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Achieving consumer trust on Twitter via CSR communication 

Abstract 

Purpose: Corporations are under increasing pressure to communicate their position and poli-

cies with regards to corporate social responsibility (CSR), informing consumers about the 

corporations’ good intentions and actions in order to appear trustworthy. Corporations have 

been asked to engage in a dialogue with their consumers. However, academic literature still 

lacks empirical research that examines how consumers react to asymmetric versus  symmetric 

communication strategies.  

Design/methodology/approach: The present paper closes this gap and evaluates how con-

sumers react to different CSR communication approaches on social media, specifically on 

Twitter. The study is based on a sample of 507 respondents in the UK, representing a well-

educated population of social media users. The sample was divided into two sub-samples, one 

receiving a set of tweets with an asymmetric CSR communication approach (N = 242), the 

other one with a symmetric CSR communication approach (N = 265). 

Findings: Our main finding is that an asymmetric communication approach performs gener-

ally better than a symmetric communication approach. However, consumers’ involvement and 

their own personal information processing mechanisms also play a significant role when eval-

uating the trustworthiness of corporations. 

Originality/value: The paper provides insights in how corporations should communicate 

with consumers on Twitter and what characteristics they should take into consideration to 

achieve consumer trust.  

Keywords: CSR communication, communication strategy, social media, stakeholder engage-

ment, consumer trust 

Article Classification: Research Paper 
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Introduction 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has emerged as one of the most important topics for 

organisations in the past decades. CSR has become an important driver of public opinion 

(Podnar and Golob, 2007). CSR communication efforts help companies to build a more posi-

tive reputation with stakeholders (Chernev and Blair, 2015), and to achieve superior financial 

performance (Porter and Kramer, 2006). In turn, effective CSR communication leads to high-

er levels of purchase intention among consumers, and generates positive evaluations among 

the stakeholders of an organization, which then improves the organization’s image and repu-

tation in the long term (Du et al., 2010). Research has shown that understanding the corpora-

tion’s relationship with consumers is mainly dependent on consumer trust in corporate behav-

iour, which becomes especially important with regard to CSR efforts (Martínez and 

Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013). If promises made in CSR communication (e.g. the treat-

ment of suppliers or employees) are not consistently kept within the credibility of the 

brand will suffer. In such scenarios, a lack of consistency in corporate behaviour can lead to 

a crisis. Therefore, CSR communication with consumers is more than just appealing advertis-

ing. In order to be regarded as trustworthy, a corporation needs to have a credible identity 

(Burmann and Zeplin, 2005). Hiscock (2001:1) even stated that “the ultimate goal of market-

ing is to generate an intense bond between the consumer and the brand, and the main ingredi-

ent of this bond is trust”. From a corporate communication perspective, it is claimed that trust 

can be built if the corporate actions and communication are consistent with one another, if the 

corporation speaks with one voice, and if the corporation shows interest and responsibility 

towards external demands (Bentele and Seidenglanz, 2008; Schultz and Wehmeier, 2010). 

 

With the development of social media, the ways in which corporations are communicating 

their CSR efforts in order to appear reliable and trustworthy are changing. Collaboration and 

mutual communication tools combined with ubiquitous access from all over the world are the 

key features of the Web 2.0 and its social media platforms such as  Facebook, Twitter, or In-

stagram (Jansen et al., 2009). Scholars have commonly emphasized three main characteristics 

to describe the theoretical foundations of social media: the de-institutionalization of commu-

nication, the evolution of users as producers, and the interactivity in networks (Bechmann and 

Lomborg 2012). Social media can specifically empower users to create and filter content ac-

cording to their own interests, so they can share them within their specific networks. From an 

organizational perspective, this results in a new understanding of stakeholders as being simul-
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taneously senders and receivers in social media organizational communication contexts. With 

regard to CSR, this new understanding of communicational practices becomes especially cru-

cial. Reflecting the tools and possibilities provided by social media platforms, they seem to 

enable organisations to communicate directly and mutually with their stakeholders (Grunig, 

2009).  

 

Previous studies have researched CSR in social media, supporting the presence of an interest 

in CSR within social media, as well as exploring strategies for using social media to com-

municate CSR activities (Lee et al., 2013; Colleoni, 2013). The adoption of social media tools 

like Twitter is reinventing communications between corporations and society (Fieseler et al., 

2010). Many brands have adopted Twitter as a marketing strategy, and furthermore are shar-

ing information about their CSR on the social networking service (Lyon and Montgomery, 

2013). The social media platform is one of the most important social media channels for 

achieving a new means of communicating with stakeholders (Stelzner, 2015). The platform 

enables stakeholders to engage with companies, regarding CSR or otherwise, more quickly 

and on a much larger scale than before, meaning that marketers face new challenges. 

