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Abstract: Despite growing scholarly attention to what determines effective corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR) communication, consumers’ limited awareness of and attention to CSR messages remain
critical challenges for organizations. This study aims to examine the effects of message specificity
on an organization’s intended outcomes of CSR communication and to explore the mediating role
of perceived social distance in these relationships by applying construal level theory (CLT). We con-
ducted an online experiment (1 = 293), and the results revealed that message specificity had a positive
impact on consumer-company identification, word-of-mouth intention, and CSR participation inten-
tion. Moreover, perceived social distance significantly mediated the relationships between message
specificity and the outcomes of CSR communication. Applying CLT, this study offers theoretical
implications for the psychological mechanism of how message specificity generates desired outcomes
in CSR communication. In addition, we tested these mediation effects in the context of the geographic
proximity (close vs. remote) of the CSR communication to participants; the practical implication
is that reducing perceived social distance through message specificity is even more effective for
geographically distant CSR campaigns.

Keywords: message specificity; CSR communication; CSR campaign; construal level theory; per-
ceived social distance; consumer-company identification; word-of-mouth intention; CSR participa-
tion intention

1. Introduction

Consensus on the definition of corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities is lack-
ing, but they typically focus on corporations’ commitment to avoiding harm and enhancing
society’s well-being [1-3]. In recent years, consumers’ expectations of companies’ role in
society and behavior as responsible businesses have increased, and in today’s globalized so-
ciety, CSR activities often extend beyond the boundaries of one country. The benefits of CSR
activities, both to companies and society, have been well documented in the literature [4-7].

The crucial condition for maximizing these benefits is consumers” awareness of and
engagement with CSR activities. CSR communication scholars have endeavored to develop
effective communication strategies to increase awareness of [8], reduce skepticism about [9],
and generate favorable attitudes toward companies [10], as well as increase consumer
engagement with CSR activities [11]. A fundamental challenge to CSR communication,
however, is consumers’ lack of attention to CSR messages, unless a CSR activity has led
to controversy [12,13], and this is likely to be even more true of CSR activities occurring
overseas. Although studies have explored strategies to make CSR activities more relatable
to consumers [14-16], these have largely been restricted to activities carried out within a
single nation.
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In the present study, we aim to fill this gap by focusing on message specificity as a
strategy to overcome the challenges of CSR communication. The purpose of this study,
therefore, is to investigate the role of message specificity in generating the intended out-
comes of CSR activities and explore the mediating role of perceived psychological distance
as grounded in construal level theory (CLT). We also tested these relationships on two
different levels of geographic proximity—close vs. remote—to examine whether there is
an optimal context for leveraging the message strategy. Ultimately, our results have both
theoretical and practical implications.

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2, the literature review, describes (1) the
concept of message specificity and its relevance to CSR communication; (2) the role of per-
ceived social distance as a mediator between the effect of message specificity and the three
outcomes of CSR communication (consumer-company identification (CCI), word-of-mouth
(WOM) intention, and CSR participation intention); and (3) the geographic proximity of
a CSR campaign location as a contextual factor. Based on our conceptual framework, we
developed research hypotheses and a research question. Section 3 discusses our experimen-
tal design and procedure, along with information about participants, stimuli, measures,
and manipulation checks. Section 4 summarizes the research results. Section 5 discusses
the study results and practical implications, as well as its limitations and suggestions for
future research. Finally, Section 6 presents conclusions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Message Specificity in CSR Communication

Given the importance of CSR communication, researchers have analyzed various
aspects and functions of CSR communication. Among them, the message content factor is
fundamental, as it drives awareness and consumer reactions, which determines the success
of a CSR campaign [17]. Increased stakeholder awareness can be achieved through corpo-
rate efforts to share detailed information about CSR activities, such as specific commitments,
social impact, and motives for CSR engagement [8]. Previous research has demonstrated the
effects of message specificity on various outcomes, such as message evaluations [9,18-20],
consumer perceptions of companies [17,21], and behavioral intentions [11,22].

Although message specificity has no single definition, it typically involves the extent to
which an object or piece of information is described in terms of “specific-ness” or the degree
of uniqueness of a particular subject or piece of information [9]. In the context of CSR, Pérez
et al. [20] defined message specificity as the introduction of concrete facts that demonstrate
how much the company contributes to CSR, as well as the extent to which “CSR activities
make a real and meaningful difference to society and corporate stakeholders” (p. 34).

Studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of message specificity on various out-
comes. At the cognitive level, Petty and Cacioppo [23] demonstrated that product messages
with concrete arguments generated more favorable responses regarding perceived product
attributes than did messages with general arguments. Similarly, Benoit [24] found argu-
ment specificity to be related to favorable cognitions about product brand and attitude
change. Roberson et al. [25] demonstrated that message specificity led to improved per-
ceptions of organization qualities and person—organization fit. Baghi et al. [21] showed
that vivid statements—defined as being elaborated, mentally stimulating, and emotionally
engaging—as opposed to pallid ones, elicited more favorable affective responses and higher
consumer trust in a company’s efficient use of resources. These insights demonstrate how
comprehensive CSR information may help influence how customers react to CSR initiatives.

