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ABSTRACT 

 

Social media have changed the way individuals interact with each other, with 

corporations and with brands; and thus, the context for brand management. 

Recognizing the potential of social media to reach massive audiences, brands have 

become more “social” and embraced the new media; however, many are still 

struggling to effectively harness their potential. Research has aimed to offer some 

insights into the emerging social media challenges and have established some 

differentiated streams of research that serve as a general framework for these 

dissertation manuscripts. Specifically, we identify WOM communications, online 

reviews, media channels comparisons, online community influence, and co-creation as 

research areas within the social media literature.  

The two manuscripts in this dissertation investigate distinct aspects of social 

media and contribute to the emerging literature in the field. Manuscript I contributes to 

the evolving “Media channel comparisons” stream of research by investigating the 

diagnosticity of traditional and social media channels. Manuscript II expands the 

current social media research framework to the visual communication context. 

Specifically, it investigates how visuals characteristics and the responses they generate 

(i.e. ‘shares’) influence brand interpretation.  

A current challenge is to understand how media channel influences consumer’s 

judgments about brands. The first manuscript addresses this research gap and explores 

the diagnosticty of traditional media versus social media as a function of corporate 

message type. In two studies, we show that social media are more diagnostic than 



 

 

traditional media in forming attitudes and intentions towards corporate brands, 

independently of corporate message type. Media credibility is identified as the driver 

of these results. On the other hand, we find that social and traditional media are not 

distinctively diagnostic in forming beliefs about corporate brands. Changes in brand 

beliefs are dependent on the content of a message but independent from the 

communication channel. 

Another challenge is to understand how users interpret images in social media 

and make judgments about brands. In three studies in the second manuscript, we show 

that social media users integrate associations from multiple images when making 

sense of a brand. The weight given to each image when integrating multiple visual 

stimuli varies as a function of the online community opinion. That is, the interpretation 

of a brand is anchored on the most popular image in the social media profile. 
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PREFACE 

 

This dissertation follows the Manuscript Format. It is written as two separate 

manuscripts that explore research questions at the intersection of social media and 

branding. 

The first manuscript - Media Channel Diagnosticity: Does Social Media Make 

Me Like Corporate Brands Better? - investigates how different communication 

channels (social media versus traditional media) influence the formation of 

consumer’s attitudes, intentions and beliefs about corporations.  

The second manuscript - Visual Social Media and Image Associations Transfer to 

the Brand - investigates how consumers process visual information in social media 

and make judgments about brands.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Social media have changed the way individuals interact with each other, with 

corporations and with brands, and are ubiquitous and embedded in consumer’s daily 

routines. In 2013 about 1.7 billion people worldwide accessed a social media site. In 

2014 the number of worldwide social network users is predicted to reach almost 2 billion. 

That is, social media reach nearly one in four people in the world (eMarketer 2013), and 

it is a major Internet destination. In the U.S., Internet users spend between 20 and 30% of 

their time online on social networks (Nielsen 2012). Recognizing the potential of social 

media to reach massive audiences, brands have become more “social” and embraced the 

new media. Harvard Business Review Analytic Services found that 79% of a sample of 

2,100 organizations were using or planning to use social media in 2012; however, many 

are still struggling to effectively harness the power of the new media and integrate them 

in their marketing strategies.  

In the last few years, researchers have aimed to offer some insights into the 

emerging marketing social media challenges, advance knowledge, and provide some 

guidelines for corporate practice. Although social media can still be considered an under-

researched field of study, the emerging but rapidly evolving social media literature has 

established some differentiated streams of research that serve as a general framework for 

these dissertation manuscripts.  
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Social media literature review 

The social media streams of research can be categorized as follows: 1) WOM; 2) co-

creation; 3) media channel comparisons; 4) online reviews; and 5) community influence 

(see Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Social media research framework. 