 

Companies are using Twitter in particular for CSR communication purposes; Etter (2014) 

found that a quarter of companies’ Tweets refer to CSR efforts. As the literature on CSR and 

social media matures, this paper aims to add to such literature by exploring companies’ CSR 

communications on the social networking site Twitter. Adopting such an approach allows us 

to advance CSR communication research in several ways. Firstly, it updates emerging re-

search on social media by focusing on a better understanding of stakeholder perceptions of 

CSR communications on Twitter. Secondly, by building on the work of Morsing and Schultz 

(2006) and exploring how stakeholders perceive and react to specific CSR communications, 

the present study investigates the most effective CSR communication strategy for enhancing 

consumer trust. To summarize, the present study will examine the impact of communication 

strategies, and seeks to answer the following research question: How do asymmetric vs. sym-

metric CSR communication efforts affect consumer trust in the corporation? 

 

Theoretical background and development of hypotheses 

 

Consumer trust  
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Trust is regarded as the primary indicator of a strong management-stakeholder exchange rela-

tionship (Fang et al., 2008; Hansen et al., 2011). In that sense, Morgan and Hunt (1994:22) 

defined trust as “central to successful relationship marketing”. They further observed that 

trust enables the creation of long-term relationships between corporations and their consumers 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Hence, consumer trust can be defined not only as belief that the 

provided product or service can be relied on but also that the long-term interests of the con-

sumers will be served (Martínez and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013). In line with these findings, 

MacLeod (2000) investigated the theory that much of the vocabulary of modern brand-

building marketing strategies is associated with trust. Trust seems to be a great source of 

competitive advantage for corporations. Hence, a growing body of literature has emerged fo-

cused on investigating the impact of trust and its foundation in organizational contexts (Kra-

mer, 1999). Understanding the relationship between corporations and their consumers that 

leads to brand commitment, loyalty etc. requires an analysis of the consumer's trust in the 

brand (Delgado-Ballester et. al, 2003). 

 

It is widely acknowledged that conditions of trust arise when parties have something at risk, 

reflecting what Lewis and Weigert (1985: 969) called "rational prediction". In that sense, trust 

is mostly dependent on information processing to detect the likelihood of certain outcomes of 

future events. But this lacks an adequate definition of the phenomenon of trust. As Wicks et 

al. (1999: 100) argued, “although rational prediction is clearly an important part of trust, it 

provides a grossly incomplete understanding of trust on its own […]. To warrant the label of 

trust, other conditions must be present.” Their theoretical framework of trust includes two 

more, closely related characteristics that are essential to understand the phenomenon of trust: 

affect or emotion, and believe in moral character. Consequently, their understanding of trust 

went beyond rational prediction as the occurrence of trust dependent on an emotional bond 

created between two parties. As Wicks et al. described it (1999: 100), “the emotional bond in 

question is not just in the relationship but is, in large part, a belief in the moral character or 

"goodwill" of the trustee in the trusting relationship”. Enriching these theoretical insights 

about trust with a communication perspective, it can be stated that in order to build trust, 

communication efforts have to incorporate rational as well as emotional components, or, in 

other words, to trigger informational and transformational processing of the communicated 

content (cf. Puto & Wells 1984). Given that CSR communication refers to the moral character 

of the corporation, trust in the corporation can only be created when both ration-
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al/informational and emotional/transformational components become noticeable from a stake-

holder perspective. 

 

It is also important to point out that trust can be targeted towards an individual, a group, or an 

organization. In this paper, we draw on the theoretical framework described above to evaluate 

the degree to which an individual (the consumer) trusts an organization. When studying trust 

in organizational contexts, it is appropriate to examine the interaction of the individual to the 

organization (Currall and Inkpen, 2002). Accordingly, Pirson and Malhotra (2011) distin-

guished between interpersonal trust and organizational trust as it pertains to stakeholder per-

ceptions. Interpersonal trust describes the phenomenon of an individual (origin) trusting an-

other individual (referent), whereas organizational trust relates to an individual (origin) trust-

ing an organization (referent). Thus, Pirson and Malhotra (2011: 1089) concluded, “stake-

holder trust in organisations, then, entails the willingness of individuals (customers, employ-

ees, etc.) to accept vulnerability to the actions of an organization based on positive expecta-

tions”. 

