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Abstract As more and more instances of corporate

hypocrisy become public, consumers have developed an

inherent general skepticism towards firms’ corporate social

responsibility (CSR) claims. As CSR skepticism bears

heavily on consumers’ attitudes and behavior, this paper

draws from Construal Level Theory to identify how it can

be pre-emptively abated. We posit that this general skep-

ticism towards CSR leads people to adopt a low-level

construal mindset when processing CSR information.

Across four studies, we show that matching this low-level

mindset with concrete CSR messaging works to effectively

mitigate the negative effects of inherent CSR skepticism on

consumers’ attitudes, purchase intentions, and word of

mouth. The resulting construal-mindset congruency

strengthens the favorability of consumer responses through

increased positive elaboration and perceptions of CSR

message credibility. Furthermore, this congruency effect is

shown to persist over time in skeptical domains but to

dissipate in less skeptical domains.

Keywords Scepticism � Corporate social responsibility �
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Consumers are growing increasingly skeptical of corporate

social responsibility (CSR) claims. When marketers speak

about CSR, skepticism leads consumers to proceed

cautiously, to suspend judgment, and to consider information

carefully (Brown and Krishna 2004). While corporate CSR

strategies have been shown to be a strong contributor to firm

performance (e.g., Luo and Bhattacharya 2006), skepticism

can seriously detract from the success of such a strategy

(Skarmeas and Leonidou 2013). An increasing number of

consumers have come to think of CSR initiatives as window-

dressing—self-serving enhancements undertaken by com-

panies in order to distract from larger truths or underlying

problems. As such, it has become imperative to better

understand how a firm can ameliorate the impact that CSR

skepticism has on consumers’ perceptions of its CSR

initiatives.

While extant research has provided insights into how the

negative impact of CSR skepticism can be addressed, much

of the focus has been on discrete instances in which the

cause of the skepticism is directly attributable to the firm

itself (e.g., Torelli et al. 2012; Wagner et al. 2009). For

example, when a firm acts in a manner that is inconsistent

with its CSR mantra, then one can reasonably view the

resulting consumer skepticism as based on that specific

firm’s behavior. However, this type of corporate hypocrisy

is one of many possible factors that contribute to what we

believe is an emerging general trend, where consumers

have become more inherently skeptical of all types of CSR

claims. In this manuscript, our primary goal is to enhance

the field’s understanding of how the negative effects of this

emerging CSR skepticism can be pre-emptively abated.

The current research focuses on consumers’ CSR

skepticism as a more globally occurring phenomenon to

make the following contributions: First, drawing from

Construal Level Theory (Trope and Liberman 2010), we

show that because consumers are inherently skeptical

towards CSR messages, they tend to adopt a low-level

construal mindset when processing this information.

& Matthew Thomson

mthomson@ivey.ca

1 Carson College of Business, Washington State University,

Washington, USA

2 Stanford Graduate School of Business, Stanford, USA

3 Ivey Business School, Western University, 1255 Western

Road, London, ON N6G 0N1, Canada

123

J Bus Ethics

DOI 10.1007/s10551-015-2858-z

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10551-015-2858-z&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10551-015-2858-z&amp;domain=pdf


Leveraging this low-level construal mindset, in which one

seeks out and attends to more concrete, detail-rich infor-

mation necessary to evaluate the veracity of a CSR claim,

we show that it can be paired with concrete CSR messages

to improve consumer evaluations and their persistence over

time. Second, we identify and test the cognitive mecha-

nisms underlying this ‘mindset congruency effect’ to better

understand how it works to buffer consumer evaluations

against the negative effect of CSR skepticism. The con-

strual-mindset congruency is shown to increase the favor-

ability of evaluation by increasing levels of positive

elaboration when processing CSR messaging and increas-

ing the perceived credibility of the message. Lastly, on a

practical level, we identify a pre-emptive strategy for firms

to resolve the gap between the promise of positive CSR-

driven consumer responses found in academic research,

and the often disappointing results realized in practice.

That is, we show how a firm can better reap the consumer

benefits of its CSR activities by addressing skepticism

through the use of concrete messaging.

We test our theoretical model (see Fig. 1) in four stud-

ies. Study 1A provides initial evidence to support the

assertion that consumers are globally skeptical of CSR

claims and that the ill effects of this skepticism can be

mitigated through the use of concrete messaging. Study 1B

conceptually replicates this finding using four different

psychological distance-based manipulations. Study 2

examines credibility and positive elaboration as process

mechanisms. Study 3 provides further support that the

effect is driven by consumers’ CSR-driven concrete

mindsets by directly manipulating consumers’ skepticism

towards a given claim. Study 4 establishes a degree of

generalizability of the findings and examines their persis-

tence over time.

Background and Hypotheses

While managers tout the importance of CSR initiatives

(McKinsey 2007), this assertion has also received strong

support within academic research. Firms’ CSR activities

have been shown to facilitate more favorable consumer

responses (Brown and Dacin 1997) and product evaluations

(Chernev and Blair 2015), increase consumers’ non-profit

donation behavior (Lichtenstein et al. 2004), strengthen

stakeholder relationships (Sen et al. 2006), and positively

influence a number of customer outcomes (Bhattacharya

and Sen 2004). Importantly, previous research has

demonstrated that this positive impact of CSR on consumer

response translates into enhanced market value through

increased consumer satisfaction (Luo and Bhattacharya

2006). However, overall support for the case of CSR

improving firm performance has been mixed (Margolis and

Walsh, 2003). Indeed, the emergence of a ‘dark side’—

CSR skepticism—has given managers reason to tread

lightly when communicating their CSR initiatives to con-

sumers. The skeptical processing of CSR information has

been linked to harm to consumer-based equity, lowered

resilience to negative information, and less likelihood of

spreading positive word of mouth (Skarmeas and Leonidou

2013).

Within extant literature, skepticism refers to a con-

sumer’s attitude of doubt, questioning, or suspended

judgment (e.g., Skarmeas and Leonidou 2013; Forehand

Fig. 1 Conceptual model

S. Connors et al.

123



and Grier 2003). Brown and Krishna (2004, p. 531) suggest

that skeptical consumers are not necessarily pessimistic or

prejudiced towards the firm but are simply ‘‘more alert and

consider more carefully whether a recommendation is

valid.’’ In relation to consumers’ perceptions of adver-

tisements, Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) note that

skepticism reflects a ‘‘general tendency towards disbelief’’

(p. 160), as people are less inclined to form beliefs con-

sistent with a source of skepticism, are more likely to

counter argue, and more likely to devalue the advertise-

ment as a source of information.

Relating to perceptions of CSR claims, the CSR skep-

ticism construct (Skarmeas and Leonidou 2013) captures

individuals’ level of doubt, uncertainty, and tendency to

question the firm’s corporate social responsibility efforts.

Influenced by perceptions of egoistic, value, strategic, and

stakeholder-driven motives, CSR skepticism is negatively

related to retailer equity, word of mouth, and resilience to

negative information. Skeptical consumers tend to pay less

attention to, perceive a lack of differentiation between, and

misremember information about CSR initiatives precisely

because they are viewed as window dressing (Bhattacharya

and Sen 2004; Du et al. 2007; Sen et al. 2006). Rather than

blindly accepting corporate CSR claims, consumers often

interpret these company messages as insincere and extrin-

sically motivated (e.g., Vanhamme and Grobben 2008;

Becker-Olsen et al. 2006; Ellen et al. 2006).

Extant research has made significant strides in under-

standing how negative consequences can be ameliorated

in situations where a firm has given consumers a reason to

be skeptical. The work of Torelli et al. (2012) examines the

disfluency that arises when consumers perceive a discon-

nect between a self-enhancement brand concept (i.e., a

luxury brand) and the self-transcendence concept expres-

sed by its CSR information. They show that the negative

impact of this disfluency on consumer responses is reduced

when the informativeness of the disfluency is undermined

(i.e., by drawing attention to it), but is attenuated when

consumers are in an abstract mindset. Wagner et al. (2009)

examine incidences of corporate hypocrisy—when a firm

acts in a manner that is inconsistent with its public CSR

philosophy—and find that proactive strategies (when CSR

claims are issued before a transgression occurs) lead to

higher levels of perceived hypocrisy than reactive strate-

gies (when CSR claims are issued after a transgression

occurs). Furthermore, Wagner et al. show that the harm-

fulness of proactive strategies is reduced with the use of

abstract policy statements, while the effectiveness of

reactive strategies can be increased with the use of concrete

policy statements. While this research yields effective

responses to CSR skepticism, it is limited to instances

where consumers’ skepticism towards a CSR claim is

directly attributable to the actions or characteristics of the

firm itself—when the firm has acted in a manner that gives

direct cause to be skeptical of its own CSR activities.

What about situations in which the firm has not given

the consumer any reason to be skeptical of its CSR infor-

mation? Based on the growing number of reports of cor-

porate hypocrisy—firms saying one thing yet doing

another—we adopt the prevailing view that consumers

have become inherently skeptical when evaluating CSR

information (e.g., Skarmeas and Leonidou 2013). As such,

when processing CSR messages, this skepticism leads to

consumers being more likely to consider information

carefully (Brown and Krishna 2004; Becker-Olsen et al.