 

The phenomenon of word-of-mouth communication (WOM) has been extensively 

researched in the marketing literature; however, traditional face-to-face WOM theory 

does not flawlessly transfer to the online context (Brown, Broderick and Lee 2007; 

Berger and Iyengar 2013). The literature in social media has conceptualized and 

compared WOM communications in online and offline contexts (Brown, Broderick and 

Lee 2007) and explored the effect of WOM marketing in online communities (Kozinets, 

de Valck, Wojnicki and Wilner 2010) as it compares to traditional marketing (Trusov, 

Bucklin and Pauwels 2009). The WOM stream of research has sought to understand the 
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information diffusion process in online social networks based on member’s networks of 

connections (Katona, Zubcsek and Sarvary 2011), and member and content 

characteristics (Liu-Thompkins and Rogerson 2012). Taking a psychological approach to 

understanding diffusion, Berger and Milkman (2012) show that content that evokes high-

arousal emotions is more viral. However, in the promotional context, the success of viral 

marketing messages is moderated by product type (Schulze, Schöler and Skiera 2014), 

and attitude towards the advertisement and the brand (Huang, Su, Zhou and Liu 2013).  

Diffusion processes are enhanced by identifying influential users in Internet social 

networks. McQuarrie, Miller and Phillips (2013) show that, in the online context, some 

ordinary consumers are able to acquire huge audiences and highly influence their 

opinions. The highly-valued content that these members generate help explain their social 

networks’ growth (Dwyer 2007). Given the managerial importance to identify these 

online community members, Trusov, Bodapati and Bucklin (2010) develop a model that 

help identify opinion leaders. On average, only twenty percent of a member’s 

connections influence his/her activity level on the site.  

A second stream of research within the social media context is online reviews. The 

information consumers discuss online is widely available in the public domain and 

becomes a valuable source of information for the Internet community (Chen, Liu and 

Zhang 2012). Research has explored how online consumer reviews evolve (Chen, Fay 

and Wang 2011), how much they can be trusted (Pan and Chiou 2011) and how valuable 

they are in forecasting sales (Dellarocas, Zhang and  Awad 2007). Research shows that 

the valence of an online review has a differential effect on WOM (Chen, Wang and Xie 

2011; Chen, Liu and Zhang 2012; Chen and Lurie 2013), and influences attitudes and 
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intentions (Purnawirawan, De Pelsmacker and Dens 2012), beliefs (Chen and Lurie 

2013), purchase intent (Park and Lee 2009; Chen and Lurie 2013), conversion rates 

(Ludwig, de Ruyter, Friedman, Brüggen, Wetzels and Pfann 2013), and sales (Dhar and 

Chang 2009).  

In addition, online reviews have been shown to affect firms’ financial performance 

and investors’ decisions.  Luo, Raithel and Wiles (2013) show that the variance of brand 

ratings affects stock prices and argue that brand dispersion ratings should be consider a 

critical brand management metric. Social tags, user-generated keywords that help 

categorize online content, are proxy measures for brand performance.  Nam and Kannan 

(2014) find that social tags can predict the financial value of a firm and can explain 

unanticipated stock returns. In addition, Chen, Liu and Zhang (2012) show that third-

party product reviews are leading indicators of product sales and influence investors’ 

expectations about a product’s potential.   

The third social media stream of research is co-creation. This stream explores the 

value of collaborative user-generated content (Ransbotham, Kane and Lurie 2012) and 

how it affects consumer perceptions, intentions (Hautz, Füller, Hutter and Thürridl 2014), 

and persuasion (Thompson and Malaviya 2013), as well as how it differs across social 

media channels (Smith, Fischer and Yongjian 2012). 

Social media channels are known to differentially influence consumers. The fourth 

category of social media research explores how it compares to traditional media. Media 

channel shapes the message and the types of information consumers discuss (Berger and 

Iyengar 2013).  Not surprisingly, Schweidel and Moe (2014) show that brand-sentiment 

metrics are dependent on the channel online conversations are monitored, and argue that 
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aggregated data across online channels may lead to mislead inferences. Understanding 

how media channels compare and complement each other has become critical for 

marketing communications success. Research in this domain has shown that on Internet 

social network sites WOM referrals have longer carryover effects than traditional 

marketing (Trusov, Bucklin and Pauwels 2009), and that media channel influences sales 

(Stephen and Galack 2012) and advertising effectiveness (Danaher and Dagger 2013). 