 

When talking about the emergence of trust levels in corporate communication on social media 

platforms, such as Twitter, it is important to highlight that trust is socially embedded (Grano-

vetter, 1985). Granovetter pointed out that models often used in the context of trust are based 

solely on a functionalistic transformation process, and neglect the essential element of rela-

tional dynamics. As Granovetter (1985: 490) stated "the role of concrete personal relations 

and structures (or networks) of such relations" is highly important for understanding the phe-

nomenon of trust. Hence, building trustworthy relationships with corporate communication 

around an organization does not happen accidentally. The willingness of managers to create 

mutually trusting relationships with their stakeholders is a matter of strategic choice.  

 

CSR communication through digital platforms 

The emergence of social media has changed the landscape of organizational communication, 

allowing organisations to establish two-way, symmetric communication programs. Therefore, 

it would be expected that organisations would use social media to effectively communicate 

their CSR efforts and, by doing so, build consumers trust: social media can offer new chances 

for transparency and interactivity with stakeholders, which can in return trigger a positive 

evaluation of the organization’s image and reputation, resulting in both short and long term 

consumer trust (Du et al., 2010).  
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By utilizing social media, organisations can as a first step deliver information to their relevant 

stakeholder groups as they are actively looking for it (Colleoni, 2013). The proactive presen-

tation of relevant information already meets some of the needs of stakeholders and shows a 

basic level of responsibility (Kent and Taylor, 1998). In that sense, communicating on social 

media about CSR issues can be regarded as a voluntary activity in terms of transparency and 

openness. Hence, by being available on social media platforms, organisations express their 

fundamental understanding of responsibility as dialogic process. Additionally, the organisa-

tions presence on social media can even foster CSR engagement solely by its dialogical im-

plications. Communication is not about cosmetic improvements to the public image of an or-

ganisation, but “that CSR talk is in fact CSR action” (Golob et al., 2013: 179). Therefore, 

organisations that are already active in terms of CSR are more likely to create a greater com-

munication network on Twitter and increase the number of followers within shorter time peri-

ods than organisations with lower CSR ratings (Lee et al., 2013). 

 

Nevertheless, it is important to highlight that when communicating in the digital world, or-

ganisations have to take into account and follow the rules and dynamics of social media: 

openness, interaction and communication on an equal level. Otherwise, communicating CSR 

on social media can contain great risks, as its community easily reveals missing corporate 

information. Organisations should always be aware of the power their stakeholders hold, be-

cause they could spread contrasting information. Therefore, social media can expose firms to 

negative backlashes (Lyon and Montgomery, 2013). By not delivering transparent and sub-

stantial information, an organisation might face accusations of greenwashing being spread 

virally within the shortest of time periods. As a result, organisations are – by the very nature 

of social media – under more pressure to be socially responsible (Lee et al., 2013).  

 

Increasing participation in corporate communication also results in decreasing organisational 

power to control public opinion (Castello et al., 2013; 2016). Furthermore, Pope and Waeraas 

(2016) argued that social media could lead to fragmentation of audiences, which could then 

make it harder to identify and engage with relevant interest groups. Conversely, Fiesler et al. 

(2010) argued, based on an empirical investigation of a CSR blog, that social media allows 

stakeholders to get access to information they could not reach before. As a result, organisa-

tions can establish a much more intense and interactive CSR communication network. Simi-

larly, Saffer et al. (2013) tested whether the level of organisational Twitter interactivity af-
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fected the quality of organisation-public relationships. Their analysis indicated that interactiv-

ity on Twitter can influence the perceived quality of a relationship and demonstrate commit-

ment (Saffer et al., 2013). Also, as shown by a study by Coyle et al. (2012), a high response 

rate leads to a better perception of an organization’s trustworthiness and benevolence. Coyle 

et al.’s study particularly explored whether organisations can on the one hand demonstrate 

responsibility through engaging practices on social media, but have to ensure on the other 

hand that necessary resources are employed to responsibly engage stakeholders: “Simply ac-

knowledging that a problem exists is not the level of engagement that consumers appear to 

expect” (Coyle et al., 2012: 38). In line with these findings, Cha et al. (2010) highlighted that 

engaging with stakeholders on social media platforms such as Twitter cannot be achieved 

impulsively or accidentally, but has to be strategically planned and then translated into con-

tinuous communication efforts.  

