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Abstract

Purpose — Corporations communicate CSR policies through a variety of methods, and the
goal of the study is to explore young adult consumers’ communication preferences and the
implications for managers to effectively communicate CSR to boost their corporate brand
image and reputation.

Design/methodology/approach — Set within the context of the UK supermarket industry, the
study adopts a qualitative research approach and a purposeful sampling method, collecting
data from thirty young adult consumers in the South East of the UK. The data collection
method used was online bulletin board focus groups, face-to-face focus groups, face-to-face
interviews, and an online questionnaire. Research propositions are developed, evaluated and
synthesized into a conceptual framework.

Findings — The findings show that interactive CSR communication functions as an effective
method of improving consumers’ emotional brand value, knowledge and memory of
supermarket CSR. The findings have the potential to induce a more positive perception by
young adults of supermarket CSR corporate brand image and reputation.

Research and practical implications — The implications for theory development are in the
under-researched area of interactive CSR communication. The research provides practical
strategic recommendations regarding effective communications to help guide managers in
their planning and execution of their CSR endeavours.

Originality/value — The research provides new empirical insights into theory and knowledge
of interactive CSR communication and how supermarkets can communicate CSR in a
manner, which is appealing and engaging for young adult consumers, therefore more likely to
strengthen their perception of a supermarket corporate brand image and reputation.
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Introduction

Corporations face stakeholder scrutiny, pressure and expectations to be socially responsible
(Aguilera et al., 2007; Du et al., 2010; Simmons, 2009), and if they do not fulfil their social
contract (Brown and Deegan, 1998), risk threats of stakeholder criticism, particularly from
consumers who are increasingly aware of their social and environmental consumption
footprint (White et al, 2012). As a consequence, the significance of a corporation’s
capability to demonstrate and legitimize its social and environmental credentials cannot be
underestimated. This is manifested in the many corporations that now embed CSR in their
corporate positioning and marketing DNA (Campbell, 2007; Pirsch et al., 2007; Schmeltz,
2012) as an instrument to strengthen their corporate brand image and reputation. As CSR
policies help consumers evaluate and distinguish individual brands (Wang and Anderson,
2011), the degree to which consumers are aware of a corporation’s CSR communication
endeavours plays a pivotal role in how this translates into corporate benefits (Andreu ef al.,
2011; Green and Peloza, 2011). Nevertheless, the CSR field is lacking research in CSR
communication (Beckmann et al., 2006; Reisch, 2006; Du et al., 2010), particularly insights
into consumers’ discernment of CSR communication (Podnar, 2008; Bigné et al., 2012,

Oberseder et al., 2013).

Extant research has explored the effectiveness of non-interactive implicit (Morsing et al.,
2008), and explicit communication (Schmeltz, 2012) strategies and content to improve CSR
image and reputation. Corporations use implicit non-interactive CSR communication such as
annual and social reports (Patten, 1991) to fulfil the needs of what is expected by society
(Matten and Moon, 2008), as they are reluctant to explicitly advertise their CSR actions due
to possible stakeholder scepticism of social responsibility claims from a biased self-serving
source (Schroder, 1997; Perks, et al., 2013). However, despite the risk of stakeholder

scepticism, corporations are willing to adopt explicit non-interactive advertising media and



explicit interactive media to build a strong CSR image due to the ineffectiveness of CSR
reports to reach a wider audience (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009; Fieseler et al., 2010). Given
increasing ethical interest from consumers, managers need to know more about how their
corporate brand image and reputation is affected by consumer interactivity in CSR
communication, particularly in an era where online media enables transparent interaction

between consumers and organizations (Robinson et al., 2012; Schmeltz, 2012).

Scope and goal of the study

Firstly, our study focuses on supermarkets as they are part of the daily lives of consumers
(Jones et al., 2005), interacting regularly on and off-line, and hence likely to be under
frequent scrutiny by customers. Secondly, we selected young adults’ perceptions of CSR
communication as a frame of reference as they are regarded as a yardstick for socio-cultural
changes (Kruger and Mostert, 2012), educated, critical and demanding consumers (Grant,
2004) manifesting high levels of social consciousness and care for social causes (Hyllegard ef

al., 2011).