Furthermore, Pérez et al. [20] found that providing customers with concrete informa-
tion about the results of the CSR activities increased their perceptions of the attractiveness
and legitimacy of the CSR message. Message specificity mattered even when there was a
good fit between a company and its CSR initiatives, according to Lim and Lee [9]. They
showed that specific messages improved cognitive fluency and reduced suspicion about
a company’s CSR more than less specific ones. Similarly, Ganz and Grimes [19] demon-
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strated the influence of message specificity on the perceived credibility of green claims
in advertisements.

Other studies have suggested that the impact of message specificity extends to behav-
ioral outcomes. According to Grau et al. [11], detailed information about cause-related
marketing (CRM) initiatives, such as the sums donated, the length of the campaign, and
the maximum contributions, can boost consumer confidence. Xiao et al. [22] also found
that a message that included specific fundraising results prompted a stronger intention
to donate through heightened message credibility and perceptions of transparency. One
possible reason for the positive impact of specific information is that it can help consumers
simplify processing mechanisms by considering concrete language as a heuristic cue that
increases perceived authenticity [20]. Therefore, when crafting CSR messages, companies
need to provide an authentic and compelling story that incorporates various facts while
meeting consumer expectations [8,26]. Thus, message specificity can be considered an
effective way to communicate corporate actions based on the use of concrete language,
which enables consumers to recognize the realistic aspects of CSR efforts and find the
information conveyed to be believable [26].

In the present study, we focus on three outcomes of CSR communication—consumer-
company identification (CCI), word-of-mouth (WOM) intention, and CSR participation
intention—as they have not been explored in relation to message specificity. We assume
that message specificity as an accessible heuristic cue can simplify consumers’ processing,
thus bypassing further cognitive efforts to develop skepticism and resulting in favor-
able evaluations at the cognitive (i.e., CCI) and behavioral levels (i.e., WOM and CSR
participation intention).

First, CCI has been identified as a moderator that determines the consequences of
CSR communication [27]. CCI indicates a strong, committed, and meaningful consumer-
company relationship that refers to consumers’ identification with companies that help
them satisfy their self-definitional needs [28]. Kim [27] found that consumers with high CCI
were more likely to exhibit positive outcomes of CSR communication, such as consumer
CSR knowledge, trust, and perception of corporate reputation, than were those with low
CCl—even a promotional tone in CSR messages was more acceptable to consumers with
high CCI than to those with low CCI. Although CCI has been examined as a moderating
factor in the context of CSR communication, the present study examines the impact of
message specificity on CCIL. Specifically, message specificity is expected to have a positive
influence on CCI, demonstrating the link between consumers” message processing of
specific information and their identification with the company. Therefore, we posit the
following hypothesis:

H1la. A specific message leads to greater consumer-company identification (CCI) than does an
abstract message.

The positive corporate image created by CSR endeavors can contribute to consumers’
favorable perceptions of the company through the halo effect, which can help increase
consumer attention to and interest in corporate products and services [29]. Once con-
sumers appreciate the corporations” active CSR involvement, they tend to build favorable
attitudes toward and speak positively about the company, which results in spreading
positive WOM for the company [29]. Positive WOM refers to favorable communications
about a particular company that a consumer is willing to share with others [30], which
helps the company obtain new customers [31,32]. In particular, Dalla-Pria and Rodriguez-
de-Dios [33] demonstrated how message-related aspects are the foundation for WOM’s
operation: CSR messages that were framed in terms of values-driven (as opposed to
performance-driven) motives and that had a corporate source as opposed to an influencer
source generated increased WOM intention.

CSR messages that were based on a corporate source (vs. an influencer source) and
framed in terms of values-driven (vs. performance-driven) motives gained more WOM
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intention. Thus, discovering how to identify predictors of positive WOM intention should
be an important consideration when developing CSR messages. In line with our literature
review, we hypothesize that increased WOM intention occurs when a CSR message is more
specific than abstract, as follows:

H1b. A specific message leads to greater word-of-mouth (WOM) intention than does an abstract message.

Previous studies investigating the outcomes of CSR activities have consistently con-
firmed that consumers are inclined to exhibit favorable behavioral intentions, such as
speaking positively about companies that are actively engaged in CSR initiatives [4]. Once
a cause is presented with a localized, tangible impact, even less involved consumers tend
to show interest in the cause, indicating a potential connection to their willingness to
participate [11]. Conversely, the literature emphasizes the negative impact of consumer
skepticism on achieving desired CSR outcomes [34-36], and this skepticism extends to CSR
messages. Consequently, consumer skepticism toward CSR communications can signifi-
cantly influence behavioral intentions, including CSR participation intentions. However,
using concrete messages can help consumers envision a company’s CSR efforts and, in
turn, recognize the genuine value of these endeavors in the real world and perceive the
CSR information as reliable and trustworthy [26].

In light of the previous findings, we posit that message specificity can lead to consumer
participation intentions in response to CSR communication:

Hic. A specific message leads to greater CSR participation intention than does an abstract message.

