/water

management and online communication—rather than

issues regarding the length of the questionnaire or the

formulation of the questions.

On average, participants claim to be very familiar with

the internet (6.62 on a 7-point Likert scale), and like using

social media a lot (6.06 on a 7-point Likert scale). Almost

all (97 %) respondents have a profile on a social net-

working site, whereas only 73 % use social media to

retrieve information about companies or products.2

Table 1 Overview of conditions

Interactivity Positive:negative comments

0:0 8:2 5:5 2:8

Non-

interactive

Condition 1 – – –

Interactive Condition 2 Condition 3 Condition 4 Scenario 5

1 A Chi square test reveals no significant differences of gender

distribution among the five groups (v2 = 3.01, df = 4, p = .56), nor

any significant differences in the distribution of the 117 western and

88 non-western respondents (v2 = 1.19, df = 4, p = .88). However,

differences were found in education level among the five groups

(v2 = 15.78, df = 4, p = .05). However, since five cells have an

expected count less than five, the results might not be meaningful.

Indeed, by excluding the respondents with only a high school

diploma, the Chi square test shows no more disparities (v2 = 3.06,

df = 4, p = .55). Nevertheless, we conducted further analyses both

with and without these seven respondents to check whether there were

significant differences between the two data sets. As no significant

differences could be found, it is thus assumed that the distribution of

education among the five groups is about equal. The mean age of all

participants is 24.98 years. An ANOVA test shows that there are no

significant differences in the mean age across the five groups

(F = 0.67, p = .61).
2 The means on all of these variables are also not significantly

different across the five groups (for familiarity with the Internet,

F4,199 = 0.37, p = .83; for liking of social media, F4,196 = 1.16,

p = .33; for use of networking sites, F4,200 = 0.56, p = .69; and for

using social media for information about companies, F4,199 = 1.15,

p = .34).
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Procedure

The respondents were asked to read the information on

HappyBev’s water management practices as well as the

user evaluations provided below the story (if any).

Depending on the condition, the respondents also either did

or did not have the opportunity to post their own message.

The respondents were led to believe that their message

would be published within the next 24 h on the main

webpage.3 Next, respondents were asked to judge the

company regarding its message credibility, identification,

corporate reputation, and whether they would engage in

word-of-mouth.

Measurement Development

All constructs were measured on 7-point Likert scales

anchored by ‘‘strongly disagree’’ and ‘‘strongly agree’’

Message credibility was measured by using Newell and

Goldsmith’s (2001) corporate credibility scale. This scale

consists of two dimensions, trustworthiness and expertise,

each comprising four individual items. For the purpose of

this study, we were only interested in the trustworthiness

scale. We used the connection and self-categorization scale

developed by Einwiller et al. (2006) to measure identifi-

cation and items from the Reputation Quotient scale (Fo-

mbrun et al. 2000) to measure the company’s reputation.

Because we focused on CSR, we used those items from the

scale that address this dimension and adapted them based

on the story. We developed two additional questions and

adapted Maxham’s scale (2001) to measure word-of-mouth

intentions. Furthermore, we measured the perceived inter-

activity of the web page through a single 7-point semantic

differential scale: ‘‘The interactivity of HappyBev’s web-

site is: not interactive at all/very interactive’’. All mea-

surements are shown in the Appendix 2.

Manipulation Checks

To test the success of the manipulations of the interactivity

of the website and the valence of the user evaluations, we

conducted a separate study among 64 undergraduate stu-

dents. We separated this test from the main study because

including the manipulation check in the main study can

lead to biased results (Perdue and Summers 1986). The

respondents were randomly assigned to the five conditions

in our study. In this study, we measured the perceptions of

the interactivity of HappyBev’s website using the scale

developed by Liu (2003). This scale measures three

dimensions of the interactivity of a website (active control,

two-way communication, and synchronicity), of which

only two-way communication was relevant for our study.