2006) and engage in attributional processing (Ellen et al.

2006; Yoon et al. 2006). As a result of this skepticism,

individuals search for information needed to either refute

or verify the CSR claims made by the firm and assess the

firm’s motivation for making them (e.g., Webb and Mohr

1998; Forehand and Grier 2003).

It is precisely this skepticism-driven need to carefully

consider and scrutinize CSR information that we argue

places consumers in a low-level construal mindset, as this

process of deliberation requires sufficiently detailed, con-

crete information. Drawing, from construal level theory

(Trope and Liberman 2010), a low-level construal mindset

is characterized by a focus on rich, detailed, contextualized

representations. In contrast, a high-level mindset is the one

that eschews peripheral details in favor of overarching

representations that capture the general gist of the infor-

mation. As skepticism induces the need to make a con-

sidered appraisal of the veracity of the CSR claim made by

a firm, the nature of the information required to do so

necessitates the adoption of a more low-level mindset.

Thus, the skeptical consumer will preferentially attend to

detailed information that can be used to make an informed

appraisal of the CSR claim, as opposed to high-level

information, which does not contain sufficient informa-

tional value to properly evaluate the claim. Thus, a low-

level mindset is adopted as it yields the type of information

necessary to effectively scrutinize and evaluate the CSR

claim that is the source of this skepticism.

When people are in a low-level construal mindset, they

preferentially attend to messages that highlight concrete as

opposed to abstract information. As consumers are skep-

tical, it is not sufficient to merely capture the essence of the

firm’s CSR initiatives—specific, detailed information is

required. Matching this low-level mindset with concrete,

low construal level messaging has been shown to result in a

mindset congruency effect, leading to claims being per-

ceived as more persuasive and resulting in greater attitude

change (Lee and Aaker 2004; Fujita et al. 2008; Trope

et al. 2007). Furthermore, congruently processed informa-

tion is more likely to be accurately and comprehensively

stored and retained in memory (Kisielius and Sternthal
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1984, 1986) and to favorably affect consumers’ behavior

and evaluations (Lee and Aaker 2004; Lee and Labroo

2004). As such, if skepticism towards CSR leads con-

sumers to adopt a low-level construal mindset, their

appraisal of the claim should be more positive when this

mindset is met with information that matches this level of

construal. Therefore, it is posited that pairing a CSR

skepticism-induced low-level construal mindset with low-

level, concrete CSR messages will serve to ameliorate the

negative effects of CSR skepticism on consumer responses

such that:

H1 More concrete presentations of CSR information will

(a) produce more favorable consumer responses and (b) be

less prone to decay in memory.

Thus far, our argument has hinged upon the low-level

construal mindset—a function of consumers’ inherent

skepticism towards CSR—being matched with concrete

CSR messaging to buffer against the negative effects of

skepticism. If this skepticism–concreteness mindset con-

gruency is driving our effect as hypothesized, we should

see the increase in favorability dissipating in less skeptical

domains. In contexts where skepticism is absent or sub-

dued, consumers are less likely to scrutinize information or

expect low-level, concrete descriptions. As such, these

consumers should generally possess a more high-level

construal mindset than in the skeptical CSR domain. In this

case, the use of concrete information should not result in a

mindset congruency effect because this information will

not necessarily be better attended to or evaluated since it

does not match the mindset of these less skeptical con-

sumers. Therefore, we posit that the effect of message

concreteness on consumer response is moderated by the

skepticism towards the domain such that:

H2 In the skeptical CSR domain, the use of more con-

crete messaging will increase the favorability of con-

sumers’ responses, whereas in a non-skeptical domain

message concreteness will have no effect on the favora-

bility of consumers’ responses.

Next, we look to provide an understanding of the pro-

cess by which this mindset congruency works to inhibit the

negative effect of consumers’ inherent skepticism towards

CSR. The first proposed mechanism is message credibility.

In the CSR context, consumers make causal attributions

(Gilbert 1991) regarding company motives (i.e., extrinsic,

company-serving motives versus intrinsic, society-serving

motives) in order to understand why a company is carrying

out certain CSR-based marketing activities (Du et al. 2007;

Lichtenstein et al. 2004). Prior research suggests that

consumers should perceive a company’s positive perfor-

mance in the CSR domain as favorable, and negative CSR

performance as unfavorable (Gilbert and Malone 1995).

However, as highlighted, consumer attributions for a

company’s CSR initiatives are more complex given their

inherent skepticism towards such information.

One way to succeed in the face of skepticism is to relay

information credibly. Message credibility is the extent to

which the consumer perceives claims made about the

corporate activity in the message to be believable

(MacKenzie and Lutz 1989). Literature has demonstrated

that construal-mindset congruency increases the persua-

siveness of a message (Fujita et al. 2008). Thus, when

presented with concrete CSR information that matches the

skepticism-induced low-level mindset, this increased per-

suasiveness should lead consumers to perceive the CSR

message as being more transparent, objective, and favor-

able—in other words, credible (Darley and Smith 1993).

CSR information that is viewed as credible provides

diagnostic cues to consumers that the company is com-

mitted to its CSR initiatives. More credible information

also alleviates discounting based on plausible alternative

reasons for the company’s involvement in CSR, such as

profits or image (Becker-Olsen et al. 2006), and promotes

perceived transparency and accuracy, which jointly reduce

consumer concerns that the company’s primary intent is

suspect (Campbell and Kirmani 2000). Therefore, it is

posited that the skepticism–concreteness mindset congru-

ency effect will increase perceptions of the credibility of

the message leading to more favorable consumer

responses.

H3 The effect of CSR message concreteness on consumer

response will be mediated by perceived credibility.

Second, we propose that the positive increase in con-

sumer responses will also be a function of positive elabo-

ration on the CSR message. Increasing concreteness of

information can create more memorable and persuasive

messages by virtue of positive cognitive elaboration

(McGill and Anand 1989; Taylor and Thompson 1982).

More concrete information increases the number of asso-

ciations or thoughts stored in memory, and when this

information is perceived positively, the corresponding

elaboration will also be more positive. This leads to more

favorable associative pathways available for retrieving

CSR information used in attitude formation (Keller and

Block 1997; Kisielius and Sternthal 1984, 1986). More

concrete CSR information will be associated with more

positive thoughts, which are both available in memory and

relied on when making attitudinal judgements about the

information. As this concrete information is more attended

to when one is in a congruent low-level mindset, it is

expected that the skepticism–concreteness mindset con-

gruency effect will increase positive elaboration on the

CSR message leading to more favorable consumer

responses.
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H4 The effect of CSR message concreteness on consumer

response will be mediated by positive elaboration.

Study 1A

Study 1 was designed to provide evidence to support our

assertion that the presentation of more concrete CSR

messaging mitigates the negative effects of CSR skepti-

cism. It is posited that as consumers tend to be globally

skeptical towards communications of firms’ CSR initia-

tives, they possess a low-level mindset when processing

such information, since low-level information is more

pertinent to the evaluation of a skeptical claim. As such,

pairing this low-level construal mindset with concrete

messaging should result in a more positive response to a

CSR claim through the formation of a mindset congruency

effect. Extant research has shown the efficacy of construal-

mindset congruency in increasing the favorability of con-

sumers’ evaluations and behavior (Lee and Aaker 2004).

Thus, if inherent skepticism towards CSR claims results in

the adoption of a more concrete mindset, directly manip-

ulating the concreteness of the message will result in more

positive evaluations of the firm as a function of their CSR

communications. Consumer responses will be more

favorable only when their skepticism-induced, low-level

mindset is paired with concrete CSR messaging.

Method

Study 1A used a 2 (CSR message concreteness: abstract,

concrete) 9 3 (information source: press release, media,

charity newsletter) between-subjects design to examine the

effect of CSR message concreteness on consumer evalua-

tions. Information source was included to rule out a

potential alternative explanation: in general, some infor-

mation sources tend to be perceived as more credible than

others (Sternthal et al. 1978). In the context of CSR,

company sources tend to be viewed as more biased than

non-company sources (Simmons and Becker-Olsen 2006;

Yoon et al. 2006) and thus may be expected to result in

higher levels of skepticism. To rule out the hypothesized

concrete mindset effect being a function of source skepti-

cism, we included the three information source replicates

as a between-subjects factor. Participants were recruited

from Amazon Mechanical Turk and participated in

exchange for $1.20.

The study used company background and CSR infor-

mation for a real company in the technology sector but with

a disguised name (‘Company X’) to rule out priors. Par-

ticipants were first presented with one generic Company

Background of about 100 words that described a medium-

sized player in the mobile communications sector with

moderate performance compared to the industry average.

All participants saw identical descriptions. Participants

were then presented with one of six Corporate Activity

reports containing CSR information that focused on youth

philanthropy, a context that was chosen for a number of

reasons. First, philanthropy is a common CSR domain with

realistic implications for consumers and companies. Sec-

ond, a company’s involvement in youth philanthropy is

likely irrelevant to delivering products or services, thereby

reducing potential confounds related to corporate ability

(Brown and Dacin 1997). Third, youth philanthropy is less

likely to be viewed as a ‘‘high-fit’’ sponsorship for tech-

nology firms, which reduces confounds related to attribu-

tions of company self-serving motives (Simmons and

Becker-Olsen 2006).