Research advocates for creating media synergies since it facilitates content exploration 

(Goldenberg, Oestreicher-Singer and Reichman 2012) and drives activity in 

complementary media (Stephen and Galack 2012). 

Lastly, social media research has investigated the formation of online communities, 

their influence on individual member’s behavior, and their potential for marketing and 

brands. Ansari, Koenigsberg and Stahl (2011) develop a framework to model relationship 

formation that helps predict community members’ interaction levels. The size of these 

online communities has been shown to influence what people share (Barasch and Berger 

2014), as well as brand-related outcomes such as brand affect and loyalty (Scarpi 2010). 

In addition, the strength of the relationships among members affects consumer behavior. 

Wilcox and Stephen (2013) find that social network users who focus on close friends 

while browsing the site have heightened self-esteem feelings but decreased levels of self-

control that affect consumer choice and ultimately well-being. Brands are increasingly 

joining social network sites, becoming regular community members, and interacting with 

consumers across the new media. Social media allows for consumer-brand relationships 

that lead to positive relationship outcomes such as loyalty intentions and willingness to 

provide information to the brand (Labrecque 2014).  
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Seraj (2012) investigates the online community characteristics from which members 

derive value and incite engagement. Quality content, and an interactive and self-governed 

environment, are identified as drivers of value that lead to loyalty and sustainability of 

Internet communities. In the ongoing debate about the value of a ‘like,’ ‘share,’ or 

comment on a brand social media page, engagement and interaction are identified as 

meaningful brand performance metrics and have gained attention in the academic 

community (Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie 2014; Blazevic, Wiertz, Cotte, de Ruyter and 

Keeling 2014; Malthouse, Haenlein, Skiera, Wege and Zhang 2013; Deighton and 

Kornfeld 2009).  Engagement with the media context has been shown to increase 

advertising effectiveness (Calder, Malthouse and Schaedel 2009); however, given the 

rising concerns over online privacy, perception of control over personal information is 

seen to play an important role in how likely members of a social network are to click on 

an online advertisement (Tucker 2014). 

Value from social media can also be derived from social commerce sites (Stephen 

and Toubia 2010; Yadav, de Valck, Hennig-Thurau, Hoffman and Spann 2013) and 

recommendation systems (Hennig-Thurau, Marchand and Marx 2012) that help 

consumers make better choices. Multidirectional communications across social media are 

known to affect purchase intention (Wang, Yu and Wei 2012). Even the mere virtual 

presence of other community members impacts brand evaluations and purchase intentions 

in social media settings (Naylor, Lamberton and West 2012). 

 

 

 



 

7 

 

Dissertation manuscripts in the context of the social media research framework 

The two manuscripts included in this dissertation investigate distinct aspects of 

social media and contribute to the emerging literature in the field. The first manuscript, 

“Media Channel Diagnosticity: Does Social Media Make Me Like Corporate Brands 

Better?” contributes to the established “Media Channel” stream of social media research 

(see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Manuscript 1 contribution to the social media literature. 

 

In the first manuscript, we investigate the diagnosticity of social media versus 

traditional media as a function of corporate message type. Literature in social media has 

shown that media channels shape the message and the brand information consumers 

discuss (Berger and Iyengar 2013). However, whether media channels influence 

judgments about corporate brand communications remains unknown. This is an important 
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topic because brands now operate in complex media contexts. A variety of sources of 

information reach consumers daily; understanding how user and marketer created brand 

communications influence the formation of consumer’s beliefs, attitudes and intentions is 

critical for brands to succeed in the cluttered markets in which they compete. Literature 

in corporate branding has shown that corporate messages are not equally diagnostic for 

forming corporate beliefs (i.e. Biehal and Sheinin 2007). However, the potential 

differential effect of media remains a significant research gap.  