We also measured the perceived valence of the evaluations

through a single item consisting of five statements ranging

from ‘‘There are substantially more positive comments

than negative comments’’ to ‘‘There are substantially more

negative comments than positive comments’’. Respondents

were asked to select one of these statements, which were

then coded from 1 to 5. Perceived interactivity of Happy-

Bev’s website showed adequate reliability (Cronbach’s

alpha = .80). An analysis of variance showed that the five

conditions differ significantly and substantially from each

other in terms of perceived interactivity (F4,59 = 7.66,

p \ .01, partial eta squared = .34). Particularly, post hoc

tests showed that Condition 1 (the non-interactive version)

was perceived as significantly less interactive than the

other four conditions (the interactive ones, with mean

differences of 1.13, 2.15, 1.47, and 1.70 for versions 2, 3, 4,

and 5, respectively, all p values \ .05). In addition, Con-

dition 2 (the interactive version without any listed user

evaluations) was perceived as significantly less interactive

than Condition 3 (the interactive version with mainly

positive user evaluations, mean difference 1.02, p \ .01),

but not significantly different from the other conditions.

A second analysis of variance showed significant dif-

ferences between Conditions 3, 4, and 5 in terms of the

perceived valence of the user evaluations (F2,36 = 6.43,

p \ .01). However, post hoc tests showed significant dif-

ferences between Conditions 3 (mostly positive, mean

1.33) and 4 (neutral, mean 2.58), and between Conditions 3

and 5 (mostly negative, mean 2.83), but not between

Conditions 4 and 5. The pattern of the means suggests that

all versions were perceived as predominantly positive.

Analysis and Results

We tested our model through structural equation modeling

using partial least squares (through SmartPLS 2.0; Ringle

et al. 2005). Our hypotheses imply a comparison of Condi-

tion 2 (interactive communication without any actual eval-

uations) to the other conditions. Particularly, Hypotheses 1a

and 1b, concerning the impact of the interactivity of the

corporate message (interactive versus non-interactive) imply

a comparison between Conditions 1 and 2. Hypotheses 2 and

3, regarding the effect of the valence of evaluations provided

on the web page, imply a comparison between Conditions 2

to 5. The significance of the coefficients was determined by

estimating their standard errors through bootstrapping with

1,000 resamples.

3 The reason for this choice is that the online survey system did not

allow for the respondent’s own comment to be ‘published’

immediately.
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Measurement Validation

To examine the convergent validity of the measurement

model, we looked at the loadings of all indicators as well as

the average variance extracted (AVE) of each construct.

These coefficients, displayed in Table 2, show that all

items had sufficient loadings on the factors they belong to,

and all factors had a sufficient composite reliability. In

addition, the AVE values for each construct were above the

recommended level of .50, indicating that the latent con-

structs explain at least 50 % of the variance in their items.

To assess the discriminant validity of our measures, we

compared the square root of the AVE of each construct with

the correlations of that construct with the other constructs in

our model. As Table 3 shows, the square root of the AVE

(shown on the diagonals of the correlation matrices) of each

construct is larger than the largest correlation with another

construct, suggesting sufficient discriminant validity.

Finally, to assess measurement reliability, we examined the

composite reliability coefficients. All coefficients are above

.80, indicating sufficient reliability (see Table 2).

Descriptive Statistics

The means and standard deviations of the constructs in our

model are displayed in Table 4. These are based on the

unstandardized construct scores as calculated through PLS.

The largest differences among the conditions are those

between the two conditions with negative evaluations

(Conditions 3 and 5) and the other conditions, mainly on

the dimensions message credibility and corporate

reputation.

Results

The results of our analyses are shown in Fig. 2. Hypotheses

1a and 1b stated that interactive CSR messages are more

credible, and lead to a higher identification, than non-inter-

active CSR messages. Contrary to these hypotheses, the

structural equation model through PLS showed no signifi-

cant effects of the dummy variable representing Condition 2,

indicating no significant difference between Conditions 1

and 2 in terms of the dependent variables message credibility

(b = -.03, p [ .05) and identification (b = -.02,

p [ .05).4 Because previous research has suggested that the

perceived interactivity of a website might be more important

than its actual interactivity (Thorson and Rodgers 2006), we

conducted an additional analysis including the effects of

perceived interactivity. More specifically, we modeled per-

ceived interactivity (rather than manipulated interactivity) as

antecedent of message credibility and identification, and

manipulated interactivity as antecedent of perceived inter-

activity. The results of this analysis, displayed in Fig. 3,

show that perceived interactivity is significantly and posi-

tively related to both message credibility (b = .28, p \ .01)