To provide a conservative test of our effect, message

concreteness was manipulated using a ‘how vs. why’

manipulation (Vallacher and Wegner 1989; Freitas et al.

2004). We varied whether the Corporate Activity reports

discussed Company X’s CSR efforts in terms of the reasons

why (abstract condition) the charity is important to the

community (e.g., the programs that Company X supports

are important because they help youth learn new skills and

stay out of trouble), or how (concrete condition) the charity

supports the community (e.g., the programs that Company

X supports provide youth with different activities to help

them learn new skills and stay out of trouble). All infor-

mation pertaining to Company X’s involvement was con-

sistent across conditions. Information source was

manipulated by presenting the report as being either a

‘‘Company X: Press Release,’’ a Washington Post article,

or a ‘‘Charity Y: Newsletter.’’ Each contained approxi-

mately 125 words, displayed information in the same for-

mat, used the same-sized donation (i.e., $10 million USD),

and described the company and its CSR initiative in posi-

tive terms (see Appendix 1). Of note, using only positive

terms departs from past research and likely makes it more

difficult to obtain effects because the scenarios only vary

by intensity not valence.

We employ four measures: message concreteness (a

manipulation check) and three dependent measures (atti-

tudes towards the company, purchase intention [PI], and

word-of-mouth intention [WOM]). All measures used

seven-point scales. The manipulation check measure was

collected following the dependent measures to ensure that

participants’ responses were not influenced by a prior

exposure to the concreteness manipulation check. The five-

item measure of message concreteness (a = .89) was

adapted from research on vividness (Keller and Block

1997; McGill and Anand 1989) and included such pairings

as abstract/concrete and ambiguous/clear. Attitude

(a = .87) was adapted from prior research (Brown and

Dacin 1997; Lichtenstein et al. 2004; Sen and Bhattacharya
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2001) with nine items including: ‘‘What is your overall

impression of Company X?’’ ‘‘Company X is committed to

corporate giving and helping social causes,’’ and ‘‘Com-

pany X is a socially responsible organization.’’ We also

used three-item measures to assess each of PI (a = .92;

Sen and Bhattacharya 2001) and WOM (a = .95; Brown

et al. 2005).

Lastly, we included three control variables: mobile

phone ownership, age, and gender. All items and each

version of the instrument were pre-tested with 25 graduate

students at a North American business school in order to

avoid potentially problematic wordings and scenarios.

Results

The sample comprised 304 usable responses, 50.4 %

female with an average age of 36. The sample was

approximately evenly split across the six conditions.

Manipulation checks indicated that the message concrete-

ness manipulation was successful (F (1, 298) = 13.91,

p\ .001). The CSR information was viewed as signifi-

cantly more concrete in the ‘how’ (concrete) condition

(Mcon = 4.59) than in the ‘why’ abstract condition

(Mabs = 4.10). Supporting hypothesis 1a, results from a

2 9 3 between-subjects MANOVA show a significant

multivariate effect of message concreteness across the

three consumer response-dependent variables, F (3,

296) = 4.40, p\ .01. Follow-up univariate ANOVAs

indicate that when information on Company X’s CSR

initiatives was presented in terms of how donating to

Charity Y benefits the community (concrete message) as

compared to why donating to Charity Y is important to the

community (abstract message), participants evaluated

Company X more favorably in terms of attitudes

(Mcon = 5.79 vs. Mabs = 5.44, F (1, 298) = 12.36,

p\ .01) and purchase intention (Mcon = 5.29 vs.

Mabs = 4.97, F (1, 298) = 5.86, p\ .05). The effect was

marginally significant for word of mouth (Mcon = 5.06 vs.

Mabs = 4.79, F (1, 298) = 3.34, p = .069). The univariate

ANOVA analyses also did not show a significant effect of

information source (all p’s[ .23), or a significant

source 9 message concreteness interaction (all p’s[ .10),

suggesting that the nature of the positive effect of concrete

messaging in the skeptical CSR domain does not differ as a

function of source of the information.

Although the univariate ANOVA analyses show support

for a significant effect of message concreteness across all 3

dependent variables and no significant univariate interac-

tions with the information source, this alone does not

determine whether or not the effect of concreteness is

significant across all three information source replicates.

Therefore, to examine this further we conducted post hoc

simple effects of message concreteness at each level of

information source. In all three conditions, the CSR

information was perceived more positively when commu-

nicated using concrete messaging, but the effect only

reached significance in the media condition (see Table 1).

The results of this initial finding suggest that the effect of

concreteness only occurs when the media is the source of

the CSR information. However, because this study

employed a subtle ‘how vs. why’ manipulation of con-

creteness, we examine the issue further in study 1B and

study 2 with a stronger psychological distance-based

manipulation of message concreteness to demonstrate that

the positive effect of message concreteness holds across all

three information sources.

Study 1B

A key feature of construal level theory is that perceptions

of concreteness can be manipulated either directly (as in

study 1A) or by altering the psychological distance of the

activity. Research has shown that the association between

construal level and psychological distance is prevalent in

terms of temporal, spatial, and social distance as well as the

Table 1 Post hoc simple

effects (study 1a)
DV Source Concrete Abstract Sig.

Mean Std. error Mean Std. error

Attitudes Press release 5.578 .125 5.426 .115 .373

Media 5.946 .117 5.311 .114 .001

Charity 5.832 .125 5.586 .123 .162

Purchase intentions Press release 5.210 .169 4.915 .154 .199

Media 5.377 .157 4.929 .153 .042

Charity 5.290 .169 5.076 .165 .367

Word of mouth Press release 4.957 .189 4.791 .173 .518

Media 5.113 .176 4.705 .171 .097

Charity 5.109 .189 4.875 .185 .377
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specificity and hypotheticality of an event (Fujita et al.

2006; Liberman et al. 2007; Trope et al. 2007). Therefore,

representing CSR initiatives in terms of such psychologi-

cally close construal dimensions should increase message

concreteness and serve to buffer against the effect of CSR

skepticism. We tested this assumption by altering the

descriptions of the CSR activities in study 1A (i.e.,

increasing their certainty, including specific details,

describing socially closer participants, or reducing geo-

graphical distance of the CSR activities) and then repli-

cating the procedure of study 1A but excluding the source

manipulation. In this study, we tested the effects of the four

construal-based manipulations of concreteness using the

company press release as the source of the information. We

obtained 308 responses from a Study Response online

panel. Participants were randomly assigned to one of eight

conditions in a 2 (construal level: concrete, abstract) 9 4

(construal dimension: social, geographical, specificity,

hypotheticality) between-subjects design.

Results

Manipulation checks indicate a main effect of construal

level on concreteness F (3, 298) = 28.04, p\ .001. CSR

information conveyed at a low construal level was per-

ceived as more concrete. There was no significant inter-

action or main effect of construal dimension, indicating

that this effect of construal level on concreteness did not

differ based on the construal dimension. A MANOVA

analysis shows a significant multivariate effect of construal

level F (3, 298) = 12.46, p\ .001. Follow-up univariate

ANOVAs indicate that concrete information resulted in

higher attitudes (F (1, 300) = 34.74, p\ .001), purchase

intentions (F (1, 300) = 17.28, p\ .001), and word of

mouth (F (1, 300) = 21.40, p\ .001). Importantly, there

was no significant interaction suggesting that the nature of

the effect of construal level on each outcome did not differ

as a function of the construal dimension.

To determine whether the effect of construal level was

consistently significant across all four construal dimen-

sions, we conducted post hoc simple effects of concrete-

ness at each of the four levels of construal dimension. As

shown in Table 2, for each of the three dependent vari-

ables, the effect of construal level was significant across all

levels of construal dimensions (all p’s\ .05), with the

exception of specificity. For the specificity dimension, the

effect of construal level was significant on attitudes

(p\ .05), but not purchase intentions (p = .25) or word of

mouth (p = .14).

Discussion

This pattern of results across study 1A and 1B supports our

assertion that consumers’ global CSR skepticism leads to

the adoption of a more concrete mindset when evaluating

information pertaining to a company’s CSR initiatives.

Study 1A provides initial evidence to suggest that matching

this CSR-induced low-level construal mindset with con-

crete messaging results in a synergistic construal-mindset

congruency effect that leads to more positive attitudes

towards the company, greater purchase intention, and more

favorable word of mouth. Importantly, study 1B employs

stronger, psychological distance-based manipulations of

CSR concreteness, to provide further support for the

qualified findings of study 1A. Using a company press

release as the information source, the effect was largely

replicated across four different construal level manipula-

tions, showing that when CSR initiatives are reported in

terms of more concrete construals, consumers tend to

exhibit more positive evaluations. Taken together, these

Table 2 Post hoc simple

effects (study 1b)
DV Construal dimension Concrete Abstract Sig.