As corporations communicate CSR policies through a variety of interactive/non interactive,
explicit and implicit communication, the goal of our study is to explore and evaluate young
adult consumers’ knowledge and perceptions of UK supermarkets and the implications for
managers to effectively communicate CSR to boost their corporate brand image and

reputation.

Development of the propositions
Supermarket corporate brand image and reputation

Corporate reputation is the sum of individual stakeholder experiences and perceptions of



corporate identity and image (Barnett, ef al., 2006) and a measure of the relative esteem in
which an organization is held, based on its CSR record and how a firm responds to events.
As supermarkets stock a wide range of their own private label brands (Martenson, 2007),
consumers are more likely to perceive these businesses as corporate brands in any evaluation

of supermarket brand image and reputation.

CSR and ethical consumerism

Ethical consumerism is evolving into an integral part of modern life whereby ecological,
ethical and social concerns are becoming a social norm influencing consumer attitudes
(Seyfang, 2006; Megicks et al., 2008; Trudel and Cotte, 2009). Evidence of the emergence of
ethical consumerism was found in a survey in which 41% of respondents had a strong sense
of personal responsibility in dealing with climate change and do everything they can to live
ethically (Guardian Sustainable Business, 2011). This movement in social attitudes adds a
further dimension to the pressure on corporations, as consumers are not only ethically
concerned about corporations’ environmental and social impact, but also with their personal
consumption behaviour (Du ef al., 2010). However, despite these concerns consumers do not
always reward socially responsible or ethical brands in their purchasing behaviour (Carrigan
and Attalla, 2001; Bray et al., 2011). Hence, while the ethical change in consumer attitudes
amplifies the pressure on companies to be more socially responsible in their behaviour, it
does not necessarily translate into economic rent from consumers’ willingness to purchase

ethical brands or products.

Research findings on consumer attitudes towards CSR and their consumption response are
inconclusive with some finding a relationship (e.g. Brown and Dacin, 1997; Lee and Shin,

2010) and others none (e.g. Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006; Luchs



et al., 2010). One explanation for these mixed findings may be that while ethical consumers
demonstrate increased interest in supporting CSR-active organizations, they have also
become more conversant with corporate marketing techniques (Du ef al., 2007; Vanhamme
and Grobben, 2009). Consequently, consumers are aware of the value that CSR can add to
corporations (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004), and therefore more alert to the ulterior motives
for ethical and socially responsible strategies and activities (Webb and Mohr, 1998; Porter
and Kramer, 2004; Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006). When consumers sense self-interest as the
motive for CSR, it creates consumer scepticism towards the ethical and social responsibility
claims of organizations (Forehand and Grier, 2003; Ellen et al., 2006; Jahdi and Acikdilli,
2009; Pomering and Johnson, 2009b). However, while consumer scepticism towards CSR
efforts can shape corporate reputation (Pomering and Johnson, 2009a; Du et al., 2010), and
impact on a consumer’s decision to reward or not reward CSR-active firms (Becker-Olsen ef
al., 2006), scepticism is an instinctive consumer coping mechanism to deal with the
persuasive powers of corporate advertising and branding (Darke and Chaiken, 2005;
Obermiller et al.,, 2005). Nonetheless as a result of consumers’ advanced understanding of
CSR, they acknowledge that CSR practices can yield intrinsic and extrinsic corporate value
(Ellen et al., 2006; Sen et al., 2006: White et al., 2012), and are more resilient to negative
news about CSR-active organizations (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006). Therefore, consumers
understand CSR is in a corporation’s self-interest but also realise that such activities benefit

society and the planet (Du et al., 2010) thus we suggest the following proposition:

P1: Consumers understand and accept that CSR initiatives benefit a corporation’s self-

interest, society and the planet.