and identification (b = .41, p \ .01) There is also a signifi-

cant positive direct effect of perceived interactivity on word-

of-mouth (b = .14, p \ .05), suggesting that message

credibility and identification only partially mediate the effect

of interactivity. However, in contrast to the separate study we

conducted to test our manipulations, actual (manipulated)

interactivity does not significantly affect perceived interac-

tivity (b = -.10, p [ .05). This might be partly due to the

fact that in the main study, we used a different measure for

perceived interactivity.

Hypotheses 2a and 2b proposed the following rank order

in terms of message credibility and identification, from

high to low: messages with mostly positive user evalua-

tions; messages with a comparable number of positive and

negative user evaluations; messages with no user

Table 2 Loading, reliability, and AVE of latent variables

Item

loading

Composite

reliability

AVE

Message credibility 0.90 0.69

Truthful claims 0.91

Honest 0.91

Trust 0.87

Do not believe 0.59

Identification 0.95 0.78

Sense of connection 0.93

Similar to me 0.91

Belonging 0.92

Feel associated 0.90

Employees similar to me 0.74

Corporate reputation 0.97 0.94

Environmentally

responsible

0.97

Responsible water

management

0.97

Word-of-mouth 0.91 0.67

Invite friends 0.86

Recommend 0.91

Talk on blogs 0.84

Talk positively 0.84

4 We also tested the significance of the differences between the non-

interactive condition (Condition 1) and the interactive ones using

dummy coding with Condition 1 as the references category. The

results show that the condition with mostly negative comments

(Condition 5) scores significantly lower than the non-interactive

condition on all dimensions except word-of-mouth (see the signifi-

cance levels provided in Table 4). In addition, the condition with

balanced negative and positive comments scores significantly lower

than the non-interactive condition on message credibility and

reputation.
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Positive

Identification

Message
Credibility

Corporate
Reputation

Word-of-mouth

-0.05 0.27**

0.19**

0.55**

Neutral

Negative

0.55**

-0.21*

-0.31**

-0.13

-0.25**

User evaluations

Non-interactive
communication

-0.03

-0.02

-0.03

Fig. 2 Results. ** p \ 0.01,

* p \ 0.05

Table 3 Construct correlations

Construct (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

(1) Non-interactive communication 1.00

(2) Positive user evaluations -0.25 1.00

(3) Neutral user evaluations -0.25 -0.25 1.00

(4) Negative user evaluations -0.24 -0.25 -0.25 1.00

(5) Message credibility 0.11 0.09 -0.11 -0.24 0.83

(6) Identification 0.08 0.07 -0.05 -0.20 0.63 0.88

(7) Corporate reputation 0.10 0.11 -0.13 -0.24 0.71 0.57 0.94

(8) Word-of-mouth -0.01 0.07 -0.05 -0.17 0.61 0.72 0.62 0.82

Values in italics are the square roots of the AVE values of the corresponding constructs

Table 4 Descriptive statistics

Construct Non-interactive Positive:negative comments

0:00 8:2 5:5 2:8

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Message credibility 4.44 0.77 4.53 1.23 4.40 0.86 3.96* 1.03 3.66* 1.33

Identification 3.51 1.36 3.59 1.42 3.49 1.33 3.15 1.38 2.73* 1.31

Corporate reputation 5.18 1.20 5.37 1.31 5.22 1.39 4.53* 1.34 4.21* 1.63

Word-of-mouth 1.92 0.77 2.21 0.89 2.07 0.85 1.85 0.96 1.63 0.85

Means marked with an asterisk differ significantly from the non-interactive condition at the 5 % level
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evaluations; and messages with mostly negative user