2.2. The Role of Perceived Social Distance as a Mediator

The fundamental process by which CSR messages affect consumers based on their
individual psychological perceptions of CSR activities, however, is still unknown. Research
has indicated that the success of CSR communication is influenced by public perceptions,
such as perceptions of a company’s CSR efforts and CSR skepticism [17,20,34] as well as
people’s involvement in causes [11,37,38]. We attempt to fill this gap in the CSR communi-
cation literature by delving into the fundamental mechanisms that underlie the influence
of message specificity on cognitive and behavioral outcomes. Specifically, we employed
CLT, which elucidates the cognitive processes that mediate the translation of abstract and
concrete information into mental representations. By leveraging CLT, we aim to provide
a nuanced understanding of how message specificity shapes people’s perceptions and
behavioral intentions.

According to CLT, individuals form mental construals, and these are influenced by the
psychological distance they perceive between themselves and various objects, events, and
behaviors. These mental construals serve to facilitate the comprehension, evaluation, and
prediction of these items, events, and behaviors [39]. To compensate for the limitations of
firsthand experiences in the current moment, individuals must transcend their immediate
circumstances and take into account different dimensions of psychological distance [40].
CLT posits that there is a positive relationship between psychological distance and the level
at which people mentally construe objects. In other words, the reference point for psycho-
logical distance, according to CLT, is “the self” in the “here and now” [39]. Psychological
distance is said to influence how an event is mentally construed [39,41,42]. Depending on
their subjective assessments of the psychological distance between themselves and the
event, people interpret the same experience in a variety of ways, ranging from low-to-high
construals [42,43]. The more distant an event is from a person, the more abstract their think-
ing will be regarding it, whereas the closer the event is, the more concrete their thinking
will be about it [39]. This psychological distance consists of four dimensions: spatial, social,
temporal, and hypothetical [40,44].

Liberman et al. [44] define social distance as the perceived differences between one
person or group and another. According to Linville et al. [45], social proximity or distance
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of another person or circumstance, such as an in-group versus an out-group member, is
typically used to measure social distance. When the social distance from another individual
increases—for example, from an in-group member (close social distance) to an out-group
member (distant social distance)—people become more likely to construe the target person
using abstract terms [41]. This is because people construe socially distant objects and situa-
tions using abstract representations (high-level construal), whereas they construe socially
close events in more action-oriented and concrete terms (low-level construal) [39,42,46].

In other words, social distance has an impact on people’s subjective views, making
similar people—like members of their own group—appear closer to them than different
people—like members of other groups [39]. For instance, individuals tend to interpret
the target event of a CSR campaign in abstract terms when the social distance from it
grows, making them perceive it as different and making them feel as though it were an
unrelatable target (far social distance). In contrast, people tend to think more concretely
about a CSR campaign when their social distance from it is reduced and they begin to see it
as comparable to themselves or as an extension of their social group (near social distance).
Given consumers’ low degree of understanding of CSR, making CSR messages that affect
other people, such as the participants and beneficiaries of a CSR campaign, accessible to
people who do not directly benefit becomes crucial. We anticipate that assessing perceived
social distance as a mediator can enhance the effectiveness of the message in generating
favorable CSR outcomes.

In one study, when consumers were exposed to detailed information versus abstract
information in an approachable luxury brand’s CSR ad, they perceived the detailed ad as
being more congruent with the brand compared to the abstract ad [47]. For an aspiration-
based (less-approachable) luxury brand, however, the difference in ad—-brand congruency
effects disappeared because this brand was construed on a high-level. This study applies
this link to the setting of CSR communication.

Previous research has demonstrated how social distance can function as a relevant
factor in understanding consumer perceptions of CSR efforts, such as consumer—-CSR
activity closeness or consumer-company closeness [42,48,49]. For instance, Lii et al. [48]
found that the relationship between CSR initiatives and consumer evaluations was stronger
when consumers perceived both the brand and the cause as socially closer to themselves
and that positive consumer evaluations were generated when consumers believed compa-
nies’ values to be similar to their own (CCI), signaling the important role of closer social
distance in perceiving CSR initiatives. In a similar vein, Sung et al. [50] explained that
shortening social distance can positively influence brand equity when developing CSR
messages on social media. In the advertising and marketing domains, consumer-brand
social distance has been found to affect consumer responses and brand evaluations [51-53].
Recent research has provided an explanation for the link between CSR messages and social
distance [54]. CSR messages designed to decrease social distance increased individuals’
cause involvement and, subsequently, their positive WOM intention and brand attitudes.

In contrast to previous studies using perceived social distance from a target orga-
nization itself, such as consumer-company/brand social distance [55], the present study
examines, from a consumer perspective, how perceived social distance from a CSR cam-
paign mediates the impact of message specificity on the results of CSR communication. To
perform this, we evaluated how consumers assessed CSR campaigns by considering the
conceptual combinations of message specificity, framed as either specific or abstract, paired
with either low-level or high-level construal and perceived social distance to the target CSR
campaign, defined as either close or distant.