 

Organisations tend to use social media in the same way they use other mass communication 

channels, and mainly distribute information with a one-way communication approach 

(Lovejoy et al., 2012). Reinforcing this difficulty in engagement practices, Etter (2013) found 

that interactivity levels of online CSR communication are generally low due to the fact that 

organisations behave passively on Twitter and only react when directly addressed. Further-

more, the analysis revealed a lack of CSR specialization in most corporate accounts. In addi-

tion, having implemented a specialized CSR account, organisations tend to have significantly 

higher levels of interactivity and could more adequately disseminate information in mutual 

conversations (Etter, 2013). Even so, as Colleoni (2013) showed in her analysis of the struc-

tural properties of the CSR community on Twitter, higher levels of corporate dialogic en-

gagements do not necessarily lead to diverse networks with high densities. Instead, organisa-

tions tend to develop their own audiences fostering interest in specific organizational content 

rather than generic CSR interest (Colleoni, 2013). Thus, communication strategies need to be 

embraced covering the different contributions that social media can have to organizational 

communication processes.  

 

It would be expected, therefore, that effective CSR communication would also require the 

effective use of social media. However, despite the importance of CSR communication on 

social media and the challenges organisations face, research focusing on practical implica-

tions of implementing CSR issues and engaging with stakeholders on social media, is still 

only just beginning to emerge. It still deficient in showing how organisations should use so-
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cial media as part of their public relations activities to create, reinforce or expand a trustwor-

thy relationship with stakeholders through CSR communication. As Bonson and Flores (2011) 

stated, there is a clear shortage of strategies regarding successful corporate dialogue about 

CSR issues with relevant stakeholders. Organisations are aware of the new possibilities and 

values social media can provide, but are still sceptical about its actual ability to advance the 

organization (Waters et al., 2009).  

 

Asymmetric vs. symmetric CSR communication strategies on social media 

Based on Grunig and Hunt's (1984) characterization of models of public relations, Morsing 

and Schultz (2006) developed three CSR communication strategies: (1) the stakeholder in-

formation strategy, (2) the stakeholder response strategy, and (3) the stakeholder involvement 

strategy. Considering the specifics of CSR communication, the dialogue-oriented stakeholder 

involvement strategy has been identified in the literature as the outstanding method of CSR 

communication strategy. Thus, there is an increasing drive to implement such communication 

strategies in the daily activities of organisations (Johansen and Nielsen, 2011). The idea be-

hind the involvement strategy is to evolve a mutually beneficial dialogue: ideally, “the com-

pany as well as its stakeholders will change as a result of engaging in a symmetric communi-

cation model, i.e. progressive iterations of sensemaking and sensegiving processes” (Morsing 

and Schultz, 2006: 328). As presented above, the dialogue strategy also fits well with the the-

ory of organizational trust as socially embedded phenomenon (Granovetter, 1985). In con-

trast, asymmetric communication strategies are based on the information process de-

scribed by Shannon and Weaver (1948) as a one-way process between transmitter and 

receiver. 

 

It has been found that companies are reluctant to interact with stakeholders about CSR issues 

online (Moreno and Capriotti, 2009) and also that companies broadcast positive CSR content 

on social media, in a way that is reminiscent of traditional advertising strategies (Colleoni, 

2013). Etter (2014) went a step further and described broadcasting as one-way communica-

tion, disseminating information to an anonymous public, whereas the reactive and the en-

gagement strategies imply a two-way communication approach. However, the reactive strate-

gy just responds to questions and remarks, while the engagement strategy promotes a proac-

tive communication flow with questions and relates to other Twitter members.  
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Following Morsing and Schultz’s (2006) framework, broadcasting is described as one-way 

communication disseminating information to a mainly anonymous public; the reactive strate-

gy is characterised by a two-way communication approach enabling interactions by answering 

questions and remarks; in contrast, the engagement strategy includes a proactive, two-way 

communication approach, which includes questions as well as approaches to other Twitter 

users (Etter 2014, p. 329). After having applied the specialised framework on actual tweets of 

organisations on Twitter, Etter (2014) revealed that most organisations follow an asymmetric 

broadcasting strategy and only a few communicate according to the engagement strategy. 