evaluations. The results of the PLS model show that the

valence of user evaluations significantly affects the credi-

bility of the message as well as identification. Particularly,

having mostly negative user evaluations (compared to no

evaluations) significantly lowers both message credibility

(b = -.30, p \ .01) and identification (b = -.25,

p \ .01). On the other hand, having comparable numbers

of negative and positive evaluations (compared to no

evaluations) also significantly lowers message credibility

(b = -.19, p \ .05), but not identification (b = -.11,

p [ .05). Surprisingly, having mostly positive evaluations

does not significantly affect message credibility (b = -.06,

p [ .05) or identification (b = –.06, p [ .05) compared to

having no evaluations. These results imply that while the

existence of largely positive evaluations has a positive

effect on message credibility, as soon as the number of

negative evaluations reaches a certain point, message

credibility decreases significantly. Therefore, Hypotheses

2a and 2b are only partly confirmed. There are no signifi-

cant direct effects of the valence of evaluations on corpo-

rate reputation and word-of-mouth intentions.

Hypotheses 3a–3b and 4a–4b state that message credi-

bility and identification increase corporate reputation and

word-of-mouth intentions. The results of the PLS model

show that message credibility and identification are both

significantly related to corporate reputation (message credi-

bility: b = .55, p \ .01; identification: b = .21, p \ .01) and

word-of-mouth intentions (message credibility: b = .26,

p \ .01; identification: b = .49, p \ .01), confirming

Hypotheses 4a and 4b, as well as 5a and 5b. Table 5 provides

an overview of the results with respect to our hypotheses.

Discussion and Conclusions

Discussion of Findings

This paper examines the impact of interactive corporate

communication messages related to CSR on corporate rep-

utation and word-of-mouth behavior. We discuss three main

findings. First, our results suggest that although there seems

to be little effect of allowing stakeholders to respond to a

company’s CSR messages, message credibility and stake-

holder feelings of identification with the company increase

when CSR messages are perceived as more interactive. This

is consistent with findings of previous research (Thorson and

Rodgers 2006) that the perceived interactivity of a website

influences people’s attitude toward the person or organiza-

tion to which the website belongs. On the one hand, inter-

activity gives stakeholders the possibility to respond to a

company’s claim, which makes the company reluctant to

publish less credible claims, because they would be quickly

denounced. On the other hand, interactivity establishes a

bridge between stakeholders and the company, evoking

feelings of identification towards the company. This finding

is also consistent with Du et al.’s (2010) claim that the use of

Positive

Identification

Message
Credibility

Corporate
Reputation

Word-of-mouth

0.41**

0.26**

0.21**

0.49**

Neutral

Negative

0.55**

-0.19*

-0.30**

-0.11

-0.25**

User evaluations

Perceived
interactivity

0.28**

-0.10

-0.06

Non-interactive
communication

-0.06

Fig. 3 Results including

perceived interactivity.

** p \ 0.01, * p \ 0.05
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interactive online media enhances the effectiveness of CSR

communication.

Second, our results show that CSR messages evoking

mostly positive evaluations do not increase message cred-

ibility or stakeholder feelings of identification with the

company. However, CSR messages evoking mixed or

mostly negative evaluations decrease message credibility

as well as identification. One explanation for these findings

could be that participants may read more comments when

they are negative, thereby giving greater weight to negative

information. Although positive evaluations increase mes-

sage credibility, people might be less interested in reading

them. As a result, positive evaluations are more likely to be

skipped, thus exerting nearly no influence on stakeholder

attitude. Moreover, readers may assign more weight to

negative information. This is because negative or extreme

cues tend to be more informative than positive or moderate

ones (Skowronski and Carlston 1989; Baumeister et al.

2001; Rozin and Royzman 2001).

Third, our findings suggest that message credibility

positively impacts the reputation of a company, consistent

with earlier findings (Goldsmith and Lafferty 1999; Gold-

smith et al. 2000; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989). Our results

also suggest that feelings of identification with the com-

pany have a positive effect on corporate reputation. This is

because customers feel connected to the firm (Bhattacharya

and Sen 2003; Kotler and Keller 2008; Muniz and O’Guinn

2001). Moreover, the results suggest that stakeholders who

identify with a company are also likely to engage in

positive word-of-mouth behavior about the company,

consistent with findings by Hennig-Thurau and Walsh

(2003) and Wang and Fesenmaier (2001).