Mean Std. error Mean Std. error

Attitudes Hypotheticality 6.402 .135 5.855 .127 .003

Specificity 6.336 .128 5.928 .127 .024

Social 6.255 .137 5.724 .150 .009

Geographic 6.394 .124 5.662 .137 .000

Purchase intentions Hypotheticality 5.730 .199 5.159 .187 .037

Specificity 5.748 .189 5.444 .187 .254

Social 5.963 .202 5.244 .221 .017

Geographic 5.818 .182 5.102 .202 .009

Word of mouth Hypotheticality 5.937 .189 5.337 .178 .022

Specificity 5.715 .180 5.341 .178 .140

Social 6.111 .192 5.244 .210 .003

Geographic 5.939 .174 5.333 .192 .020
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findings provide evidence to support the efficacy of mes-

sage concreteness in mitigating the negative effects of CSR

skepticism on consumers’ evaluations of CSR information.

Study 2

Study 2 serves three purposes. First, it examines the pro-

posed theoretical mechanisms by considering message

credibility and elaboration (i.e., valence of thoughts). If our

results are truly a function of a concrete mindset that results

from consumers’ inherent skepticism towards CSR, then

the mitigating effect of concrete CSR information should

be facilitated by greater positive elaboration and percep-

tions of message credibility. Second, it provides conceptual

replication by employing a stronger, psychological dis-

tance-based manipulation to vary the concreteness of the

CSR message. Finally, it includes a support for CSR

covariate to account for individual heterogeneity (Sen and

Bhattacharya 2001).

Method

Study 2 used a 2 (message concreteness: concrete,

abstract) 9 3 (information source: press release, newspa-

per article, charity newsletter) between-subjects design.

Generally, the stimuli mirrored study 1A. However,

although the scenarios still focused on youth philanthropy,

they employed a psychological distance manipulation of

concreteness (adapted from study 1B). The message con-

creteness manipulations combined the ‘hypotheticality of

event’ and ‘specificity of terms’ dimensions used in study

1B. Thus, while all information was positive, the abstract

scenarios contained information on intended results and

vague details on benefits and the concrete scenarios con-

tained information on achieved results and specific details

on benefits. Each scenario contained about 125 words,

displayed information in similar formats, and referred to

the same donation (i.e., $10 million USD) (see Appendix

2).

We employed the same measures of attitude, PI, and

WOM as in study 1A. Message credibility was measured

using six items adapted from prior research (e.g., ‘believ-

able,’ ‘truthful’; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989; Yoo and

MacInnis 2005). Elaboration was measured by asking

participants to list all the thoughts they had while reading

the descriptions (Einwiller et al. 2006). Two independent

judges1 coded the number and valence of thoughts (posi-

tive, neutral, negative). Inter-rater reliability between the

judges was 82 %. Disagreements were resolved by

discussion. The elaboration score was created by sub-

tracting the number of negative thoughts from the number

of positive thoughts (Einwiller et al. 2006; Simmons and

Becker-Olsen 2006).

We included three control variables: mobile phone

ownership, age, and gender and also included a five-item

trait measure of support for CSR. The perceptions of

company manipulation check (a = .92) assessed partici-

pants’ pre-manipulation ratings of the focal company. We

used the same manipulation check of message concreteness

as in study 1. Finally, we included a six-item check of

source trustworthiness (e.g., bad/good; Sternthal et al.

1978).

Participants recruited from the Study Response online

respondent panel were randomly assigned across condi-

tions. Volunteers were entered into a random draw for

identical prizes worth $50. Following exposure to the

manipulation, participants immediately completed the

thought-listing exercise to assess elaboration and then

completed measures of attitudes (a = .96), message cred-

ibility (a = .97), concreteness (a = .92), PI (a = .93),

WOM (a = .94), source trustworthiness (a = .96), and

support for CSR (a = .90). The covariates were completed

last.

Results

The sample comprised 423 participants, 51 % male with an

average age of 45. Participants were approximately evenly

distributed across conditions. 16 responses were removed

due to incomplete data. The only covariates that were sig-

nificant and thus retained in the analyses were cellphone

ownership and support for CSR.We conducted checks using

ANCOVAs with message concreteness, source, and their

interactions as factors. The interactions between themessage

concreteness and source factors were not significant in any

analysis. Checks on the message concreteness manipulation

showed that the perceived concreteness of the message

(Mcon = 5.44 vs. Mabs = 4.50, F (1, 399) = 62.93,

p\ .001) was successfully varied. The source manipulation

(company, media, charity) had no significant effect on the

perceptions of concreteness (p = .20). Participants’ pre-

manipulation ratings of the focal company did not differ

significantly across conditions: message concreteness

(p = .84) or source (p = .27). Participants averaged a total

of 2.57 thoughts in the thought-listing exercise and this

number did not differ significantly across conditions: mes-

sage concreteness (p = .93) and source (p = .71). Finally,

the three sources varied in perceived trustworthiness

(Mcompany = 4.88 vs. Mmedia = 5.41 vs. Mcharity = 5.73,

F (1, 403) = 16.85, p\ .001).

A full-factorial MANCOVA shows a significant multi-

variate effect of concreteness (Wilk’s k = .89, F (3, 397) =

1 Independent judges were doctoral candidates at a large North

American and were blinded to the hypotheses being tested.
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15.79, p\ .001) and source (Wilk’s k = .96, F (6, 796) =

3.81, p\ .01). Follow-up univariate ANOVAs provide

evidence to suggest that concrete messages were associated

with more favorable attitudes (Mcon = 6.00 vs. Mabs =

5.43, F (1, 399) = 42.72, p\ .001), greater PI (Mcon =

5.41 vs. Mabs = 4.79, F (1, 399) = 21.36, p\ .001), and

higher WOM (Mcon = 5.42 vs. Mabs = 4.85, F (1, 399) =

12.32, p\ .001). These results support hypothesis 1a and

are not an artifact of the source, whose effects were

accounted for independently. The source of the information

had a significant effect on attitudes (F (2, 399) = 8.56,

p\ .001) and word of mouth (F (2, 399) = 7.28, p\ .01),

and a marginally significant effect on purchase intention

(F (2, 399) = 2.261, p = .106). Attitudes were signifi-

cantly worse when the source was the company

(M = 5.43) versus either a media (M = 5.81) or charity

source (M = 5.97). Similarly, participants rated WOM

significantly worse when the source was the company

(M = 4.81) versus the media (M = 5.21) or a charity

(M = 5.42). While scores for PI merely approached sig-

nificance, the pattern of results was the same (Mcompany =

4.93; Mmedia = 5.07; Mcharity = 5.33). Overall, the scores

across dependent measures are consistent with participants

perceiving charity and media sources as more trustworthy

than company sources.

The fact that there is no concreteness 9 information

source interaction shows that the nature of the concreteness

effect does not differ as a function of information source.

We further conducted post hoc simple effects to determine

whether the effect of concreteness on each of the three

dependent variables was consistently significant across the

three information source replicates (see Table 3 for all cell

means). Simple effects of concreteness at each level of

information source show that for both attitudes and pur-

chase intentions the effect is significant across the three

information source replicates.2 For word of mouth, the

effect was in the expected direction in all three conditions,

but only reached statistical significance in the media

condition.

Mediation

We propose that in a skeptical consumer domain like CSR,

the relationship between message concreteness and con-

sumer responses is mediated by perceived message credi-

bility and elaboration valence. We first carried out factor

analyses with all items for concreteness and credibility

(R = .71, p\ .01) to allay the potential concern that

concreteness and credibility are non-orthogonal. We com-

pared two models: the first is premised on the notion that

the two constructs are orthogonal but correlated (i.e., two

correlated first-order latents), while the second model

argues that the two constructs represent one domain (i.e., a

single first-order latent). Because Model 1 has clearly

superior fit statistics (Chi-Sq. 478.37, DF = 76, CMIN/

DF = 6.29, NFI = .92, CFI = .93, RMSEA = .11) to

Model 2 (Chi-Sq. 1508.07, DF = 77, CMIN/DF = 19.59,

NFI = .75, CFI = .76, RMSEA = .21), this offers strong

support for the discriminant validity of the two constructs.3

Three mediation analyses were conducted using Hayes’

(2013) PROCESS model 4 (see Table 4). Results show

significant parallel mediation. Across all three dependent

variables, message concreteness was positively related to

both credibility (b = 1.06, t (386) = 9.68, p\ .001) and

elaboration valence (b = 1.36, t (386) = 8.74, p\ .001).

In turn, both credibility and elaboration valence were

positively related to the outcome variable in each of the

three mediation analyses (attitudes, PI, and WOM; all

p’s\ .01). Importantly, for each of the three dependent

variables the indirect effects of credibility and elaboration

valence are significant, as the confidence intervals around

the indirect effect in each case do not contain zero (see

Table 4). For attitude and purchase intentions, the model

supports full mediation as the direct effect of concreteness

on the outcome variable becomes non-significant once the

mediators are included in the model. However, for word of

mouth, the direct effect remains significant after the

mediators are included in the model (95 % CI -.48, -.07).

Discussion

The results of study 2 provide support for hypothesis 1a,

and preliminary support for hypotheses 3 and 4. First, study

2 replicates the findings of study 1A using a stronger

psychological distance-based manipulation. The favora-

bility of response was higher when consumers’ skepticism-

induced low-level mindsets were matched with concrete

CSR information. Importantly, the results demonstrate that

the effect is generally robust across all three information

source replicates employed. Second, it provides initial

evidence to suggest that this mindset congruency effect

results in increased positive elaboration and perceptions of

message credibility, which mediate its effect on consumer

response. Lastly, study 2 confirmed that while source can

influence responses to CSR messages, our theoretical

model works beyond this. That is, in the skeptical CSR

domain, message concreteness not only positively influ-

ences attitudes and intentions, but it also operates inde-

pendent of and in addition to any potential source effects.