Hence, Etter (2014: 335) stated:  

“The low level of symmetric communication and relationship building regarding CSR 
issues is an expression of the general trend that reflects corporate reluctance and anx-
iety about communicating and interacting with stakeholders online about CSR issues.” 

 

Taking these difficulties into account, Castello et al.(2016) conducted an in-depth longitudi-

nal case study to investigate an organization’s strategy when engaging and involving stake-

holders on social media. The study showed that organisations have to recognise the polypho-

ny of internal and external influences embodied in social media. To meet the resulting chal-

lenge of legitimacy building, organisations will have to adopt new cultural norms into their 

communication processes in order to remove the conditions of former structural power. Fur-

thermore, organisations will have to introduce the terms of engagement which provide “an 

organizational frame of reference to give a sense of direction and coordination” (Castello et 

al., 2016: 424). The information strategy can be categorized as asymmetric communication, 

as the sender has power over the communication content. The response and involvement 

strategy can be categorized as symmetric communication. As asymmetric and symmetric 

strategies are divergent, the impact on consumers’ trust will differ between the two 

strategies. We therefore hypothesize:  

H1: Asymmetric vs. symmetric CSR communication strategies will have differing impacts 

on consumer’ trust in the corporation.  

 

Consumers’ processing of CSR communication 

Consumers as external stakeholders of corporations play a key role in evaluating CSR com-

munication. By deciding to buy certain products, consumers can influence the achievements 

of a corporation on the market: they can either encourage or sanction corporate behaviour. 

Research has found empirical evidence for business benefits when corporations implement 

CSR (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). Furthermore, an increasing interest among consumers in 
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socially produced goods can be recognised (Brunner et al., 2012). However, consumers de-

mand transparency from corporations, especially with regard to CSR. Such demands are espe-

cially present on social media as they allow consumers to communicate co-equally with cor-

porations (Castello et al., 2016). Studies have shown that CSR that is perceived positively 

influences stakeholders’ trust in the corporation (Martínez and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013). 

CSR can even affect purchase intentions more strongly than the price of products (Mohr and 

Webb, 2005). Finally, achieving trust through CSR communication can impact the success of 

a corporation enormously as “CSR generates trust” (Pivato et al., 2008: 8). We thus define 

consumer trust in CSR as a belief that the corporation can be relied upon in terms of CSR and, 

further, that the corporation will behave in the long-term as communicated to the consumer 

(Martínez and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013).  

 

It is assumed that certain consumer characteristics influence how CSR communication is pro-

cessed and evaluated (Du et al., 2010). For example, Mohr and Webb (2005) found that envi-

ronmental CSR has a stronger effect on people’s evaluation of a company, or this was  based 

on a scale of social responsible consumer behaviour that compared people scoring high or low 

on this trait. Likewise, as proposed by Bhattacharya and Sen (2003), consumers are likely to 

identify with a company that offers them a positive and meaningful social identity. In other 

words, identification is enhanced when consumers perceive the corporation’s character to be 

congruent with their own character. In that sense, corporations should give attention to 

those stakeholders whose expectations need to be handled carefully with regard to CSR. 

It is important to stress that CSR communication is seen as a way to actively involve 

interested parties, such as NGOs and ‘green’ consumers, in improving corporate CSR 

strategy (Trapp 2014). We define being ‘green’ as being aware of the possible negative 

social and environmental consequences of consumerism. Green consumers are those who 

consider the environmental impact of their purchase and consumption behaviours. Conse-

quently, green consumers should evaluate mutual communication CSR efforts positively 

(Haws et al., 2010). 

 

However, Bögel (2015) investigated whether highly involved stakeholders such as green con-

sumers are particularly sceptical toward CSR. Such scepticism is further triggered when con-

sumers face asymmetries of information in regard to CSR activities (Pomering and Johnson, 

2009). To address these scepticism claims, Morsing and Schultz (2006) emphasized the im-

portance of two-way, symmetric communications between firm and stakeholders that could  
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foster a relationship where there is mutual understanding. In other words, green consumers 

can only be affected positively via CSR communication efforts when addressed via a 

mutual dialogue. Taking these theoretical assumptions into consideration we hypothesize 

that: 

H2: Consumer trust is higher among consumers with high involvement (those being a 

“green” consumer) in symmetric communication. 