Theoretical and Managerial Implications

This paper contributes to the literature on CSR communi-

cation in the following ways. First, it theoretically pro-

posed and empirically tested a model that explains how and

why the use of interactive CSR messages positively

impacts the reputation of a company and word-of-mouth

intentions. Our findings provide additional empirical evi-

dence to the prior literature that examines the effects of

CSR communication through more traditional channels

(see Du et al. 2010), as well as the existing literature on

interactivity, which focuses mostly on product brands (e.g.,

Van Noort et al. 2012).

Second, the impact of existing comments on stake-

holders, beyond improving awareness, is rather ambivalent

(Basuroy et al. 2003; Berger et al. 2010; Duan et al. 2008;

Liu 2006). This paper examined the impacts of both

positive and negative interactive evaluations and whether

having mixed negative and positive evaluations is superior

to no evaluations at all. We found that messages having

mostly positive user evaluations do not the increase

Table 5 Summary of results

Hypothesis Results

H1a Interactive CSR messages have a higher credibility than non-interactive

CSR messages

Partially supported (for perceived interactivity)

H1b Interactive CSR messages create higher identification with the company

than non-interactive CSR messages

Partially supported (for perceived interactivity)

H2a CSR messages having mostly positive user evaluations have a higher

credibility than CSR messages having a comparable number of positive

and negative user evaluations; CSR messages having a comparable

number of positive and negative user evaluations have a higher

credibility than CSR messages having no user evaluations; and CSR

messages having no user evaluations have a higher credibility than CSR

messages having mostly negative user evaluations

Partially supported (for negative comments)

H2b CSR messages having mostly positive user evaluations lead to a higher

identification with the company than CSR messages having a

comparable number of positive and negative user evaluations; CSR

messages having a comparable number of positive and negative user

evaluations lead to a higher identification with the company than CSR

messages having no user evaluations; and CSR messages having no user

evaluations lead to a higher identification with the company than CSR

messages having mostly negative user evaluations

Partially supported (for negative comments)

H3a Message credibility increases corporate reputation Supported

H3b Identification with the company increases corporate reputation Supported

H4a Message credibility increases word-of-mouth intentions Supported

H4b Identification with a company increases word-of-mouth intentions Supported
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credibility of corporate communication and stakeholder

feelings of identification compared to having no user

evaluations. Consistent with prior literature (e.g., Skow-

ronski and Carlston 1989), our findings suggest that having

mixed negative and positive evaluations is inferior to no

evaluations at all. That is, having a comparable number of

positive and negative user evaluations lead to lower mes-

sage credibility and identification among stakeholders. This

paper adds to the empirical findings on different effects of

positive and negative word-of-mouth (Chevalier and

Mayzlin 2006; Clemons et al. 2006).

This paper also contributes to management practice.

Interactive online channels are gaining importance for

branding experts. Our findings suggest that companies

should pay attention to these new forms of communication

because their reputation is or will be affected by them. The

insights gained in this study can help decision makers

rationalize the use of interactivity in corporate communi-

cation. The results of this paper reveal that the use of

interactive corporate communication has the potential to

lead to a higher message credibility and feelings of iden-

tification towards the company, at least when stakeholders

actually perceive the communication as interactive. That is,

stakeholders should have the feeling that the company is

interested in their opinions (two-way communication) and

empowering them (symmetrical communication). Compa-

nies can build on this by communicating about CSR with

their stakeholders through channels that truly allow stake-

holders to have a say. Such interactions are likely to

strengthen corporate reputation, and stakeholders are more

inclined to pass on the information to others and to rec-

ommend the company to others. On the other hand, any

negative user evaluations seem to be detrimental to cor-

porate reputation, potentially cancelling out the positive

effects of perceived interactivity. That is, interactivity and

the presence of critical comments seem to have opposing

effects on reputation. Therefore, companies must make

sure they communicate CSR in a convincing and effective

way and avoid generating too many negative responses.