The CSR communication dilemma

Consumers have become more critical of organizations’ CSR corporate communication
strategies, influencing how they make brand choices (Fan, 2005), forcing marketers to
evaluate their use of CSR as an image and reputation management tool (Bigné et al., 2012).
However, due to an inadequate appreciation of how consumers understand and perceive CSR
(Megicks et al., 2008; Podnar, 2008; Bigné et al., 2012; Oberseder et al., 2013), guidelines
on how to communicate CSR to consumers remain unclear (Beckmann et al., 2006; Reisch,
2006; Pomering and Johnson, 2009a; Du ef al., 2010). Research is inconclusive as to which
type of communication method most effectively informs consumers about CSR initiatives.
Some argue that implicit communication methods, through corporate reports and websites,
are the most effective, as explicit communication increase the likelthood consumers sense
corporate self-interest as the core motive for communicating CSR (Morsing et al., 2008).
Others contend that explicit communication methods are more effective, as consumers rely
on CSR communication to assess and contrast different brand morals (Schmeltz, 2012; Wang
and Anderson, 2011), and expect to be openly informed about negative and positive corporate
behaviour (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009). However, in the era of the internet, web 2.0 and
social media, the implicit/explicit and the private/public domains blur, allowing for
interactivity and open debate among consumers (Mangold and Fauld, 2009), which

corporations need to participate in (Downey and Fenton, 2003).

Further, the majority of consumers rarely actively seek information on corporations’ socially
responsible activities (Stoll, 2002), regardless of their proclaimed interest in receiving more
CSR information. Morsing and Schultz (2006, p.325), propose that CSR communication
normally falls into three categories; the ‘stakeholder information strategy’, the ‘stakeholder

response strategy’, or the ‘stakeholder involvement strategy’. The first two are one-way and



two-way asymmetrical communication strategies. The ‘stakeholder involvement strategy’
takes into account stakeholder opinions when determining CSR activities, representing an
emerging approach of interactive CSR communication which is a two-way symmetrical
communication process. In this approach, CSR issues are recognized, prioritized and acted
upon in collaboration with consumers (Fieseler et al., 2010), whereby the corporate brand
evolves into a ‘negotiated brand’ (Gregory, 2007, p.62). Moreover, corporations projecting a
genuine interest in co-creation and customer dialogue improve relationships with customers
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000; Payne ef al., 2008; Simmons, 2009). Therefore, interactive
CSR communication could cultivate a more dedicated and satisfied consumer audience

(Morsing and Schultz, 2006). Thus we propose:

P2: While consumers do not actively seek information about CSR, they prefer corporations to
be explicit and engaging in their communication about their CSR activities through

interaction and involvement strategies.

Affective CSR brand value through interaction

Irrespective of time and place, consumers can create viral heat waves on both good and bad
corporate behaviour through off and online social sharing and interaction, either making or
breaking a brand image and reputation (Fieseler et al, 2010; Campbell ef al., 2011).
However, while research attention has been directed at the economic effects that consumer
interaction has on corporations, there is less focus on how interaction influences consumers’
psychological responses (Bendapudi and Leone, 2003) in terms of their affective experience
and relationship with brands (Pomering and Johnson, 2009b) and customer satisfaction (Wa
Chan et al., 2010). Being supportive of and taking part in CSR initiatives and actions adds

personal and emotional value to the individual (Du et al., 2007; Green and Peloza, 2011),



such as overall wellbeing (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004); personal satisfaction in terms of
‘self-definition’, ‘self-enhancement’, ‘self-distinctiveness’ (Hildebrand et al., 2011, p.1358),
and emotional altruistic value associated with contributing to the welfare of the planet and

society (Strahlevitz and Myers, 1998; Robinson et al., 2012).

Interactive CSR initiatives can be communicated offline as well as online and although many
organizations project their CSR commitment through websites with the potential for
consumer interaction (Nielsen and Thomsen, 2007; Sweeney and Coughlan, 2008), the
majority fail to enable and encourage consumer engagement (Lewis, 2003; Fieseler ef al.,
2010). Instead, involving consumers in two-way interactive CSR dialogue will enable

organizations to create emotional stimuli (Schmeltz, 2012). Thus we propose:

P3: Consumers will perceive interactive CSR communication more appealing than non-
interactive CSR communication, as interaction is more likely to act as an emotional stimuli

and offer self-enhancement value.