 

To develop this further, not only the consumer’s personal commitment toward CSR, but also 

the ways consumers process given information, is important for evaluating CSR communica-

tion efforts and building trust. Both rational and emotional elements play a significant role in 

the effectiveness of corporate communication regarding organizational trust. Based on infor-

mation processing concepts, we assume that a message on social media platforms that is nei-

ther informational, exceptional or transformational, will not influence the consumer's percep-

tions of the corporation and will not contribute to consumers’s trust (cf. Puto & Wells, 1984).  

 

On one hand, informational messages provide factual, relevant brand data, whilst transforma-

tional messages are associated with the brand experience. Informational messages could be 

perceived as messages displaying a high amount of substantial information. In this way, CSR 

is communicated through facts and figures as well as being characterised by meaningful in-

formation such as the value of the CSR investment, associations and outcomes (Farache, 

2012). Therefore, we define informational communication as communication that tar-

gets the rationality of consumers by presenting reliable facts.  Consumers feel that they 

are well informed and being treated honestly – an effect produced by the informational 

efforts of a communication campaign. On the other hand, transformational messages tend to 

be more emotional in nature. However, the fact that a message is emotional is not enough to 

characterise it as transformational. It also needs to display a degree of transformation – as the 

name suggests – related to the experience of using the brand. Therefore, the transformation 

occurs when the emotions are explicitly “related by consumers to the experience of owning or 

consuming the advertised brand” (Puto and Wells, 1984: 639). Such transformational learn-

ing relies on the individual’s perceptions owing to the transformational nature of expe-

riences relating to the communicated content. Transformational communication can 

thus be defined as communication that touches the consumer emotionally and let the 

consumer feel connected with the brand.  It can be argued that the key to understanding 

a perceptional change toward a corporation is to focus on the transformational charac-
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teristics of its communication activities. Both  informational needs and transformational 

learning are intertwined in forging and sustaining communication links. Hence, the 

emergence of organizational trust seems to be dependent on both informational as well as 

transformational communication efforts. We hypothesize that: 

H3: Consumer trust is higher in consumers who regard tweets as (a) informational and (b) 

transformational. 

 

Method and results 

 

Study design 

 

Our study was conducted via an online questionnaire, which contained an experimental 

setting, displaying either an asymmetric or symmetric CSR communication strategy. 

These two strategies were implemented in a set of tweets of fictitious company talking 

about its CSR initiatives to test the impact of these communication styles. To measure 

the individual characteristics we used well-established scales from the literature as ex-

plained below. 

 

The questionnaire consisted of (1) a demographic module including a scale on “being green” 

(adapted from Haws et al., 2010), (2) a set of tweets within an (a) asymmetric or (b) symmet-

ric communication strategy from a fictitious, beverage-selling corporation we created to avoid 

any predefined attitudes towards the communicating corporation. (2a) Participants in the 

asymmetric strategy were given three tweets that broadcasted CSR information from a ficti-

tious company, so the company neither reacted to comments nor directly address other Twit-

ter users. (2b) The fictitious corporation in the symmetric strategy engaged into the conversa-

tion by addressing others (through @-mentions and a direct approach, e.g. “What about 

you?”) and responded consumer’s reactions (three tweets in total). Finally, we included (3) a 

scale on information processing (adapted from Puto and Wells, 1984) of the given content and 

consumer’s trust in the corporation (scale adapted from Morgan and Hunt, 1994; 

Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002).  

 

We pre-tested the questionnaire with 10 experts in the marketing area as well as with 10 

students, to ensure that the communication strategies differed sufficiently. The partici-

pants received three different tweets and could choose whether to react or not, whether 
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to retweet or like the message, or whether to respond with a positive or negative com-

ment. After they had react (or not) to these tweets, we asked the participants whether 

they would rate the tweets as informative or engaging in order to see whether the tweets 

reflected our intended manipulations. Our pre-test showed that the treatment had a sig-

nificant effect on the theoretically relevant causal construct. Thus, we could be sure of 

the validity of our questionnaire, as our tweets accurately supported either an informa-

tive or an engaging CSR communication strategy. 

 

The study was based on a sample of 507 students in the UK, representing a well-educated 

population with an affinity to social media, and was conducted in February 2016. The stu-

dents were approached via an email list of student accounts including a link to the online 

questionnaire we had created. We sent the email to approximately 10,000 students. Our 

sample of 507 students then was divided into two sub-samples, one was given a set of tweets 

with an asymmetric CSR communication approach (N = 242), and the other was given a set  

with a symmetric CSR communication approach (N = 265). We thus enabled an experi-

mental evaluation to test whether the CSR communication strategy (i.e. the treatment) 

caused a change in the level of trust in the corporation. 