Thus far, our theoretical model has hinged on the

assumption that consumers are generally skeptical of
2 For purchase intentions, the effect was marginally significant for

the ‘‘press release’’ information source (p = .07). 3 The authors thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
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companies’ CSR claims and therefore adopt a more con-

crete mindset when processing this information. While

studies 1 and 2 provide strong evidence, further support is

needed for this critical assumption. If our effects are truly

due to consumers’ global skepticism towards CSR resulting

in a more concrete mindset, then we should see the effect

dissipating in a low-skepticism domain. The use of con-

crete messaging should only increase favorability in the

skeptical CSR domain, when it matches consumers’ low-

construal mindset. Thus, we conducted additional studies

to address the nature of this effect, to further test the

mechanisms through which it operates, and to further

evaluate its robustness.

Study 3

Study 3 was designed to test hypothesis 2 by demonstrating

that the effect of CSR skepticism on consumer response is

moderated by message concreteness. As in studies 1 and 2,

the use of concrete (vs. abstract) messaging is expected to

increase the favorability of responses in the skeptical CSR

domain. However, if our construal-mindset congruency

effect is truly being driven by the skepticism inherent in the

processing of CSR information, then this effect should

dissipate when the communicated information reflects a

domain that is not a source of skepticism. That is, in a

domain where CSR-induced skepticism is not present,

Table 3 Post hoc simple

effects (study 2)
DV Source Concrete Abstract Sig.

Mean Std. error Mean Std. error

Attitudes Press Release 5.71 .108 5.21 .108 .001

Media 6.14 .110 5.52 .104 .001

Charity 6.17 .095 5.56 .119 .001

Purchase intentions Press release 5.13 .131 4.79 .131 .070

Media 5.41 .133 4.79 .126 .001

Charity 5.50 .115 4.97 .144 .004

Word of mouth Press release 4.95 .136 4.75 .136 .301

Media 5.59 .138 4.89 .131 .000

Charity 5.48 .120 5.21 .151 .164

Table 4 Mediation analysis (study 2)

M1 credibility M2 positive elaboration DV attitudes

B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI b (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI

X (Message concreteness) 1.06 (.11) 9.68 (.001) .84, 1.27 1.36 (.16) 8.74 (.001) 1.05, 1.67 -.05 (.08) -.65 (.514) -.19, .29

M1 (Credibility) – – – – – – .47 (.03) 13.83 (.001) .49, .54

M2 (Positive elaboration) – – – – – – .12 (.02) 5.18 (.001) .08, .17

Indirect effect (X?Mi?DV) .50 (.07) – .38, .64 .17 (.04) – .10, .25 – – –

M1 credibility M2 positive elaboration DV purchase intention

B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI

X (Message concreteness) 1.05 (.11) 9.62 (.001) .84, 1.27 1.35 (.16) 8.66 (.001) 1.03, 1.65 -.09 (.10) -.83 (.406) -.30, .12

M1 (Credibility) – – – – – – .43 (.05) 8.62 (.001) .33, .52

M2 (Positive elaboration) – – – – – – .11 (.04) 3.25 (.01) .05, .18

Indirect effect (X?Mi?DV) .45 (.08) – .32, .61 .15 (.05) – .07, .25 – – –

M1 credibility M2 positive elaboration DV word of mouth

B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI B (SE) t (p\) 95 % CI

X (Message concreteness) 1.06 (.11) 9.68 (.001) .84, 1.27 1.36 (.16) 8.74 (.001) 1.05, 1.67 -.27 (.11) -2.61 (.01) -.48, -.06

M1 (Credibility) – – – – – – .52 (.05) 10.69 (.001) .42, .61

M2 (Positive elaboration) – – – – – – .12 (.03) 3.64 (.01) .06, .19

Indirect effect

(X?Mi?DV)

.52 (.08) – .42, .61 .12 (.04) – .06, .19 – – –

Note Bias-corrected boostrapping using 5000 draws. All B values given in bold are presented unstandardized
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there is no longer motivation for consumers to search out

more detailed and concrete information. In the absence of

CSR claims, consumers do not adopt a low-level construal

mindset and there should be no mindset congruency effect

when paired with concrete information. Thus, in a low-

skepticism domain, it is expected that message concrete-

ness will have no effect on responses.

Method

Study 3 used a 2 (message concreteness: concrete,

abstract) 9 2 (domain skepticism: low, high) between-

subjects design. To manipulate perceptions of skepticism,

we altered the nature of the corporate associations made in

each communication. The domain manipulation was

adapted from work by Brown and Dacin (1997) that

explores the differential effects of corporate ability (i.e.,

the company’s production capability) and corporate social

responsibility associations on consumer responses. Thus, in

the high-skepticism (CSR) domain, we used the same

information about youth philanthropy as in the first two

studies. In contrast, in the low-skepticism domain, we

focused on the company’s ability (CA) in manufacturing

operations by varying information about the company’s

efforts to improve its production, processing, and supply

chain initiatives (see Appendix 3). In the CA domain, it is

unlikely that consumers would be skeptical about a com-

pany’s motives for engaging in these types of activities. To

verify this, we conducted a pretest (n = 50) where we

provided each half of the sample with either CSR or CA

information. The level of message concreteness was held

constant and only the domain varied. In addition to a

skepticism for CSR or CA scale (a = .77; Obermiller and

Spangenberg, 1998), we measured a variety of factors to

rule out alternative explanations. Results showed that there

was higher skepticism in the CSR domain (MCSR = 4.33)

than in the CA domain (MCA = 3.41), F (1, 48) = 6.62,

p\ .01, but no differences in attention paid to the message

(Muehling et al. 1990), comprehension of message (Jacoby

and Hoyer 1989; Jacoby et al. 1977), enjoyment of task

(Redden 2008; Miller et al. 2008), need for cognition

(Cacioppo et al. 1984), message concreteness, and support

for CSR/CA. Results from this manipulation check sup-

ports CSR as a high-skepticism domain and CA as a low-

skepticism domain. Additionally, this pretest serves to

support our assertion that there is a certain degree of

inherent skepticism in the CSR domain.

For each domain, we created two scenarios describing

the corporate activities as either concrete or abstract. This

message concreteness manipulation used the same CSR

context and scenarios as in study 1B (i.e., ‘‘Company X:

PRESS RELEASE’’ version). All measures collected were

the same as those used in study 2. We did not collect

elaboration valence in this study—though we return to it in

study 4—but we do assess message credibility in the same

manner as in study 2. We also included a support for CA

measure where the stimulus implicated CA. We adminis-

tered the instruments as a pen-and-paper task to 111 stu-

dents at a large North American university. The

participants were randomly assigned to one of the four

conditions. After viewing the manipulation, participants

immediately completed the measures in the following

order: attitudes (a = .93), message credibility (a = .92),

message concreteness (a = .82), support for CSR/CA

(a = .82), cellphone ownership, age, and gender.

Results

Manipulation checks indicate that the message concrete-

ness manipulation was successful (Mcon = 4.70 vs.

Mabs = 3.91, F (1, 109) = 16.50, p\ .001). The domain

skepticism manipulation had no effect on the perceptions

of concreteness (MCSR = 4.38 vs. MCA = 4.22, p = .419).

Also, participants’ pre-manipulation ratings of the focal

company did not differ significantly across message con-

creteness (p = .75) or domain (p = .90).

First, we tested whether message concreteness moder-

ates the negative effect of CSR skepticism in the context of

a balanced 2 (message concreteness: concrete, abstract) 9

2 (domain skepticism: CSR, CA) between-subjects design.

As illustrated in Fig. 2, ANOVA results showed a signifi-

cant main effect of message concreteness on attitude

(Mcon = 5.85 vs. Mabs = 5.35, F (1, 107) = 9.35, p\ .01)

but not for domain (MCSR = 5.58 vs. MCA = 5.61,

p = .78). Importantly, the domain skepticism 9

Fig. 2 Concreteness 9 domain skepticism interaction (study 3)

Overcoming the ‘Window Dressing’ Effect: Mitigating the Negative Effects of Inherent…

123



concreteness interaction was significant (F (1, 107) =

9.49, p\ .01). Supporting hypothesis 2, simple effects

indicate that participants in the high-skepticism CSR

domain exhibit stronger attitudes when presented with

concrete information (Mcon = 6.08) than with abstract

information (Mabs = 5.06, F (1, 107) = 18.68, p\ .001).

In contrast, participants in the low-skepticism CA domain

exhibit no significant difference in attitudes as a function of

concreteness (Mcon = 5.61 vs. Mabs = 5.62, p = .99).

Moderated Mediation

Next, we conducted a conditional process analysis (CPA;

Hayes, 2013; PROCESS Model 8) to examine whether the

effect of our domain skepticism 9 concreteness interaction

on attitudes is mediated by the perceived credibility of the

message. Results support the hypothesized model (see

Table 5). The domain skepticism 9 concreteness interac-

tion was positively related to credibility (b = 1.45,

t (107) = 3.95, p\ .001), and credibility was positive

related to attitudes (b = .53, t (106) = 7.59, p\ .001).