Consumer knowledge, awareness and perceptions of CSR branding

Although the employment of CSR strategies and activities yield reputational and economic
value (e.g. Du ef al., 2007; Hildebrand ef al., 2011), the extent to which these objectives are
realised is contingent on consumers’ knowledge, awareness and perception of organizations’
CSR initiatives and communication (Andreu et al., 2011; Green and Peloza, 2011) which
determines corporate brand image and reputation so understanding these dimensions is
necessary (Cornelissen, 2004; Fan, 2005). However, with consumers possessing limited recall
and recognition of CSR activities (Auger ef al., 2003; Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004; Pomering

and Dolnicar, 2009), they have a poor foundation for incorporating CSR attributes into their



corporate brand image and reputation evaluation (Andreu et al., 2011).

Extensive exposure to CSR communication has been found to increase consumers’ memory
and knowledge of CSR activities, and improves the chances of this functioning as a heuristic
in their CSR perception formation and brand image and reputation assessment (Maignan,
2001). Using two-way symmetrical consumer-brand dialogue through highly noticeable,
transparent and accessible media channels, interactive CSR communication could improve
consumer memory, knowledge and perceptions of a brand’s CSR activities (Hinz et al.,

2011). We thus propose:

P4: Interactive CSR communication will positively influence consumers’ knowledge, memory,

and perception of a supermarket’s CSR activities.

Methodology

The research aim is to probe and explain how consumers perceive and respond to
supermarket CSR branding, to develop knowledge and understanding of how organizations
can foster more effective CSR communication strategies. Our research seeks to assess
whether interactive, as opposed to non-interactive, implicit and explicit CSR communication
would be more effective in enhancing supermarket corporate brand image and reputation,
based on four propositions developed from the literature. These were explored in a qualitative
study of supermarket consumers adopting an iterative approach in which modified or new
propositions may emerge from the data analysis (Hogan ef al., 2014). The use of qualitative

research methodology was deemed appropriate given the research aim to explore, explain and

understand consumers’ underlying thoughts about CSR communication about sensitive issues



such as ethical consumerism (Brigley, 1995). From this, the research develops new insights

for supermarkets to improve their corporate brand image and reputation (Eckstein, 1992).

Sample and sampling method

The sample consisted of thirty young adult (aged 20-35) consumers who live in the Southeast
of the UK of which 60% were female and 40% were male with a mean respondent age of 28.
With the average age group being 28, the sample was mainly in the higher age category and
respondents had to be contributing towards their household grocery shopping and regularly

shop at one or more of the supermarkets in the study.

Recruitment and selection of respondents was carried out through online snowball and
personal intercept purposeful sampling. The online presence (Facebook) established contact
with difficult-to-reach respondents and enabled us to recruit a geographically broader sample
(Aaker et al., 2007). Respondents gave their consent prior to their inclusion in the study and
were then sent screening questions to ensure they fulfilled the specific sample requirements

(Kent, 2007).

Questionnaire design and data collection methods

As the study aim was to explore, in-depth, consumers’ perceptions of supermarket CSR
initiatives and the effectiveness of different communication methods in improving corporate
brand image and reputation, we developed a set of semi-structured questions to allow for
probing and exploration. The researchers posed the same questions in one-on-one and group
research settings as well as in the offline and online research contexts respectively, so that we
were able to analyse, compare data and evaluate the propositions across the different data

collection methods.