 

Results 

To examine whether the CSR communication strategies impacted consumers trust differently, 

we performed an independent sample T-test that revealed a statistically relevant difference 

between the groups (p < .05). Our results thus supported hypothesis 1. Surprisingly, the 

asymmetric communication strategy had a significantly higher impact (Mean 4.16; SD .89) 

than the symmetric communication strategy (Mean 3.99; SD .91).  

 

To test H2, H3(a), and H3(b) we applied a linear regression model and split the outcome of 

the file to compare the results of the two groups. We further included the control variables 

age, gender, twitter usage, perceived general credibility of corporate tweets (scale adapted 

from Obermiller and Spangenberg, 1998), and the person’s need to evaluate (scale adapted 

from Jarvis and Petty, 1996). The results are displayed in table 1. 

 

>>>>>>>> Insert Table 1 around here <<<<<<<<< 
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As hypothesized, being a “green” consumer positively influenced consumers’ trust after re-

ceiving the tweets. However, in line with our theoretical prediction, the influence was only 

significant within the symmetric communication approach. Hence, we can find support for 

our hypothesis 2.  

 

Furthermore, we found that informational as well as transformational processing of the tweets 

has a significant effect upon consumers’ trust, which supported our hypotheses 3a and 3b. 

After analysing the coefficients, informational processing appeared to be more important than 

transformational processing in asymmetric communication situations whereas transformation-

al processing seemed to have an higher impact in symmetric communication.  

 

Additionally, we observed a positive influence of age within the symmetric communication 

strategy.  

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of this paper was to explore the impact of asymmetric vs. symmetric CSR communi-

cations on Twitter. The purpose was to gain insights into the ways in which companies’ could 

better communicate CSR on Twitter, and how such approaches impact consumer trust in cor-

porate behaviour. In line with the literature review on previous research about CSR communi-

cation and organizational trust, our analysis revealed a significant gap between asymmetric 

and symmetric communication approaches on Twitter. However, in contrast to theoretical 

assumptions promoting symmetric CSR communication (Morsing and Schultz, 2006), the 

asymmetric communication efforts of the fictitious corporation performed significantly better 

and to higher trust rates. Thus, our study contributes to recent research by questioning pro-

posed success of mutual, symmetric communication strategies (Trapp 2014; Johansen and 

Nielsen 2011; Etter 2014; Morsing and Schultz 2006).  

 

When talking about involvement strategies, it also has to be pointed out that consumers do not 

appreciate it when they feel that a company is engaging with them too excessively, especially 

when they detect self-promotion (Lyon and Montgomery, 2013). In the same context, Tetch-

ner et al. (2017) found that a high rate of CSR communication in the Twitter platform can 

lead to negative stakeholder responses. This supports previous findings that a self-promoting 

approach to CSR communications can lead to negative reactions (Du et al., 2007).  
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Therefore, at least on social media platforms such as Twitter, additional circumstances have 

to be considered when approaching consumer trust. In fact, research has shown that when 

stakeholders attempt to engage in a ‘conversation’ with corporations via stakeholder replies, 

many of them direct questions to the companies about their CSR initiatives (Tetchner et al., 

2017). However, these questions were rarely answered by the companies, which could sug-

gest that companies are trying to hide from criticisms regarding their activities. These insights 

corroborate with the literature findings that companies are reluctant to interact with stake-

holders about CSR and that levels of direct communication with stakeholders are low (Etter, 

2013; Angeles and Capriotti, 2009). Therefore, if consumers do not want to engage, or if, 

when they do, companies do not want to engage with them, the theoretical assumptions 

around the development of CSR as a two-way communication appear to be problematic. Per-

haps the issue is not only present in CSR communication through digital media, but exacer-

bated by it. Corporations are more susceptible to scrutiny on social media as both power and 

control shifts from corporations to consumers. In this new situation, corporations are more 

vulnerable and prone to be questioned about their CSR performance. As argued by Perks et 

al. (2017) companies should apply the ethical premises when communicating CSR and then 

via an “open dialogue, accepting criticism, responding to questioning and action based on the 

outcome of the discourse organisations could fundamentally change the self-serving and in-

strumental public perception of corporations” (2017:12). 