Importantly, the 95 % confidence interval around the index

of moderated mediation does not contain zero (95 % CI

.357–1.46) indicating that the proposed CPA model is

significant—the indirect effect of message concreteness on

attitudes through credibility is conditional upon domain

skepticism. There is a significant conditional indirect effect

such that perceived credibility mediates the effect of

message concreteness on attitudes in the skeptical CSR

domain (95 % CI .448–1.441), whereas no such indirect

effect exists in the low-skepticism, corporate ability

domain (95 % CI -.191 to .318). As the CSR domain is

inherently skeptical, the use of concrete (vs. abstract)

messaging results in increased perceptions of credibility

leading to more favorable attitudes, whereas in a less

skeptical, corporate ability domain the concreteness of the

message has no effect on consumer evaluations.

Discussion

To strengthen the support for our assertion that concrete

messaging can mitigate the negative effects of CSR skep-

ticism on consumer responses, we directly manipulated the

level of skepticism. As consumers are inherently skeptical

of CSR claims, they tend to be in a low-construal mindset

when processing information in the CSR domain. As such,

the match between this low-level mindset and the presen-

tation of concrete information results in a mindset con-

gruency effect, which drives perceptions of message

credibility leading to more favorable consumer attitudes.

However, in a less skeptical domain, consumers do not

adopt a low-level mindset and, as a result, no such effect

occurs. Taken together, the results of study 3 support

hypotheses 1a, 2, and 3.

Study 4

While results thus far support the theoretical model, there

are aspects that must still be addressed. First, we have yet

to address hypothesis 1b: the positive effect of CSR mes-

sage concreteness on consumer responses persists over

time and leads to increased recall and recognition. Second,

study 3 did not include thought listings, so it is necessary to

re-examine elaboration as a mediator. Third, thus far we

have only tested our effects with CSR information on youth

philanthropy; extending to a different CSR context is

worthwhile to augment to the robustness of the findings

with enhanced external validity. Study 4 addresses these

issues by including a longitudinal component, returning to

Table 5 Moderated mediation analysis (study 3)

(M) Credibility (DV) Attitudes

B (SE) t (p\) Conditional

indirect effect

ab (SE)

95 % CI B (SE) t (p\) Conditional

direct effect

c (SE)

95 % CI

(X) Message concreteness .12 (.26) .45 (.654) – -.39, .63 -.06 (.19) -.35 (.729) – -.44, .31

(M) Credibility – – – – .53 (.07) 7.59 (.001) – .39, .67

(W) Domain Skepticism -.36 (.26) -1.38 (.167) – -.87, .15 -.36 (.19) -1.91 (.058) – -.74, .01

X 9 W 1.45 (.37) 3.95 (.001) – .72, 2.18 .24 (.28) .85 (.396) – -.32, .81

Skeptical (CSR) domain – – .06 (.13) 2.19, .32 – – -.07 (.18) -.44, .31

Non-Skeptical domain – – .83 (.24) .45, 1.44 – – .18 (.22) -26, .61

R2 = .27 F (3, 107) = 13.50, p\ .001 R2 = .45 F (4, 106) = 21.58, p\ .001

Note All B values given in bold are presented unstandardized
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both elaboration and credibility as mediators and employ-

ing a new CSR context.

Method

The stimuli closely resembled those used in study 2.

However, in each scenario we operationalized CSR infor-

mation using a sustainability theme and manipulated both

message concreteness (low, high) and source (company:

press release, employee, or CEO). For each source, the

scenario described the CSR sustainability initiative in

abstract (i.e., intended results and vague benefits) or con-

crete terms (i.e., achieved results and specific benefits).

Part 1 of study 4 (time0) examines attitudes as the only

outcome and includes both message credibility and elabo-

ration as mediators. Coding for elaboration was the same as

in study 2 and produced an inter-rater reliability of 87 %.

We controlled for cellphone ownership, age, gender, and

support for sustainability. Manipulation checks for per-

ceptions of company, message concreteness, and source

trustworthiness were the same as in past studies.

404 responses were collected from the Study Response

online subject pool. In part 1 (time0), the instrument and

procedurewere similar to study 2. Participants were randomly

assigned to one of six conditions. After viewing the manipu-

lation, they completed the elaboration exercise. The other

measures were completed as follows: attitudes (a = .96),

message credibility (a = .96), message concreteness

(a = .92), source trustworthiness (a = .94), own phone, age,

gender—filler task—and support for sustainability (a = .92).

Part 2 (time1) was launched one week after the com-

pletion of part 1. Longitudinal experiments or pre-/post-

experimental designs have been shown to be an effective

method in a variety of disciplines including marketing

(e.g., Mitra 1995), information systems (e.g., Wiedenbeck

et al. 2005), and psychology (e.g., Stice et al. 2001). This

follow-up study invited participants from part 1 to com-

plete recall and recognition questions—and key measures

(attitudes, credibility, message concreteness)—based on

the CSR sustainability message (i.e., manipulation) they

viewed in part 1. However, part 2 contained no information

about the focal company, so responses were purely based

on recollections of information from part 1.

An additional covariate, number of days lapsed, was

operationalized as the number of days between a partici-

pant completing part 1 and part 2 (limited to 7, 8, or 9).

This covariate was included to guard against unobserved

heterogeneity due to the amount of time that had passed

since viewing the CSR sustainability message in part 1.

First, we used an unaided recall task. Recall was mea-

sured by asking participants to list whatever details they

remembered about Company X’s activities from the

information they read in part 1. Two judges independently

crosschecked part 1 and 2 conditions and coded responses

for the total number of details correctly listed about

Company X’s corporate activities. For example, one person

responded: ‘‘The CEO was cited in a company message

talking about the company’s commitment to the environ-

ment and the $10 million that they would be giving over

time to prove it.’’ This response correctly recalled the

domain of the company’s activity (i.e., the environment)

and the amount of its investment (i.e., $10 million) and

thus received a score of two points from both judges. After

each judge independently coded all responses, they com-

pared their scores (inter-rater reliability = 85 %) and

resolved disagreements through discussion.

A recognition task followed the recall task. Recognition

was measured by asking participants five questions about

Company X’s corporate activities based on the information

they read one week earlier in part 1 and had three options:

Yes, No, or Don’t Know. Answering correctly was scored as

a point. Each respondent’s recognition score was opera-

tionalized as his or her average score across all five questions.

Results: Part 1 (time0)

Of the 405 participants in part 1, 221 also participated one

week later in part 2. We focus our analysis on the 221

participants who completed both parts of the study (44 %

female, average age of 47). However, the analysis of part 1

data results in qualitatively similar findings regardless of

whether we use this subset or the full sample (n = 405).

Cellphone ownership and support for sustainability were

retained as significant covariates.

We conducted manipulation checks using ANCOVA.

First, the interactions between the message concreteness

and source factors did not significantly predict any of

perceptions of company, total thoughts, or source trust-

worthiness. Second, the message concreteness manipula-

tion was successful4 (Mcon = 4.99 vs. Mabs = 4.34, F (1,

211) = 12.75, p\ .01), while the source manipulation had

no significant effect on perceived concreteness of the

message (p = .62). As anticipated (since all are company

derived), none of the source manipulations impacted per-

ceived trustworthiness (MPR = 4.53 vs. Memployee = 4.55

vs. MCEO = 4.65, p = .94). Across conditions, partici-

pants’ pre-manipulation ratings of the focal company did

not differ (M = 4.95, p’s[ .75). Participants also did not

differ in the total number of thoughts listed (M = 2.00,

p’s[ .25). Thus, any differences found in elaboration

valence should be due to message concreteness and not due

to differences in the amount of elaboration.

4 Covariates were included in testing the manipulation check to

match that of the main analysis. The manipulation check holds using a

standard ANOVA (Mcon = 5.01 vs. Mabs = 4.30, p\ .001).
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In support of hypothesis 1, results from a 2 (message

concreteness: concrete, abstract) 9 3 (source: press

release, employee, CEO) ANCOVA yield a significant

main effect of message concreteness. Participants’ attitudes

were more favorable when concrete CSR messages were

presented (Mcon = 5.78 vs. Mabs = 5.29, F (1, 211) =

13.82, p\ .01). As expected, the source of the information

did not have a significant effect on attitudes (p = .44), nor

was there a significant interaction between the two factors

(p = .39)

Mediating Effects

Mediation analysis was conducted using Hayes’ (2013)

PROCESS model 4. Results show a significant parallel

mediation. CSR message concreteness was positively

related to both credibility (b = .38, t (205) = 2.31,

p\ .05) and elaboration valence (b = .50, t (205) = 2.47,

p\ .05). In turn, both credibility (b = .46, t (203) =

10.63, p\ .001) and elaboration valence (b = .14,

t (203) = 4.003, p\ .001) were both positively related to

attitude. Importantly, the indirect effects of credibility and

elaboration valence are significant, as the confidence

intervals around the indirect effect in each case do not

contain zero. Providing further support for hypotheses 3

and 4, the effect of CSR message concreteness on attitudes

is mediated by credibility and positive elaboration.