Four multiple data collection methods were employed in the study, allowing for triangulation
thereby increasing the credibility of our findings (Burke Johnson ef al., 2007). The four data
collection methods were: online bulletin board focus groups, face-to-face focus groups, face-
to-face interviews and an online questionnaire. For the online bulletin board focus group, a
closed communication forum was created on the social media platform, Facebook, where 5-6
questions were posted everyday over a period of three days. Respondents were asked to
spend 10-15 minutes daily answering the questions, reading remarks from other respondents
and to comment on these wherever appropriate. The online bulletin board focus group was
chosen as a communication method of young adults in their daily interactions (Schmeltz,
2012). Further, unlike traditional focus groups, the online bulletin board gave participants the
opportunity to reflect on the research topic and questions over several days (Malhotra, 2010;
Chenail, 2011). The final data collection method was a self-completion online questionnaire,
which six respondents received via e-mail. Iterative adjustments were made to the semi-
structured research questions and exercises as the research progressed (Remington and Tyler,

1979).

The research exercises included respondent rating of five CSR communication channels;
unaided recall of general supermarket CSR initiatives; aided recall of specific supermarket
CSR campaigns and initiatives; and recognition of the same specific supermarket CSR
campaigns and initiatives. Respondents’ aided recall was explored by outlining the name of
the supermarkets’ long-term CSR campaigns and a prominent 2012 CSR initiative.
Respondents were then asked to identify which supermarket campaigns they thought the
initiatives belonged to. Following this exercise, respondents were presented with pictures of

the CSR campaigns and initiatives and asked to indicate which of them they recognized.



Analytical method

Descriptive coding (Richards, 2009) was initially completed by allocating an identity (ID) to
each respondent, indicating which study they took part in, the supermarket they usually visit,
and their personal details. We then applied topic coding (Gibson and Brown, 2009; Richards,
2009), wherein the data was arranged and labelled according to different themes and
subthemes. The data analysis contained two types of coding: a priori coding for themes that
were determined before the data examination, and a posteriori coding for themes that

emerged from the data (Gibson and Brown, 2009).

Following the a priori and a posteriori data coding, inductive thematic analysis (Seale, 2004;
Gibson and Brown, 2009) was applied. On completion of the thematic analysis, a content
analysis using both text and a numeric count of replications (Marshall and Rossman, 2011)
was carried out in order to indicate the degree of supporting evidence for each proposition to
add rigour, and to address some of the concerns and criticism that qualitative data analysis is
prone to anecdotalism (Silverman, 2005; Bryman and Bell, 2011). The thematic assessments
comprised of both inter (micro-analysis of individual respondent data) and intra analyses
(macro-analysis across all respondent data). Table I demonstrates how the numeric

replication count analysis scheme was applied.

INSERT TABLE I HERE

Findings

In the findings each of the four propositions was evaluated and discussed with the use of

evidence from the analysis.



P1: Consumers understand and accept that CSR initiatives benefit a corporation’s self-

interest, society and the planet.

There was very strong evidence that respondents believe supermarkets’ involvement in CSR
is motivated by self-interest to improve their reputation, staying ahead of competitors, and
bottom-line profits (Yoon et al., 2006; Pirsch et al., 2007). Despite respondents’ awareness of
the benefits, which corporations accrue from their CSR activities, only three expressed strong

sceptical attitudes:

They [supermarkets] have to make it look like they are doing us a favour, so we think

they are good, whereas they are probably trying to screw us any way they can.

These three respondents were also very negative towards advertising, suggesting this could
influence their attitudes towards CSR practices and communication (Drumwright, 1996;
Mogele and Tropp, 2010). There was very strong supporting evidence that other respondents
were tolerant of corporate self-interest and acknowledged that supermarkets reap extrinsic
and intrinsic benefits from their CSR endeavours, such as increased profits and reputation, if
they are able to combine such motives with acting ethically and contributing to society and

the environment (Ellen et al., 2006; Sen et al., 2006; Du et al., 2010):

I think it’s better that supermarkets are successful because of socially responsible
initiatives rather than using immoral promotions and exploitation of vulnerable
people... so yes, and of course it’s a win-win situation. We’re always going to need to
do our grocery shopping in supermarkets like these... so if they combine corporate

matters with social actions I can’t see why anyone would think that’s bad for society or



themselves?