 

Especially in symmetric communication strategies, the involvement of the consumer seems to 

play a significant role when evaluating the trustworthiness of the corporation. First hints were 

given by the statistical support of our hypothesis 2. The findings suggested that consumers 

who are already involved and who feel committed towards the topic are more likely to trust 

corporate behaviour within the symmetric communication strategy. Symmetric communica-

tion strategies are useful for gaining trust from highly involved consumers, particularly when 

they are young. Within the asymmetric strategy, such influence cannot be observed.  A con-

sumer who is not committed to a topic such as ‘being green’, might perceive direct approach-

es from the corporation on Twitter as too invasive. Although Twitter enables such approach-

es, consumers might it find irritating when directly addressed, as they are not ‘friends’ with 

the corporation, and want to keep their privacy. In that case, trust can be better obtained 

through asymmetric communication. The frequency of Twitter usage did not have any signifi-

cant impact in either strategy. 
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As presented in our theoretical framework, trust has to be seen as multidimensional phenome-

non, including rational as well as emotional components. Both informational and transforma-

tional communication parts significantly impact the level of organizational trust. Within the 

asymmetric strategy, our findings reinforced the assumption that Twitter users are especially 

interested in messages that are rich in informational content and not so much in transforma-

tional content (Araujo et al., 2015). However, as our analysis revealed, within the symmetric 

strategy, transformational content - in other words the creation of an emotional bond - seems 

to have a greater impact on consumer trust. A qualitative study concentrating on message 

style and the creation of emotional bonds with regard to CSR could investigate this fur-

ther and explain the linkage in a more comprehensive manner. 

 

Managers could use these finding when addressing their stakeholders to further develop their 

CSR communication via twitter. Before this, managers have to know their audiences very 

well. Following such an analysis, the content and frequency of CSR messages to create trust-

ing relationships with stakeholders would be a matter of strategic choice. In the worst case, 

where managers do not know with whom they are communicating, the asymmetric strategy 

performs significantly better in terms of consumer trust and, therefore, should be used. Age 

and gender do not play a significant role in that strategy with regard to consumer trust. How-

ever, when targeting highly involved, green consumers with CSR communication approaches, 

the symmetric communication strategy can also be useful, especially when the audience is 

younger. The decision in favour of the symmetric communication strategies also implies the 

use of emotions etc. to trigger transformational processing of the given information. In con-

trast, the asymmetric informational content seems to be more relevant to gain consumer trust. 

Thus, our findings support previous research on information processing concepts (Bögel, 

2015), as it discusses empirically, how an asymmetric approach could be beneficial to corpo-

rations, despite the fact this is not usually favoured by CSR communication scholars.  

 

Limitations and further research 

The present study carried out an experiment using a fictitious brand and investigating stu-

dents. We tried to replicate the Twitter platform characteristics accurately by making use of 

hashtags and mimicking its layout. However, we are aware that this was an unnatural setting, 

and that this may have implications for the results. Another factor that was not taken into ac-

count was the use of direct messages that companies might employ when dealing with their 
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stakeholders. It was not possible to incorporate this element into our research design. Also, 

whilst the use of a fictitious brand guarantees that no previous experience or association will 

be taken into account, it does not reflect  day-to-day life where consumers interact with famil-

iar brands.  

 

As our sample contains only University students, it would be interesting to conduct a 

similar study using consumers with diverse educational backgrounds and of different 

ages. Running a case study example using a real company and its consumers could fur-

ther develop the current research and overcome some of its limitations.  

 

Previous research examined CSR communication from a theoretical perspective and 

looked at companies’ strategies. This paper makes a contribution to the research on  

CSR communication via social media, as it explores the consumer’s response to asym-

metric and symmetric communication strategies. Contrary to the literature, we found 

out that asymmetric communication strategies perform better than symmetric, except 

when directed towards green consumers, who have a more positive response towards 

symmetric strategies.  
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Table 1  

Dependent variable: Consumers trust 

 Std. coefficients (SD) 

Asymmetrical 

comm. strategy 

Symmetrical 

comm. strategy 

 Age -.056  (.025) -.134** (.023) 

Gender .037 (.096) .039 (.093) 

Frequency of Twitter usage .046 (.023) .046 (.022) 

Credibility of corp. tweets .240*** (.047) .280*** (.046) 

Need to evaluate .069 (.061) .080 (.056) 

Being green  -.015 (.039) .098* (.039) 

Informational processing .247*** (.090) .194*** (.078) 

Transformational processing .239*** (.062) .283*** (.062) 

 R Square .319 .405 

Significant levels: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
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