Moreover, the present study seeks to fill the gap in the literature on CSR communica-
tion in the context of message specificity and the role of perceived social distance, assuming
that consumers do not simply accept CSR messages but instead interpret them according
to their perceived social distance. Although previous research has demonstrated the role
of social distance as a mediator in influencing brand equity [50], the literature has not
sufficiently demonstrated the impact of different types of CSR message specificity on the
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outcomes of CSR communication along with a mediating factor, such as perceived social
distance to CSR campaigns. Accordingly, we focus on the mediating role of perceived
social distance in the interplay between message specificity and consumer perceptions
and behavioral intentions as outcomes of CSR communication. Therefore, we propose the
following hypotheses:

H2a. Perceived social distance mediates the effect of message specificity on consumer-company
identification (CCI).

H2b. Perceived social distance mediates the effect of message specificity on word-of-mouth (WOM)
intention.

H2c. Perceived social distance mediates the effect of message specificity on CSR participation
intention.

2.3. Geographic Proximity: Location of a CSR Campaign

Businesses increasingly demand CSR actions on a global scale as they expand their
operations across borders, and corporate managers are becoming more attuned to and
accepting of global CSR engagement [56]. Global CSR initiatives hold particular significance
for enterprises in emerging economies because of their rapid international expansion and
the imperative to establish credibility in global markets [57]. Moreover, modern consumers
are deeply concerned about issues transcending national boundaries, such as human rights
and climate change, underscoring the growing need for CSR efforts. Implementing CSR on
an international level demands substantial resources, as it necessitates the consideration
of unique socioeconomic and cultural factors in the target country, alongside internal
alignment within the company’s management structure. Given the potential for local
skepticism of the legitimacy of global CSR, it is pivotal to explore effective communication
strategies to garner local support in the target country.

Only a handful of studies, however, have explored the role of the geographic proximity
of CSR initiatives—how local consumers perceive a CSR effort taking place outside the
country. For example, Grau and Folse [11] demonstrated the importance of donation
proximity in an experiment where the participants expressed a more positive attitude and
higher participation intention for donations made locally rather than nationally. This effect
was valid only among those who were less involved with the cause and not among highly
involved individuals. This suggests that by decreasing geographic proximity, a campaign
can encourage less-involved individuals to participate in a campaign. Moreover, Grau
and Folse [11] found that consumers are more likely to participate in campaigns when
they believe others who are physically close to them will be directly impacted. They [11]
proposed the dynamic social impact theory [58] as an explanatory mechanism. According
to this theory, individuals perceive those within their immediate social sphere as more
influential in their decision-making processes. Therefore, campaigns with the capacity to
promptly impact nearby geographical areas not only signal a business’s commitment to
creating positive social influence but also align with the principles of the dynamic social
impact theory. This perspective underscores the significance of considering geographical
proximity as a key factor in designing and implementing effective campaigns.

Recent studies have found similar results: Proximity increased trust toward the com-
pany [59], purchase and donation intentions [60,61], and engagement [62]. A few studies
have tried to explain the tendency to evaluate a closer geographic subject more positively
using personal dispositions, such as cosmopolitan orientation and ethnocentrism, but the
patterns are inconclusive. Although Grinstein and Riefler [63] suggested that consumers
with high cosmopolitan orientation preferred geographically distant campaigns than geo-
graphically close ones, Boulouta and Manika [60] found that a preference for close (vs. far)
CSR was more prevalent among non-ethnocentric consumers.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 16795

7 of 17

Although previous research has shown that CSR activities located proximate to con-
sumers tend to generate more favorable outcomes [48,64], it is unknown whether the effect
of different levels of geographic proximity between consumers and a given CSR campaign
may offer further explanations of the mediating role of perceived social distance. To fill this
gap in the existing literature, we examined the effect of perceived social distance on the
interplay between message specificity and CSR outcomes by considering the geographic
proximity to the CSR campaign. The role of perceived social distance, therefore, can dif-
fer depending on the level of geographic proximity to a CSR initiative. In line with this
rationale, we pose the following research question:

RQ. Do the effects of message specificity through perceived social distance differ depending on the
geographic proximity of a CSR campaign?

3. Methods
3.1. Experimental Design and Procedure

We employed message specificity (specific vs. abstract) as an independent variable,
outcomes of CSR communication (CCI, WOM intention, and CSR participation intention) as
dependent variables, and perceived social distance as a mediator in an experimental design
(see Figure 1 for the theoretical model). Each participant read two stories. In the first step,
each participant read a brief fictional news story about a corporation describing aspects,
such as its business category, vision, and consumer base. In the second step, each participant
read a fictional news story about a corporation’s recent corporate social responsibility (CSR)
campaign that was either focused on a specific or abstract message. After reading the
second news story, participants were asked to indicate their level of consumer-company
identification (CCI), word-of-mouth (WOM) intention, and CSR participation intention.
Demographic information was gathered at the end.

4 N

Perceived

Social Distance

Message Strategy N Outcomes of CSR

(Specific vs. Abstract) Communication

\_ %

Geographic Proximity as a Contextual Factor in CSR Activities (Close vs. Remote)

Figure 1. Conceptual model.