While extant research finds that consumers question corporate motives for engaging in CSR
(Porter and Kramer, 2004; Lou and Bhattacharya, 2006), our evidence questions the view that
consumers are sceptical towards CSR (e.g. Ellen ef al., 2006; Morsing and Schultz, 2006;

Pomering and Johnson, 2009b). Thus our first proposition has credibility.

P2: While consumers do not actively seek information about CSR, they prefer corporations to
be explicit and engaging in their communication about their CSR activities through

interaction and involvement strategies.

There was strong evidence that respondents support the use of explicit communication
channels such as TV and radio, online, magazines or newspapers, advertisements inside and

outside of supermarket stores and product labelling:

[A]dvertising is obviously the one that works the best for the charity or cause so maybe
we should really all prefer explicit advertising because it helps the most, instead of

thinking in-store because it would bother you less...

There was very strong supporting evidence that respondents generally prefer to be actively
informed about supermarket CSR, and the few who seemed to be less interested were those
expressing sceptical views towards advertising. We found moderate supporting evidence that
respondents are equally interested in being informed about socially responsible and
irresponsible supermarket behaviour (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009), and currently use

supermarket CSR as a key influence in their supermarket choice. There was similarly



moderate supporting evidence that respondents who currently do not consider supermarket
CSR in their choice of supermarket would do so if they possessed more knowledge about the
supermarkets’ CSR practices (Lee and Shin, 2010; Wang and Anderson, 2011). These
respondents felt they had insufficient knowledge about supermarkets’ CSR activities to
distinguish between their individual CSR initiatives and thereby use CSR as a determinant of

supermarket choice:

A supermarket is a place where I put a lot of money, and if their CSR commitments
became more visible I would take it more into consideration [when choosing where to

shop].

It has no bearing on where I shop, as I wouldn't know which supermarket puts the most

emphasis on this and which supermarket supports the most worthwhile causes.

There was very strong supporting evidence that respondents perceive supermarket CSR as
insufficiently communicated and want to learn more about supermarket CSR through explicit
CSR communication, but they do not intend to actively seek this information. Finally, we
found very strong supporting evidence suggesting that respondents prefer supermarkets to be
explicit in their CSR communication using interactive rather than non-interactive methods;

thus giving credence to proposition 2.

P3: Consumers will perceive interactive CSR communication more appealing than non-
interactive CSR communication, as interaction is more likely to act as an emotional stimuli

and offer self-enhancement value.



The majority of respondents perceive CSR as either very valuable or somewhat valuable to

themselves (e.g. Du et al., 2007; Green and Peloza, 2011):

My personal life - very valuable! I love feeling that I am a better person because of my

choices of consumption.

It affects your conscience if you are aware of what they are trying to achieve and it
feels good to support and in some cases help - even if it is indirectly by shopping. So it

does affect where I shop but so does convenience.

Additionally, the findings revealed very strong evidence that respondents perceive interactive
CSR communication as attractive and appealing to them. They emphasized how it would
make them feel more influential and valued in a supermarket’s CSR decision-making, rather
than feeling ignored through the practice of one-way communication. By opening up the
opportunity for consumers to participate in supermarkets’ CSR activities, interactive CSR
communication thus contributes to their feeling of self-enhancement (Hildebrand et al.,
2011), and belief that supermarkets engage in CSR out of genuine concern for society and not

simply for self-serving interests (Sen et al., 2006: White et al., 2012):

It would be attractive [interactive CSR], as I get a chance to say which activities
supermarkets should be engaged in, instead of the supermarkets choosing the activities
for their own convenience. I will feel that the supermarket cares for my opinion too,
and really cares for the society. I will feel more involved in a way. Maybe then, I will

care more about what the supermarkets do and where I then shop.

It would be more positive, as I would feel that I’'m contributing.



Even though I know they [supermarkets] still benefit from CSR, I would see it as more
favourable to know that my voice is heard because then at least they are also respecting

what their customers want, and not just their own interests.