Limitations and Future Research

We discuss a few limitations of this study and examine ave-

nues for future research. First, future research can develop

more complex interactive experimental scenarios to examine

the effects of interactivity. For example, in such designs cus-

tomers may have the possibility to comment on existing posts,

while in our study they could only comment on the company

information. More generally, in terms of Grunig and Hunt’s

(1984) framework of public relations, we only focused on the

two-way (versus one-way) nature of corporate communica-

tion, leaving aside the symmetrical (versus asymmetrical)

nature of communication, i.e., whether communication only

influences stakeholder opinions and behaviors, or also the

company’s opinions and behavior. In fact, in our study

respondents were led to believe (for practical reasons) that the

company controlled all communication because comments

were only to be published after 24 h—potentially, such a

context suggests asymmetrical communication. In future

studies, it could be interesting to investigate the effects of

corporate responses to stakeholder comments, either implying

an intention to change corporate policies as a result of the

comments (symmetrical) or merely defending the company’s

existing policies (asymmetrical).

Second, we need to be careful to draw a general con-

clusion about the effects of actual versus perceived inter-

activity, because actual interactivity was not significantly

related to perceived interactivity in the main study

(whereas it was in the manipulation check study). It might

be the case that the measure of perceived interactivity that

we used in the main study was less reliable or less valid

than the measure we used in the manipulation check study.

Third, a similar precaution can be made regarding our

conclusions regarding the effects of negative versus positive

evaluations, as this effect is probably partly caused by message

content. The positive and negative comments that we used in

our study do not discuss exactly the same topics. In addition,

the specific context which we used for the study might also

have had an influence. For example, people might have certain

expectations of a water company that makes them pay more

attention to negative evaluations than to positive ones. In this

study, we did not take into account the influence of message

content on reputation. Future research can analyze content and

how it matters. More specifically, future studies can use data

mining techniques to mine message contents and learn what

exactly impacts corporate reputation, especially since negative

evaluations can have an immense impact on company’s

business practices, as Nestlé’s story shows. Doing so can shed

more light on the impact of user evaluations as compared to

the impact of interactivity as such.

Fourth, we argued based on theory and previous

empirical research that message credibility and identifica-

tion would influence corporate reputation, but our research

design leaves open the possibility that the causality has the

reverse direction (i.e., reputation impacting message cred-

ibility and identification).

Finally, although we examined word-of-mouth inten-

tions, the actual impact of a CSR message on word-of-

mouth might be quite different from what our study sug-

gests. Our study might suffer from a demand artifact in the

sense that respondents were explicitly asked to read the

company’s message, whereas in real life they could have

chosen to ignore it. Therefore, it might still be the case, as

Fieseler et al. (2010) suggested, that the actual impact of

CSR messages in interactive online channels is fairly

limited.
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Appendix 1: Experimental materials
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Appendix 2

Measurement of constructs

Construct Measurement Source

Message credibility HappyBev makes truthful claims Newell and Goldsmith (2001)

HappyBev is honest

I trust HappyBev

I do not believe what HappyBev tells me

Identification I have a sense of connection with HappyBev Einwiller et al. (2006)

HappyBev are probably similar to me

I consider myself as belonging to the group of people who are in favor of HappyBev

I feel associated with HappyBev

Employees of HappyBev are probably similar to me

Corporate reputation HappyBev is an environmentally responsible company Fombrun et al. (2000)

HappyBev has a responsible approach to water management

Word-of-mouth I will invite friends to learn more about HappyBev online Maxham (2001)

I will recommend HappyBev to my friends

I will talk about HappyBev on blogs and social networking sites

I will talk positively about HappyBev
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Appendix 2 continued

Construct Measurement Source

Perceived interactivity The interactivity of HappyBev’s website is: not interactive at all: very interactive Self-developed

Perceived interactivity

(manipulation check study)

The website is effective in gathering visitors’ feedback Liu (2003)

The website facilitates two-way communication between the visitors and the site

It is difficult to offer feedback to the website

The website makes me feel it wants to listen to its visitors

The website does not at all encourage visitors to talk back

The website gives visitors the opportunity to talk back

Valence of user evaluations

(manipulation check study)

There are substantially more positive comments than negative comments Self-developed

There are slightly more positive comments than negative comments

There are about equal numbers of positive comments and negative comments

There are slightly more negative comments than positive comments

There are substantially more negative comments than positive comments
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