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Abstract

This dissertation examines how companies can effectively communicate their
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities to consumers using visual and verbal
information in print advertising. Prior research suggests that after the exposure of an
advertisement, consumers will process the information from both cognitive and
affective perspectives. Consumers’ attitudes to the advertisement and advertised
product, and purchasing intentions will be generated after the processing procedure.
This study first examined, whether CSR advertisements can raise consumers’ positive
attitudes and purchasing intentions; second, which combination of verbal and visual
information is most effective to Chinese consumers in the context of CSR advertising. A
2x3+1 experiment which includes two written messages (weak and strong CSR
argument), three images (neutral, positive, and comparison pictures), and a neutral
advertisement with no CSR information was employed to collect data. Consumers’
attitudes to advertising, attitudes to CSR, purchasing decision involvement, and trial
intentions were collected and included in the hypothesized model based on the
literature review. The results suggest that Chinese consumers rely more on CSR written
messages to generate attitudes and purchasing intentions instead of visual images, but
whether the visual image was edited in the advertisement contributes significantly to
the consumers’ reactions. Moreover, Chinese consumers employ holistic cognitive
processes when processing advertisements. Consumers’ attitudes to advertising and
attitudes to CSR work as independent variables not moderators to generate attitudes
to advertisements. In addition, several paths were suggested to add to the Dual

Mediation Model to refine this advertising model.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

This dissertation examines how companies can effectively communicate their activities
to Chinese consumers in fulfilling corporate social responsibility (CSR) using written
messages and visual images in print advertising. More specifically, the influence of
written messages and visual images in an advertisement on consumers’ attitudes to
the advertisement and product, and their purchasing intentions were tested to see
which combination of written and visual information communicate CSR most

effectively.

The first chapter of the dissertation introduces the study, defines terms used, presents
the background of the study, specifies the problem of the study, describes its

significance, and points out the limitations of the study.

1.1 The background

With the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China applied the
Planned Economic System and gradually severed its economic ties until 1978 with
countries which applied the Market Economic System. Since then, Deng Xiaoping, the
first vice premier and member of the National People’s Congress of P. R. China at that
time, started a revolution that reinstates the Market Economic System in the country
and gradually opened China’s market to the world to improve the economic
performance of the country. From 1978 onwards, China increased its economic size
nearly 20-fold in US dollar terms over 30 years (Arora & Vamvakidis, 2011) and became
the world’s second largest economy in the second quarter of 2010. The country’s “real
GDP growth has averaged 10% annually, with the implication that GDP has doubled
every 7-8 years......China’s rapid growth has contributed to an increase in its share of
world GDP from 2.2% (purchasing power parity basis) in 1980 to 12.9% in 2009” (Arora
& Vamvakidis, 2011, pp.31-32). At the same time, the economic growth of China has
increased the general population’s income. The working class’ revenue has grown
constantly: the average growth of workers’ compensation is more than 9% per year
from 2002 to 2006, and over 11% in urban areas; and migrant workers’ real wages

rose by 17.3% in 2009 (The Economist, 2010). The middle class has risen from almost
1



zero in 1978 to around 300 million at present, with some 500 million more due to join

in within a few years (Lippit et al., 2011, p.5).

However, the rapid economic growth of China has exacted huge costs on environment

and society. According to the World Bank,

Land degradation is worsening; natural forests are declining; biodiversity resources are
under stress; water quality is deteriorating in most areas and new threats are
developing, such as discharge from intensive livestock operations; and the explosive
growth of motor vehicles presents a significant new problem in air pollution control

(The World Bank, 2001, p. xiv).

Besides environmental pressure, many social issues have started to appear. For
example, the working environments of many Chinese companies do not reach a
satisfactory level and labour rights of some workers cannot be guaranteed (Cai, 2006).
The quality of some products cannot pass national standards (Po, 2008). All of those
problems have increased criticism of an emphasis on economic growth alone in the

country.

The concept of CSR was introduced to China by multinational companies from the mid-
1990s during the ‘anti-sweatshop campaigns’ (Chan & Ross, 2003). Academics,
government, businesses, and consumers realized that this western concept could be
introduced and developed in China. Thus the environmental and social problems, such
as pollution and labour rights issues as a result of economic growth, could be reduced
by better relationships between the enterprises and environment and between the
enterprises and society. From the aspect of economic benefits, due to the intense
competition among businesses in the market, businesses have found that CSR can be
employed as part of their marketing strategy to gain a better reputation and achieve
consumer loyalty and product differentiation. Tian et al. (2011) found through their
empirical research that positive links existed between CSR and Chinese consumers’

corporate evaluation, product association, and purchase intention.