3.2. Participants

We recruited a general adult sample using a market research panel where individuals
sign up to participate in online surveys. As the target audiences for CSR campaigns
are typically the general population, rather than college students, who are extremely
homogeneous, samples from a market research panel offer more diverse samples than do
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college student sample pools. All participants were given monetary compensation for their
participation. A total of 293 adults in South Korea participated in the online survey. Gender
was balanced (male: n = 144, 49.1%; female: n = 148, 50.5%; other: n = 1, 0.3%). Participant
ages ranged from 20 to 69 years (Mage = 44.18, SD = 13.69). For education level, 17.1%
(n = 50) were high school graduates or lower, 18% (n = 18) were college students, 66.2%
(n = 194) completed college, and 10.6% (n = 31) had postgraduate education.

3.3. Stimuli

The stimuli were based on news stories about a corporation’s CSR campaign. We used
a fictitious company name and CSR campaign name to prevent any confounding effects
from participants” previous knowledge and attitudes. We described the fictitious company,
“NauB”, as leading an environmental CSR campaign, “Eco Challenge”, aimed at raising
young adults” awareness of and engagement with recycling and upcycling old items into
new and interesting products.

Message specificity was manipulated to be either specific or abstract in its description
of the CSR campaign. For the specific message design, the news story depicted a company’s
CSR activity focusing on what they were doing in detail, such as how the company has been
involved in CSR efforts and the concrete impact of the CSR program on consumers and the
environment. For the abstract message design, the news story described a company’s CSR
efforts broadly by presenting the goals for the CSR campaign based on their corporate vision.

3.4. Measures

Perceived social distance. To measure perceived social distance, we adopted three
items using a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
from Stephan et al. [65]. The three items were (1) “I feel familiar with NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge’
campaign”, (2) “I feel close to NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge” campaign”, and (3) “NauB’s “Eco
Challenge’ campaign seems like a close friend to me” (Cronbach’s « = 0.92).

Consumer-company identification (CCI). We measured perceptions of CCI with four
items using a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
adopted from Pérez and del Bosque [66]. Participants rated their agreement with the
following statements: (1) “I strongly identify with NauB”, (2) “NauB fits my personality”,
(3) “I feel closely linked to NauB”, and (4) “I have a strong feeling of attachment to NauB”
(Cronbach’s « = 0.90).

Word-of-mouth (WOM) intention. To assess WOM intention, we adopted three items
using a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) from
Wang et al. [67]: (1) “I will encourage my friends and relatives to use NauB’s products”,
(2) “I will say positive things about NauB”, and (3) “I am glad to recommend NauB to
others” (Cronbach’s « = 0.93).

CSR participation intention. We measured CSR participation intention with three
items using a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
adopted from Grau and Folse [11]. Participants rated their agreement with the following
statements: (1) “I would be willing to participate in this CSR campaign”, (2) “I would
consider taking actions in order to meet this CSR campaign goal”, and (3) “It is likely
that I would contribute to this CSR campaign by getting involved” (Cronbach’s & = 0.94).
Table 1 shows all of the measurement items. Table 2 shows the reliability and validity of
the constructs of dependent variables.
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Table 1. Measurement items.
Measurement Items & M SD
Perceived social distance 0.92
I feel familiar with NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge’” campaign. 4.45 1.25
I feel close to NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge’ campaign. 434 129
NauB'’s ‘Eco Challenge’ campaign seems like a close friend to me. 405 135
Consumer-company identification 0.90
I strongly identify with NauB. 419 126
NauB fits my personality. 447 123
I feel closely linked to NauB. 3.98 1.29
I have a strong feeling of attachment to NauB. 369 134
WOM intention 0.93
I will encourage my friends and relatives to use NauB’s products. 437 127
I will say positive things about NauB. 472 129
I am glad to recommend NauB to others. 4.51 1.33
CSR participation intention 0.94
I would be willing to participate in this CSR campaign. 429 128
I'would consider taking actions in order to 464 127
meet this CSR campaign goal. ) ’
It is likely that I would contribute to this CSR 439 120

campaign by getting involved.

WOM = word-of-mouth; CSR = corporate social responsibility.

Table 2. Reliability and validity of constructs of dependent variables.

Correlations between Constructs of

Dependent Variables
Construct CR AVE CCI WOM CSR Partlc.lpatlon
Intention Intention
CCI 0.93 0.77 0.88 *
WOM intention 0.95 0.87 0.691 0.93 *
CSR participation 0.96 088 0724 0.791 0.94*
intention

CR = Composite Reliability; AVE = Average Variance Extracted. * The diagonal elements represent the square root
of AVE values.

3.5. Manipulation Checks

To check the message specificity (specific message vs. abstract message) manipu-
lation, we adopted four items from Connors et al. [68]. The four bipolar items utilized
a 7-point scale (Cronbach’s & = 0.902): “According to the article, NauB’s CSR campaign
appears to be...” (1) abstract—concrete, (2) ambiguous—clear, (3) not easy to imagine—easy
to imagine, and (4) not descriptive—descriptive. A t-test analysis revealed that participants
correctly identified the conditions to which they were assigned (Mgpecific = 5.15, SD = 1.09;
Mapstract = 3.99, SD = 1.57; t = —6.533, df = 140.99, p < 0.001).