Results: Part 2 (time1)

As a manipulation check, we ran a mixed model ANCOVA

on the concreteness measure with message concreteness

and source as the between-subjects factors and time as

the within-subjects factor (two levels: time0, time1).

Results indicated a significant main effect of concreteness

F (1, 216) = 12.70, p\ .01. The effect observed at time0
persisted a week later with perceptions of concreteness still

significant (Mcon = 4.70 vs. Mabs = 4.19). As expected, no

other interactions or factors (e.g., source, time) had sig-

nificant effects.

Recall and Recognition

We analyzed the main effect of message concreteness

(time0) on recall and recognition after a one-week lapse.

With message concreteness as the only between-subjects

factor, a separate ANCOVA was run on each of the

dependent variables. Days lapsed and source were included

as covariates. First, when concrete information was used to

describe Company X’s sustainability activities in Part 1,

this resulted in marginally more details being correctly

recalled by participants one week later in Part 2

(Mcon = .66), compared to when these same corporate

activities were described with abstract information

(Mabs = .46), F (1, 217) = 3.01, p = .08. Second, partic-

ipants’ recognition of correct information on Company X’s

sustainability activities was significantly higher when this

information was described one week earlier using concrete

(Mcon = 83 %) as compared to abstract terms (Mabs =

43 %), F (1, 217) = 238.09, p\ .001. This supports

hypothesis 1b.

Persistence of Mindset Congruency Effects

First, we tested whether the main effect of message con-

creteness (time0) on attitudes persists over time. We ran a 2

(message concreteness: concrete, abstract) 9 2 (time: time0,

time1) mixed model ANCOVA with time as the within-

subjects factor. Days lapsed and source were included as

covariates. There was a significant main effect of message

concreteness. One week later, participants who had received

concrete information on Company X’s sustainability activ-

ities in Part 1 continued to hold more favorable attitudes

towards the company (Mcon = 5.42) than thosewho had read

about the same activities described more abstractly

(Mabs = 4.90, F (1, 217) = 15.96, p\ .01). The message

concreteness 9 interaction term (p = .61) and the main

effect of time (p = .34) were both non-significant.

Discussion

Study 4 achieved multiple goals. First, the results support

hypothesis 1b. Providing concrete CSR information tends

to lead to higher recall and recognition, as well as greater

persistence of our model effects, one week in the future.

Second, varying the sources in the manipulations and

changing the corporate activity domain from philanthropy

to a CSR context focused on sustainability enhanced the

external validity. Finally, the design of study 4 allowed us

to measure elaboration valence and provide further support

for H1a, H3, and H4 in the full model.

General Discussion

As instances of corporate hypocrisy become increasingly

prevalent, consumers have grown inherently skeptical of

CSR initiatives. Whether or not a specific firm has given

the consumer cause for such skepticism, its CSR efforts

will be met with an air of questioning. Through a series of

studies, this paper shows that the negative effect of this

inherent CSR skepticism on consumer evaluations—in-

cluding attitudes, purchase intentions, and word-of-mouth

intentions—can be mitigated by presenting CSR
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information in a concrete manner. As CSR skepticism

causes consumers to adopt a low-level construal mindset, it

results in a mindset congruency effect when processing

concrete CSR information. This mindset congruency effect

is shown to lead to more positive consumer responses by

increasing positive elaboration and perceived credibility.

When consumers are in a skepticism-induced low-level

construal mindset, concrete CSR information is viewed as

more credible and generates more positive thought, leading

to improved consumer response. Furthermore, this effect is

shown to persist over time and increase consumers’ recall

and recognition of information pertaining to a positive CSR

initiative. As consumers have become inherently skeptical

of CSR initiatives, it has become imperative that firms find

economical approaches for maximizing how consumers

receive this information. Thus, our finding that skeptical

consumers are more receptive to concrete messaging sheds

light on an important factor to consider when conveying

CSR information.

Theoretical Implications

Our research provides important contributions to the CSR

literature. First, past research has traditionally examined

skepticism within the CSR domain as an artifact of a

specific action or characteristic of the firm (e.g., Torelli

et al. 2012; Wagner et al. 2009). Consistent in this litera-

ture is the existence of an attributable instance of corporate

hypocrisy that has given consumers cause to be skeptical of

the firm’s CSR initiatives. While extant research has

looked at alleviating the ill effects of skepticism towards

CSR, it has only examined occasions where the firm is

directly responsible for consumers’ skepticism. In contrast,

we traverse this literature to suggest that these isolated

instances of hypocrisy have compounded to give rise to a

global skepticism towards CSR initiatives in general.

Adopting this view, we shift the focus to how firms can

pre-emptively address CSR skepticism that exists inde-

pendent of any hypocritical actions or characteristics of the

firm itself. Through the use of an unidentified firm, we

demonstrate that skepticism negatively impacts consumers’

perceptions of the CSR activities of all firms, highlighting

an imperative need for firms to take action to ensure that

their CSR communications are received as positively as

possible.

Second, it should be noted that we do not make the

assertion that the CLT concepts of concreteness and

abstraction are new to the CSR literature. Torelli et al.

(2012) have suggested that the disfluency that occurs due to

the incompatibility of a self-enhancement brand concept

and the self-transcendent nature of CSR initiatives is

enhanced when consumers are in an abstract mindset.

Wagner et al. (2009) find that abstract proactive

communication strategies are less harmful than concrete (in

the event that a CSR transgression follows), but that

reactive concrete strategies will be more effective in

reducing negative impact of this incidence of CSR

hypocrisy. While these both represent important findings,

the underlying mechanisms are tied to the actions or

characteristics of the firm that have given their consumers

direct cause for skepticism. Their unique effects are only

borne out should the firm give cause to perceptions of

hypocrisy. In contrast, our contribution lies in the finding

that consumers are inherently skeptical towards CSR and

therefore processing any CSR-related information leads to

the adoption of a low-level construal mindset as consumers

seek detailed information to either refute or verify a CSR

claim. Thus, concretely communicating CSR initiatives to

consumers results in a mindset congruency, buffering

against the negative effects of CSR skepticism.

Lastly, this research provides a deeper understanding of

the mechanisms behind this construal-level effect. We

demonstrate that it is not simply the presentation of con-

crete information that renders positive consumer evalua-

tions, but the underlying process and its interaction with

CSR skepticism that matter. In general, for all participants

(skeptical or not), information presented at a lower con-

strual level was deemed to be more concrete. However,

this perception of greater message concreteness only

resulted in more positive elaboration and more credible

messages for participants in the CSR domain, whose

skeptical mindsets cause them to adopt a low-level con-

strual mindset. The matching of message presentation with

the skeptical consumer’s mindset led to more positive

thoughts and greater message credibility. In turn, this

‘message-mindset congruence’ translated into more

favorable attitudes.

Managerial Implications

As firms continue to tout their investments in CSR initia-

tives, it is imperative that these efforts do not fall upon deaf

ears. A key contribution of this research is that it identifies

an actionable strategy for firms to improve the effective-

ness of their communications in a CSR domain mired in

skepticism. More specifically, firms can mitigate the neg-

ative impact that inherent CSR skepticism has on con-

sumers’ attitudes and responses by using concrete

messaging when communicating CSR information. Con-

veying CSR information in a low-level concrete manner

has been shown to increase consumers’ evaluations, as it is

congruent with the low-level construal mindset that results

from viewing CSR information skeptically. This mindset

congruency increases attitudes, purchase intentions, and

word-of-mouth intentions by increasing the extent to which

consumers think positively about the firm and perceive the
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claims as credible. Importantly, the effects of this strategy

are strong enough to persist, as evidenced by increased

recall and recognition one week after viewing the CSR

information.

Furthermore, this research demonstrates that direct

manipulations of message concreteness (e.g., focusing on

‘how’ rather than ‘why’; using more descriptive details) are

not the only effective means of facilitating a low-level

construal. The construal-mindset congruency responsible

for our effect is shown to result when psychological dis-

tance is used as a means of presenting CSR information at a

low construal level. The tools for achieving concrete

messaging are not limited. Rather, managers can lower the

construal level (i.e., psychological distance) in CSR mes-

sages by basing claims on actions the company has

achieved (not those it plans to implement), providing

specifics on consumer benefits (not general promises),

including social groups that are familiar to the consumer,

or describing locations that consumers recognize.

Lastly, our work helps resolve the disconnect between

the promising CSR-driven consumer responses heralded in

academic research and the often disappointing results

realized by managers. To some extent, the fact that con-

sumers are skeptical is a reflection of the disrespect with

which they have been treated and the noise and chaos ever

present in contemporary markets. If companies want con-

sumers to listen and believe with respect to CSR initiatives,

there are several actions they can take. For a start, com-

panies can implement CSR initiatives more effectively by

having a real, tangible impact in addressing the targeted

cause (Margolis and Walsh 2003) and better integrating

their CSR programs into overall business operations (Du

et al. 2007). That is, generally speaking, companies will

benefit to the extent that they tell the truth and are seen to

be reliable and forthright. Still, many companies do in fact

‘walk the talk’ and do not seem to realize the benefits that

should accrue to their bottom line. Our research offers

managers a way to overcome this window dressing effect

that arises from consumers’ inherent CSR skepticism.