It is becoming increasingly common for many companies, especially multinational
companies and large Chinese local companies, to employ CSR content in their
advertising or use it as unique topics of an advertisement compared to traditional
advertisements, which mainly emphasize the product attributes or personal benefits
gained by consuming that product. For example, multinational healthcare company
Glaxo Smith Kline has published its philanthropic activities which help children to have
a better education in some depressed areas of China in its television advertisement for
Fenbid (an ibuprofen pain reliever). Local Chinese companies also use CSR in their
advertisements. Nongfu Spring, a beverage company, differentiates its brand from
other beverage companies in its television and print advertisements by introducing
sponsorship of a philanthropic programme named ‘Project Hope’, which supports
dropouts from impoverished families to complete compulsory education and helps the

infrastructure construction of schools in depressed areas.

Nevertheless, research (Calfee & Ringold, 1994; Obermiller, Spangenberg &
Maclachlan, 2005) has found that consumers are sceptical about advertising. Sceptical
consumers are less attentive to or trying to ignore advertising, more critical of
advertising claims and sources, and reluctant to form beliefs consistent with
advertising claims (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998). Therefore, the result of using
CSR information in a company’s advertising will possibly be influenced by consumers’
scepticism. But as CSR activities of a company are expected by society (Tian et al.,
2011), CSR advertising is expected to have a different influence to some extent from
conventional advertising. Hence, the most effective way of communicating CSR

activities in advertising directly to consumers needs to be studied further.

1.2 Definitions of key terms

This section will introduce two core definitions and concepts that have been employed
in this study. The detailed discussion of various definitions will be elaborated in the
following literature review chapters. The central theme of CSR is “a concept whereby

companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations

3



and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” (European
Commission, 2001) This definition will be employed in this study because it displays a
relatively complete picture of different perspectives of CSR and emphasizes its

voluntary nature.

According to American Marketing Association (AMA), advertising is
the placement of announcements and persuasive messages in time or space
purchased in any of the mass media by business firms, nonprofit organizations,
government agencies, and individuals who seek to inform and/ or persuade
members of a particular target market or audience about their products,

services, organizations, or ideas (AMA, 2011).

Advertising media includes print and out-of-home media, broadcast media, and
interactive and digital media. Print and out-of-home media includes newspapers,
magazines, packaging, billboards, scrolls and other out-of-home advertising. Broadcast
media are television, cinema and film entertainment, and radio. Interactive and digital

media refers to internet, mobile, and email.

1.3 The problem statement

Many empirical studies have examined the effects of verbal and visual information in
advertisements. Some researchers found that visual information is superior in recall
and recognition (Guenther, Klatzby & Putnam, 1980), more effective in generating
positive attitudes to a brand and in attributes’ communication (Mitchell and Olson,
1981), and superior in resulting purchasing intentions to verbal information (Cautela &
McCullough, 1978). Some other researchers (Son et al., 1987) found that a certain
amount of correspondence between visual and verbal information can enhance
consumers’ memory compared with visual or verbal information alone. Kim and
Lennon (2008) explain the differences: visual information causes imagery information
processing which produces a holistic evaluation of the brand and visualized decision
outcomes (Maclnnis & Price, 1987), whereas verbal information causes discursive

information processing which produces an implicit or explicit summary of brand

4



features based on combination rules (Maclnnis & Price, 1987).

The issue of which combination of visual images, such as neutral, positive, and
comparison of positive and negative images, and written message which could be
strong or weak arguments, in commercial advertising has rarely been studied. One
study from Wong and Householder (2008) tested the effectiveness of different images
and words in a social marketing advertisement persuading smokers to quit smoking.
When people are in negative moods, negative and positive visual images are equally
effective in involving central-route message processing and persuading people to quit
smoking, and the argument quality of the written message also has an influence on the
effectiveness of persuasion (Wong & Householder, 2008). Moreover, Wong and
Householder (2008) predict that positive visual images will help more in involving
central-route message processing and persuading people to quit smoking than
negative visual images do if people are in positive moods. However, Wong and
Householder’s (2008) study uses a social marketing advertisement aimed at behaviour
change rather than a commercial marketing advertisement aimed at a rise in sales, and
their study emphasizes the influence of a short term factor which is current moods
rather than long term factors which include beliefs of and attitudes toward particular
social topics. The research objective of this study is to understand how the
combination of written message and visual images can be most effective in
commercial CSR advertising communication to Chinese consumers. This research will
provide insights for companies to communicate their CSR activities with consumers
more effectively so that consumers’ behavioural intention towards companies’

products or services can be strengthened.