The manipulation checks for geographic proximity (close vs. remote) used the fol-
lowing six items on a 7-point scale (strongly disagree—strongly agree; Cronbach’s a = 0.883):
(1) “NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge’ campaign has been carried out domestically”, (2) “NauB’s “Eco
Challenge’ campaign has been carried out internationally” (reverse coded), (3) “NauB’s
‘Eco Challenge’ campaign targets young people in the home”, (4) “NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge’
campaign targets young Vietnamese people” (reverse coded), (5) “NauB’s ‘Eco Challenge’
campaign seems to be taking place close to me”, and (6) “NauB’s "Eco Challenge’ campaign
seems to be taking place far away from me” (reverse coded). A t-test analysis revealed that
participants correctly identified the conditions to which they were assigned (Mjpse = 4.80,
SD = 0.99; Mremote = 2.37, SD = 1.03; t = 20.642, df =291, p < 0.001).
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4. Results

H1la predicted the effect of message specificity on consumer-company identification
(CCI). The results support Hla, indicating a significant effect of message specificity on
CCI[F (1,291) = 17.676; p < 0.001]. The specific message generated a higher CCI (M = 4.26,
SD =1.06) than the abstract message (M = 3.73, SD = 1.17). H1b predicted the effect of
message specificity on WOM intention, and there was a significant main effect of message
specificity on WOM intention [F (1, 291) = 11.252; p < 0.001]. The specific message generated
higher WOM intention (M =4.70, SD = 1.14) than the abstract message (M = 4.20, SD = 1.29).
Hilc predicted the effect of message specificity on CSR participation intention, and there was
a significant effect of message specificity on CSR participation intention [F (1, 291) = 14.363;
p <0.001]. The specific message also generated higher CSR participation intention (M = 4.62,
SD =1.08) than the abstract message (M = 4.08, SD = 1.28). Therefore, Hla, H1b, and Hlc
were all supported. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of the dependent variables—CClI,
WOM intention, and CSR participation intention.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of dependent variables.

ca WOM Intention O Larticipation
Message Specificity Intention
M SD M SD M SD
Specific 4.26 1.06 4.70 1.14 4.62 1.08
Abstract 3.73 1.17 4.20 1.29 4.08 1.28

CCI = consumer-company identification; WOM = word-of-mouth; CSR = corporate social responsibility.

H2a predicted that perceived social distance mediates the effect of message strategy
(specific vs. abstract) on consumer-company identification (CCI). A mediation analysis was
conducted using the PROCESS macro (Model 4) for SPSS [69]. The effect of message strategy
was a significant predictor of perceived social distance (B = 0.50; SE = 0.15, p < 0.01). The
results also indicate that perceived social distance significantly mediated the relationship
between message strategy and CCI (B = 0.34; SE = 0.11, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.55], excluding
zero). Message strategy was no longer a significant predictor of CCI (B = 0.19; SE = 0.10,
p > 0.05) when the mediator, perceived social distance, was inserted (B = 0.68; SE = 0.04,
p < 0.001), suggesting full mediation.

H2b predicted that perceived social distance mediates the effect of message strategy
(specific vs. abstract) on WOM intention. The results indicate that perceived social distance
significantly mediated the relationship between message strategy and WOM intention
(B=0.31; SE = 0.10, 95% CI = [0.14, 0.51], excluding zero). Moreover, message strategy was
no longer a significant predictor of WOM intention (B = 0.18; SE = 0.12, p > 0.05) when the
mediator, perceived social distance, was inserted (B = 0.63; SE = 0.05, p < 0.001), suggesting
full medjiation.

H2c predicted that perceived social distance mediates the effect of message strategy
(specific vs. abstract) on CSR participation intention. The results indicate that perceived
social distance significantly mediated the relationship between message strategy and CSR
participation intention (B = 0.29; SE = 0.10, 95% CI = [0.11, 0.48], excluding zero). In
addition, perceived social distance had a significant effect on CSR participation intention
(B =0.59; SE = 0.05, p < 0.001). Message strategy was also a significant predictor of CSR
participation intention (B = 0.25; SE = 0.12, p < 0.05), suggesting partial mediation. Table 4
shows the mediation results of perceived social distance.
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Table 4. Mediation of perceived social distance (PSD).

95% CI
B SE
LL UL
Message specificity — PSD — CCI 0.34 0.11 0.13 0.55
Message specificity — PSD — WOM intention 0.31 0.10 0.12 0.51
Message specificity — PSD — CSR 0.29 0.10 011 0.48

participation intention

PSD = perceived social distance; CCI = consumer-company identification; WOM = word-of-mouth; CI = confidence
interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

RQ asked whether the mediating role of perceived social distance varies depending
on geographic proximity as a contextual factor in CSR activities (close CSR vs. remote CSR).
First, we tested the mediation effect of perceived social distance in the close CSR condition
(n = 146) using the same PROCESS macro (Model 4) for SPSS [69]. The results indicated
that perceived social distance significantly mediated the relationship between message
strategy and CCI (B = 0.34; SE = 0.18, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.71], excluding zero). Message
specificity was still a significant predictor of CCI (B = 0.28; SE = 0.13, p < 0.05), suggesting
partial mediation.