While respondents indicate CSR-supportiveness adds personal emotional attributes, they also
believe interaction with supermarkets on CSR issues provides a stronger foundation on which
to stimulate a sense of gaining emotional value (e.g. Robinson et al., 2012). Thus, proposition

three has credence.

Nevertheless, there was strong supporting evidence respondents wanted proof that their CSR
participation is acted upon; the more supermarkets can demonstrate consumer opinions have
been taken into consideration, the more positive they will be towards the supermarkets’ CSR
commitment and corporate brand image and reputation. Moderate supporting evidence
suggests that if respondents discover their consumer involvement is not being acted upon, it
could provoke a negative perception of the supermarket’s CSR corporate brand image and

reputation.

I would think it was great - if it was easy to do. I think CSR would be more interesting
and become a more concrete topic for consumers. I think my images of the different
supermarkets would be better and CSR activities would maybe be more credible than

now if consumers’ participation really was acted upon.

Well yes, definitely. If consumers’ opinions are actually respected and acted upon then

it would definitely seem more genuine. I guess it would be more “socially responsible”.



If they can prove that my vote makes a difference then I would think better of
supermarket CSR. Not that I think bad of it now, but like, I would think their claims of
who and how and what they help would be more credible. But if it turns out that my
votes were useless then it would just backfire. And yeah, then my perception of that

supermarket would just decrease.

The respondents emphasized that they would feel betrayed and their negative feelings would
have a larger influence on the supermarket’s corporate brand image and reputation than the
positive feelings they held towards the brand prior to its use of interactive CSR

communication (Ariely, 2009). Based on this insight, we developed a new proposition:

New Proposition 3b: While consumers encourage interactive CSR communication, they

expect proof that their engagement is acted upon.

P4: Interactive CSR communication will positively influence consumers’ knowledge,

memory, and perception of a supermarket’s CSR activities.

When exploring respondents’ knowledge of supermarket CSR most could recall several
general CSR initiatives and were convinced that all of the major supermarkets practice CSR,
such as local sourcing and stocking of fair-trade products. However, they struggled to recall
specific supermarket CSR initiatives and the associated supermarket, with the majority also
having trouble distinguishing between them. Eighteen out of the thirty respondents
participated in the aided recall and recognition exercise on the highlighted supermarket

campaigns and initiatives. (See table II for the results).



INSERT TABLE Il HERE

This indicates very strong supporting evidence that respondents lack the ability to recall and
recognize even the most prominent CSR initiatives of the year in which the study took place,
as well as the overall supermarket CSR campaigns. This supports earlier research evidence
that consumers have limited knowledge of CSR activities (e.g. Pomering and Dolnicar,
2009). There was, however, very strong supporting evidence that respondents see interactive
communication as a way of increasing their knowledge and memory of supermarket CSR

initiatives:

If I actually influenced, or got involved in it [CSR initiative], it would definitely stay in
my memory... If I were involved in it I would definitely remember more... You
wouldn’t get involved in something that you don’t know what is, so you would have to

get the knowledge about it to know what and how you’re influencing it.

It would definitely influence both my knowledge and memory of a CSR campaign if |

had made a difference to the outcome.

Further, there was very strong supporting evidence that respondents felt interactive
communication would make them feel more recognized (e.g. Prahalad and Ramaswamy,

2000), and stimulate them to pay more attention to supermarkets’ CSR activities:

I think it would be attractive... like if you get to pick things it instantly makes it more
attractive because you know that you were part of something and you’d be like ‘’uhh, I

helped do that™’.



Well I guess all people like to be able to influence their community and the environment
in some way so yeah, definitely, of course it is better to have the opportunity than not

having the opportunity.

Together, the findings that interactive CSR communication will be more effective than non-
interactive CSR to promote consumers’ emotional experience and increase their knowledge
and memory of CSR activities, were found to act as driving mechanisms for securing a more
positive corporate brand image and reputation (Du et al., 2010; Green and Peloza, 2011),
hence lending credence to proposition four. The conceptual framework is based on the

findings and presented in figure I below.