Limitations and Future Research

First, our pre-emptive strategy of using concrete CSR

messaging to mitigate the negative effect of CSR skepti-

cism is constrained to firms that can ‘walk the talk.’ As

Wagner et al. (2009) have demonstrated, when a firm is

directly culpable of corporate hypocrisy, abstract proactive

communications lead to lower perceptions of hypocrisy

relative to concrete communications. Thus, there is reason

to suggest that, if a firm is unable to act in a manner that is

in line with its CSR agenda, concrete messaging may leave

the firm worse off should a violation occur. However, we

maintain that because the majority of firms are able to act

in accordance with their CSR initiatives, our strategy is an

effective means of ensuring that the true impact of these

efforts is not hindered by undue criticism. Second, our

research highlights a mechanism to overcome CSR skep-

ticism but we do not examine its antecedents directly, nor

how such global skepticism can be alleviated at the source.

Since our view is that skepticism has become inherent in

the processing of CSR information, it is unlikely that

improvements will come without firms’ exhibiting endur-

ing change. Third, we attempted to balance internal validity

by using sterile stimuli (i.e., the corporate activity scenar-

ios were short and simple) and ecological validity by using

various respondent pools. Although these constraints made

our tests more conservative, the robustness of our theo-

retical model could stand to be tested with stimuli that

mirror other forms of company messaging. Fourth, we also

limited ourselves by restricting the corporate activity

stimuli to only positive information. In an era where

companies game and posture with their CSR announce-

ments, it is likely that companies will generally try to

suppress negative CSR information too. In these cases, our

research helps differentiate between likely effective and

ineffective messaging. Nonetheless, substantial research

has compared positive to negative CSR information (Ein-

willer et al. 2006) and it would be worthwhile to explore

the boundary conditions which might exist when negative

information at varying levels of construal is introduced to

skeptical consumers.
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Appendix 1: Study 1 Sample Stimuli

HIGH 
Construal 

Level 

ABSRACT 
HOW 

Manipulation 

Source: 
charity 

newsletter 

HIGH 
Construal 

Level 

ABSRACT 
WHY 

Manipulation 

Source: 
charity 

newsletter 
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Appendix 2: Study 2 Sample Stimuli

HIGH 
Construal 

Level 
(abstract 
message): 

Intended 
results 

+ 
Vague 

benefits 

Source: 
charity 

newsletter

LOW 
Construal 

Level 
(concrete 
message): 

Achieved 
results 

+ 
Specific 
benefits 

Source: 
charity 

newsletter
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Appendix 3: Study 3 Sample CA Stimulus

HIGH 
Construal 

Level 
(abstract 
message): 

Intended 
results 

+ 
Vague 

benefits 

Source: 
company 

press 
release 

LOW 
Construal 

Level 
(concrete 
message): 

Achieved 
results 

+ 
Specific 
benefits 

Source: 
company 

press 
release 
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Appendix 4: Scales/Items

Unless noted otherwise, we used or adapted all items from

the sources listed using seven-point scales.

Message Concreteness (5 items) studies 1–4

Source Keller and Block (1997), p. 299; Kelley et al.

(1989), p. 263; McGill and Anand (1989), p. 190

How would you describe the information, wording, and

overall message on the following dimensions:

• not descriptive/descriptive,

• abstract/concrete,

• ambiguous/clear,

• not vivid/vivid,

• not easy to imagine/easy to imagine.

Message Credibility (6 items) studies 2–4

Source MacKenzie and Lutz (1989), p. 58; Ohanian

(1990); Yoo and MacInnis (2005), p. 1401

Do you feel the information or claims made in the

message about Company X activities are

• Believable?

• Convincing?

• Truthful?

• Realistic?

• Credible?

• Reliable?

Attitudes (9 items) studies 1–3 [only CSR conditions in

study 3]

Evaluation of Company

Source Brown and Dacin (1997), p. 72; Sen and Bhat-

tacharya (2001), p. 230

What is your overall impression of Company X after

learning about its corporate activities?

• very unfavorable/very favorable,

• extremely negative/extremely positive,

• very bad/very good.

Evaluation of CSR

Source Lichtenstein et al. (2004), p. 30; Sen and Bhat-

tacharya (2001), p. 234; Du et al. (2007), p. 239

Please indicate how strongly you agree/disagree with

the following statements:

• Company X is committed to corporate giving and

helping social causes.

• The corporate practices of Company X are socially

responsible.

• Company X integrates charitable contributions into its

business activities.

• Company X is a socially responsible organization.

• Company X supports communities and/or non-profit

organizations.

• This company makes a difference for youth through its

socially responsible practices.

Attitudes (9 items) Study 3 [only CA conditions in study 3]

Evaluation of Company

What is your overall impression of Company X after

learning about its corporate activities?

• very unfavorable/very favorable,

• extremely negative/extremely positive,

• very bad/very good.

Evaluation of CA

Please indicate how strongly you agree/disagree with

the following statements:

• Company X is committed to its manufacturing

activities.

• The corporate practices of Company X concentrate on

improving production.

• Company X integrates manufacturing objectives into its

business activities.

• Company X is a manufacturing-focused organization.

• Company X supports initiatives that improve product

development and delivery.

• This company enhances performance through its man-

ufacturing practices.

Attitudes (9 items) study 4

Evaluation of Company

What is your overall impression of Company X after

learning about its corporate activities?

• very unfavorable/very favorable,

• extremely negative/extremely positive,

• very bad/very good.

Evaluation of Sustainability

Please indicate how strongly you agree/disagree with

the following statements:

• Company X is committed to corporate sustainability.

• The corporate practices of Company X are socially

responsible.

• Company X integrates sustainability objectives into its

business activities.

• Company X is a socially responsible organization.

• Company X supports initiatives that improve the

environment.

• This company makes a difference for the planet through

its sustainability practices.

Purchase Intentions (3 items) studies 1 and 2

Source Sen and Bhattacharya (2001), p. 230

If you were shopping for a mobile phone, how likely is it

that you would consider purchasing a mobile phone from

Company X?
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• unlikely/likely,

• improbable/probable,

• impossible/possible.

Word of Mouth (3 items) studies 1 and 2

Source Brown et al. (2005), p. 135

Assuming that you own a mobile phone from Company

X, how likely it is that you would engage in each of the

following behaviors:

• Mention to others that you buy products from Company

X.

• Recommend buying the products of Company X to

friends.

• Speak positively about Company X to others.

Perception of Company (4 items) all studies

Source Einwiller et al. (2006), p. 189

How is Company X depicted in the information you just

read?

• poor performance/excellent performance,

• unfavorable practices/favorable practices,

• bad accomplishments/good accomplishments,

• unsuccessful business/successful business.

Source Trustworthiness (6 items) studies 2 and 4

Source Harmon and Coney (1982), p. 257–258; Ohanian

(1990); Lafferty and Goldsmith (1999), p. 112; Sternthal

et al. (1978), p. 255

Please describe your feelings toward the source that

provided the information on Company X’s corporate

activities:

• not trustworthy/trustworthy,

• bad/good,

• dishonest/honest,

• insincere/sincere,

• not credible/credible,

• unreliable/reliable.

Support for CSR (5 items) studies 1–3 [only CSR condi-

tions in study 3]

Source Sen and Bhattacharya (2001), pp. 230, 234;

Lichtenstein et al. (2004), p. 30

In general, please indicate how strongly you agree or

disagree with the following statements:

• I strongly believe that companies should support

programs that benefit youth.

• I think a company has the responsibility to enhance the

well-being of youth living in its communities.

• Supporting non-profit organizations that improve soci-

ety is important to me.

• Companies should regularly make donations to charity.

• Companies have an obligation to be socially

responsible.

Support for CA (5 items) study 3 [only CA conditions in

study 3]

(adapted from Support for CSR measure)

In general, please indicate how strongly you agree or

disagree with the following statements:

• I strongly believe that companies should support

programs that benefit production capabilities.

• I think a company has the responsibility to enhance its

manufacturing performance.

• Supporting organizations that improve manufacturing

efficiency is important to me.

• Companies should regularly make investments in their

production processes.

• Companies have an obligation to be effective in the

development and delivery of products.

Skepticism for CSR (3 items) CSR conditions in study 3

pretest

Source Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998), p. 171

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or dis-

agree with each of the following statements about com-

panies in general:

• I do not trust companies to deliver on their social

responsibility promises.

• Companies are usually dishonest about their real

involvement in social responsibility initiatives.

• In general, I am not convinced that companies will

fulfill their social responsibility objectives.

Skepticism for CA (3 items) CA conditions in study 3

pretest

(adapted from Skepticism for CSR measure)

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or dis-

agree with each of the following statements about com-

panies in general:

• I do not trust companies to deliver on their manufac-

turing promises.

• Companies are usually dishonest about their real

involvement in manufacturing initiatives.

• In general, I am not convinced that companies will

fulfill their manufacturing objectives.

Support for Sustainability (5 items) study 4 (adapted

from Support for CSR measure)

In general, please indicate how strongly you agree or

disagree with the following statements:

• I strongly believe companies should support programs

that benefit the environment.

• I think a company has the responsibility to protect the

planet.

• Supporting companies that implement sustainability

practices is important to me.
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• Companies should carry out programs focused on

sustainability.

• Companies have an obligation to be socially

responsible.
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