Similarly, perceived social distance significantly mediated the relationship between
message strategy and WOM intention (B = 0.33; SE = 0.16, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.66], excluding
zero). Message specificity was still a significant predictor of CCI (B = 0.34; SE = 0.15,
p < 0.05), suggesting partial mediation.

Perceived social distance also significantly mediated the relationship between message
strategy and CSR participation intention (B = 0.29; SE = 0.15, 95% CI =[0.01, 0.60], excluding
zero). Message specificity was still a significant predictor of CSR participation intention
(B =0.40; SE = 0.14, p < 0.01), suggesting partial mediation.

Second, we tested the mediation effect of perceived social distance in the remote CSR
condition (n = 147) using the same PROCESS macro (Model 4) for SPSS (Hayes, 2013).
The results indicated that perceived social distance significantly mediated the relationship
between message strategy and CCI (B = 0.33; SE = 0.13, 95% CI = [0.08, 0.59], excluding
zero). Message specificity was no longer a significant predictor of CCI (B = 0.09; SE = 0.14,
p > 0.05) when the mediator, perceived social distance, was inserted (B = 0.62; SE = 0.05,
p <0.001), suggesting full mediation.

Similarly, perceived social distance significantly mediated the relationship between
message strategy and WOM intention (B = 0.30; SE = 0.12, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.55], excluding
zero). Message specificity was no longer a significant predictor of WOM intention (B = 0.04;
SE =0.18, p > 0.05) when the mediator, perceived social distance, was inserted (B = 0.55;
SE =0.07, p < 0.001), suggesting full mediation.

Perceived social distance also significantly mediated the relationship between message
strategy and CSR participation intention (B = 0.30; SE = 0.13, 95% CI =[0.06, 0.58], excluding
zero). Message strategy was no longer a significant predictor of CSR participation intention
(B =0.10; SE = 0.18, p > 0.05) when the mediator, perceived social distance, was inserted
(B=0.56; SE = 0.07, p < 0.001), thus suggesting full mediation. Table 5 shows the mediation
results of perceived social distance depending on CSR proximity.

Table 5. Mediation of perceived social distance (PSD) depending on CSR proximity.

95% CI
B SE
LL UL
Close proximity
Message specificity — PSD — CCI 0.34 0.18 0.02 0.71
Message specificity — PSD — WOM intention 0.33 0.16 0.03 0.66
Message specificity —+ PSD — CSR 0.29 015 0.01 0.60

participation intention
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Table 5. Cont.

95% CI
B SE
LL UL
Remote proximity
Message specificity — PSD — CCI 0.33 0.13 0.08 0.59
Message specificity — PSD — WOM intention 0.30 0.12 0.06 0.55
Message specificity —+ PSD — CSR 0.30 013 0.06 0.58

participation intention

PSD = perceived social distance; CCI = consumer-company identification; WOM = word-of-mouth; CI = confidence
interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

5. Discussion
5.1. Discussion of Results

The present study examines the role of message specificity in generating the intended
CSR outcomes and explores the mediating role of perceived social distance in the relation-
ships between message specificity as a message strategy and perceptions and behavioral
intentions. Ultimately, the results reveal that the more specific the messages in the CSR
communication, the greater the CCI, WOM, and CSR participation intention. Additionally,
perceived social distance accounted for the positive association between message specificity
and the three dependent variables.

As supported by the previous literature [9,20,22,70], the current study showed the
positive effect of specific messages compared to abstract messages. While scholars have
primarily focused on the role of CSR message specificity in consumer perceptions of com-
pany trustworthiness [68,71], our study expands the understanding of message specificity
by investigating its effects on CCI, WOM intention, and CSR participation intention, which
have not previously been extensively studied.

In addition, the present study explores the mediating role of perceived social dis-
tance in the relationships between message strategy and CSR communication outcomes.
Although previous research has recognized the positive effects of message specificity on
consumer evaluations [9,17,20-22], the underlying mechanisms and, particularly, the medi-
ating role of perceived social distance, have not been fully elucidated. By employing the
theoretical framework of CLT [43], we have shed light on how perceived social distance
mediates the effectiveness of message specificity in CSR communication.

According to Trope and Liberman [39], social distance refers to people’s subjective per-
ceptions of similar others as belonging to their in-group and dissimilar others as belonging
to their out-group. As such, people are likely to interpret a CSR campaign’s message either
concretely (close social distance) or abstractly (distant social distance), depending on how
relatable or unrelatable they believe it to be to them. According to the current research,
message specificity as a communication strategy may improve consumers’ perceptions of
CSR campaigns via the psychological mechanism of perceived social distance to the CSR
campaign message.

This study applies perceived social distance not to companies or specific CSR topics, as
previous research based on involvement and familiarity has been conducted [54,72,73], but
rather to consumers’ perceptions of a given CSR campaign. By focusing on the perceived
social distance from the CSR campaign itself, our research provides a nuanced perspective
distinct from involvement or familiarity measures in CSR communication.