Little research (e.g., Pomering, 2009) has been done to examine the effectiveness of
CSR communication used in advertising. Moreover, little research has combined two
basic executional cues, written message and visual images, to find out the combined
effect of CSR advertising. This study covers this research gap by combining written
message and visual images in CSR advertising to test the most effective ways of CSR

communication that can be employed in print advertising. The overarching research
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guestion is how companies can better communicate their CSR activities with
consumers using print advertising in China’s market. It contains six sub-research

questions:

e What CSR topics do Chinese consumers care about the most?

e Which combination of CSR information and images best communicates CSR to

consumers?
0 Isthe strong or weak CSR argument better in CSR advertising?

0 Isthe neutral image, positive image or comparison image better in CSR

advertising?
0 Do the written message and visual image interact in CSR advertising?

e Do consumers’ attitudes to the advertised product (4,) mediate the causal
relationship between consumers’ attitudes to the advertisement (4,4) and

consumers’ purchasing intentions (PI)?

e Do consumers’ attitudes to advertising (4,) and consumers’ attitudes to CSR
(A.sr) moderate the relationship between CSR advertising exposure and

consumers’ attitudes to the CSR advertisement (4,4)?

e Does the trial intention mediate the relationship between consumers’ attitudes
to the advertisement (4,4) and consumers’ attitudes to the advertised product

(Ap)?

e Does purchase decision involvement (PDI) moderate the relationship between
consumers’ attitudes to the advertised product (4,) and purchasing intentions

(P1)?

Chinese consumers have been chosen to be studied because firstly the Chinese and
other East Asians (Koreans and Japanese) have different cognitive processes from
people who have European cultural backgrounds (Morris, Nisbett & Peng, 1995; Peng
& Nisbett, 1999; Ji, Peng & Nisbett, 2000), and those differences are significant in
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advertisement processing (Tavassoli, 2007; Wu, 2011). The second reason is that China
has the largest market in the world so that this study can provide practical benefits to

all companies targeting Chinese markets and using CSR advertising.

1.4 The importance of this study

Although some research has studied the impact of CSR on marketing, it has only
determined whether CSR activities of a company had an impact on brand value,
company reputation and sales (Vaaland et al, 2008). Many studies investigated
enterprises’” CSR communication with customers, but most of this research focused on
CSR annual reports of companies (Jones, Comfort & Hillier, 2007). Although some
research (Tian et al.,, 2011) tried to reveal Chinese consumers’ attitudes to and
behavioural intention towards CSR issues so that company’s understanding of it can be
improved, no research has employed an experiment to test the real effectiveness of
different combinations of written messages and visual images, which could be used by
companies in reality. To date, it appears that only Pomering’s (2009) study has
examined consumers’ scepticism toward CSR advertising, but it does not include
examination of the effects of visual images as an independent variable in the study.
Consequently, this research will make a contribution to the knowledge of CSR
advertising by examining how written message and visual images in print
advertisements should be combined to effectively influence consumers’ behavioural

intentions.

Because China is one of the world’s largest markets with considerable business
potential, many companies from around the globe are exploring their markets in China.
CSR is a topic that many multinational and local companies are practising or eager to
practise in order to improve their marketing performance in this country. Many
corporations use CSR as part of their marketing strategies to improve their brands’
images, differentiate their products from their competitors, and promote sales (Podnar
& Golob, 2007). However, little research has studied the real effectiveness of using CSR
advertising in China. Ellen, Webb, and Mor (2006) have found one significant difference

between Chinese consumers and other consumers: Chinese consumers care more



about the impact of a company’s CSR activities instead of the company’s motives for
the CSR actions. This study found that the most effective communication of CSR
advertising in China, or with holistic thinkers, could be different from the most effective
communication of CSR advertising in other cultures, or with analytical thinkers. Most
existing advertising models, which are based on studies in consumers who have an
European cultural background, may not apply to holistic thinkers, such as Chinese,
Japanese and Korean. An advertising model, which fits the data from Chinese
consumers and different from those fit Western consumers, is suggested by this study.

This is the uniqueness and contribution of this study.

1.5 Scope and limitations

Only print advertising was used to test the effectiveness of CSR communication to
consumers in this study. Print media is a traditional mode of advertising and marketing
communication. It occupies a large percentage of advertising market and media spend,
however, it is possible that using other advertising media, such as broadcast or digital
advertisements, or other marketing communication tools, such as, public relationships,

sales promotions, and the Internet, will influence the result to some extent.

As the interviews and experiment have been completed in the regional city of Xi‘an, it
may not represent the opinion and ideas of consumers in all provinces and cities of
China. It is more representative of people who have middle income and whose
attitudes to and beliefs of advertising are around the average of the Chinese
population 