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE

Conclusions and Discussion

In our study we found that respondents were aware of the benefits of CSR to supermarkets,
themselves, society and the planet, and recognized that while different these need not be
conflicting objectives (proposition 1). As such, consumers are aware of the potential societal,
personal and corporate benefits of CSR initiatives, and thus less likely to develop negative
perceptions of explicit CSR communication through advertising and other media. Secondly,
while we found that respondents do not actively seek information about CSR, they prefer
supermarkets to be explicit and engaging in communicating their CSR activities through
interaction and involvement strategies (proposition 2). Further, respondents perceive
interactive CSR communication, which enables effective information exchange, more
appealing than non-interactive CSR communication, as interaction is likely to act as an

emotional stimuli offering self-enhancement value (proposition 3). Thus supermarkets in



order to bolster their credibility, corporate brand image and reputation, need to engage their
consumers via media that encourage and facilitate interaction and involvement (Morsing and
Schultz, 2006). In the analysis of the data we also discovered that while respondents
encourage interactive CSR communication, they expect proof that their engagement is acted
upon (new proposition 3b) and hence supermarkets should incorporate customer suggestions
into their initiatives. Finally, we found CSR communication positively influences respondent
knowledge, memory, and perception of CSR initiatives (proposition 4) and supermarkets
which promote explicit interactive and involvement CSR communication will increase their
customers’ self-enhancement value. This in turn will then strengthen the supermarkets’

corporate brand image and reputation.

Theoretical contributions and implications

The research provides insights into consumer awareness and perception of CSR, contributing
to knowledge in the relatively scarce body of CSR communication literature (Polonsky and
Jevons, 2009). In using the concept of interactive supermarket CSR communication, the
study responds to calls for research to evaluate the efficacy of two-way communication on
consumer perceptions of corporate brand image and reputation (Robinson et al., 2012). The
implication of the finding that explicit and two-way CSR communication is more effective
than implicit and one-way CSR communication methods in projecting CSR corporate
branding to consumers is pivotal for the development of theory and knowledge in the under-
researched area of interactive CSR communication (Schmeltz, 2012). A further implication of
the study is that interactive CSR communication strategies will appeal to consumers’
altruistic feeling of contributing to society and the environment, and stimulate consumers’

sense of self-enhancement (Robinson ef al., 2012).



Managerial contributions and implications

Since the degree to which CSR commitments translate into corporate benefits is contingent
on how well consumers recall and recognize CSR endeavours (Green and Peloza, 2011), the
limited respondent knowledge of supermarket CSR should be of concern to managers. The
study clarifies that the extent to which consumers are aware of, interested in, and able to
remember supermarket CSR initiatives depends not only on the explicitness of CSR
communication, but more inherently, on their level of involvement in CSR-decision making.
Managers failing to encourage interactive CSR communication offer limited incentives for
consumers to feel influential and gain emotional value from a supermarket’s corporate brand.
Supermarket executives are encouraged to listen and respond to ethically conscious and
influential young adult consumers through communication which is open to their suggestions
in terms of influencing CSR initiatives and directions. The implications for supermarkets are
that engaging consumers in CSR decision-making can protect and enhance their corporate

brand image and reputation.

Limitations and future research directions

Whilst our study has limitations common to qualitative research in terms of its
generalizability, the research objective of exploring a relatively under-researched area of
interactive CSR communication and its effects on corporate brand image and reputation the
choice of a qualitative research methodology was appropriate. The influence of interactive
CSR versus non-interactive CSR communication would be an interesting avenue for future
research, exploring in particular the degree to which interactive CSR communication has a
similar potential influence on corporate brand image and reputation for corporations

operating in other sectors, consumer segments and national contexts.
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Table I: Numeric replication count analysis scheme

COUNTS OF RESPONDENT OPINIONS

DEGREE OF NUMBER OF SUPPORTING
SUPPORTING EVIDENCE PARTICIPANTS
Limited 0-5
Moderate 6-12
Strong 13-20
Very Strong 21-30

Table II: Recall and recognition exercise results
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Figure I: Conceptual framework
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