Intuition suggests that a more specific communication of CSR campaigns inherently
fosters greater relatedness, subsequently encouraging CSR involvement and action. Despite
the apparent logic of this connection, there is a dearth of empirical studies systematically
testing this relationship, preventing its evolution into a robust theoretical framework. Our
research fills this important vacuum by considerably adding to theory development in
the domain of specificity as a messaging strategy. Our work, which is based on CLT, goes
beyond mere observation by offering a precise theoretical explanation for the observed
phenomena. This both enhances our understanding of the underlying mechanisms of
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why a specific message is perceived more positively and lays a solid foundation for future
theory-building endeavors in the realm of CSR message strategies. By bridging the gap
between intuition and empirical evidence, our research paves the way for more nuanced
and effective strategies in the ever-evolving landscape of CSR.

5.2. Practical Implications

Given the increasing complexity and diversity of CSR campaigns in terms of topics,
target audiences, and impacts, practitioners will find that considering perceived social
distance can offer valuable insights for crafting effective CSR messages. Additionally, our
findings highlight the importance of reducing perceived social distance, particularly in the
context of international CSR campaigns occurring in far geographic proximity.

More specifically, the explanatory power of perceived social distance provides insights
into how to make CSR communication efforts successful on a message level, as perceived
social distance, unlike involvement or familiarity, is a fluid perception that can be modified by
disseminating messages within a short period of time. To make CSR messages more specific,
companies can incorporate specific CSR themes, a thorough description of the CSR campaign,
information on the campaign’s beneficiaries, and the expected outcomes of the CSR campaign.
Additionally, CSR managers can use narratives that go into specifics about the benefits that
the CSR campaign can offer to particular participants to develop a CSR campaign that reduces
the perceived social distance between customers and the CSR campaign.

Furthermore, our research demonstrates that reducing perceived social distance
through message specificity is even more effective for geographically distant CSR cases,
so when a company conducts an international CSR campaign, it is even more important
to develop specific and detailed information, including the CSR background and what
is behind its mission as well as the anticipated benefits on the individual and societal
levels. Notably, multinational companies can enhance the specificity and richness of their
CSR messages by considering the convergence of cultural contexts between the regions
where the CSR initiatives are communicated and the region where they are executed. This
approach underscores the importance of aligning the cultural nuances and sensitivities
of both regions to ensure that CSR messages resonate authentically with customers by
shortening the perceived social distance between the regions.

From a management perspective, elaborating specific CSR information is not highly
resource-intensive work and simply needs to be strategically streamlined in the CSR
planning. Therefore, using message specificity as a CSR communication strategy can
increase the effectiveness of CSR planning and execution and, ultimately, raise the value of
CSR initiatives. Although corporations have rights and control over what to communicate
and how to selectively frame their CSR messages, reputational benefits from CSR initiatives
can be obtained only when consumers are aware of corporate endeavors and believe them
to be accurate [74].

5.3. Limitations and Future Directions

This study has several limitations. First, it only examines one type of CSR campaign
message focusing on environmental issues. Future studies can use different types of
CSR initiatives to more comprehensively capture the interplay of message specificity as a
message factor and perceived social distance in influencing consumer interpretations of
CSR messages. Second, as an experimental design, we created CSR campaign messages for
one fictitious company. Future work should replicate our study using CSR campaigns from
multiple companies and using real-world companies, to improve the external validity of
our findings. Third, CSR-related information may be perceived differently depending on
the time of exposure due to different news coverages and policy changes; therefore, the
results of this study should be interpreted with caution. Lastly, this study uses a sample
of Korean adults, and East Asians are known to be more holistic in their information
processing compared to Westerners [75,76]. Therefore, our sample might have recognized
more contextual signals in the CSR campaigns than a sample of Westerners would, which
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could have affected the results of our study. Future research should replicate this study in
other cultural contexts for better generalizability.

6. Conclusions

This study investigated the impact of message specificity in CSR communication on
consumer outcomes and explored the mediating role of perceived social distance. The
results supported our hypotheses, revealing that specific messages in CSR communication
led to higher levels of CCI, WOM intention, and CSR participation intention than did ab-
stract messages. The perceived social distance mediated the relationship between message
specificity and the outcome variables, indicating its crucial role in shaping consumer per-
ceptions and behavioral intentions. The study contributes theoretically by expanding the
understanding of message specificity beyond trustworthiness and exploring its effects on
CCI, WOM intention, and CSR participation intention. Additionally, the mediating role of
perceived social distance, rooted in CLT, offers insights into the psychological mechanisms
involved in CSR communication. On a practical level, the findings suggest that practition-
ers should consider perceived social distance when crafting CSR messages, especially in
international campaigns. Reducing perceived social distance through specific and detailed
CSR information can enhance the effectiveness of communication efforts, particularly in
geographically distant cases. This study underscores the importance of aligning cultural
contexts in multinational campaigns to ensure authentic resonance with consumers and
emphasizes the strategic value of message specificity in enhancing the overall effectiveness
and value of CSR initiatives.
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