The second manuscript, “Visual Social Media and Image Associations Transfer to 

the Brand,” expands the current social media research framework by creating a new 

stream of research labeled “Visual Communication” (see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Manuscript 2 contribution to the social media literature. 
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In the second manuscript, we investigate image processing effects in the social 

media context. Although visual imagery is critical in digital media, research is limited on 

which factors influence how visual information is processed in this environment. 

Literature in social media has shown that online communities influence behavior (i.e. 

Wilcox and Stephen 2013). However, how user-generated social media responses (i.e. 

‘shares’) interact with visual content posted in social media and what brand associations 

are derived remain unknown. In addition, literature in branding shows that brand 

associations are drivers of brand equity (Keller 1993); however, how these associations 

are formed in the social media context remains another significant research gap. 
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Abstract 

Social media have changed the context for brand management by becoming user-

generated sources of corporate brand information that coexist with traditional marketing 

communications. A current challenge is to understand how media channels influence the 

formation of consumer’s attitudes, intentions and beliefs about corporations. In two 

studies, we show that social media are more diagnostic than traditional media for 

consumers in forming attitudes and intentions about corporate brands. Media credibility 

is identified as the driver of these results. On the other hand, social media are not 

relatively more diagnostic than traditional media in forming beliefs about corporate 

brands. Corporate beliefs do not change as a function of media channel but as a function 

of message type.  

 

Introduction 

Corporate brands are strategic as well as essential for business success (Barich and 

Kotler 1991; Fombrun 1996; Brown and Dacin 1997) since they are sources of 

differentiation and competitive advantage (Aaker 1996, Ghemawat 1986; Brown and 

Dacin 1997). To raise corporate brand accessibility, equity, trust, and credibility levels, 

corporations design marketing communications that convey consistent messages across 

multiple channels. Historically, firms exerted strong control over corporate 

communications. However, at present, many corporate claimants – shareholders, business 

partners, competitive users, consumers – are utilizing social media outlets to 

communicate about companies (Gensler, Völcknerb, Liu-Thompkinsc and Wiertz 2013). 

Social media are gaining relevance as information outlets (Nielsen 2011, 2012) and have 
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become a source of corporate brand information that coexists with corporate-initiated 

communications. Social media are easily accessible to a massive number of consumers 

and allow for many-to-many multidirectional communications of co-produced content 

(Kozinets, de Valk, Wojnicki and Wilner 2010) that has changed the context for brand 

management (Gensler, Völcknerb, Liu-Thompkinsc and Wiertz 2013). A current 

challenge is to understand how different communication channels influence the formation 

of consumer’s attitudes, intentions and beliefs about corporations.  

Understanding the effectiveness of different media channels has become a priority 

(MSI 2010). Trusov, Bucklin, and Pauwels (2009) investigate how WOM compares with 

traditional marketing communications and find that WOM communication has longer 

carryover effects than traditional marketing actions. Berger and Iyengar (2013) explore 

whether the communication channel influences what consumers talk about and find that 

oral versus text WOM affect the type of products and brands consumers discuss. Stephen 

and Galak (2012) investigate the effect of traditional and social media on sales and find 

that both channels affect purchase outcomes. Danaher and Dagger (2013) develop a 

model that lets firms compare the relative effectiveness of online and offline advertising 

channels on purchase outcomes and that help determine the optimal budget allocation. 

Research advocates for creating media channel synergies since it facilitates content 

exploration (Goldenberg, Oestreicher-Singer and Reichman 2012). Stephen and Galak 

(2012) show that social media are a driver of traditional media activity. Similarly, Dinner, 

van Heerde and Neslin (2014) find that that online and offline advertising influence sales 

within and across channels.  Even across different social media channels, research has 

shown that content relates to outlet; that is, the content that users post is dependent on the 
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outlet where it is posted. Scheweidel and Moe (2014) argue that focusing on single social 

media outlets or aggregating data across social media channels can lead to misleading 

inferences about brand sentiment. Jointly modeling brand sentiment as a function of the 

‘where’ and the ‘what’ consumers post, Scheweidel and Moe (2014) show that the 

integrated measure outperforms other currently used social media metrics. A significant 

research gap that remains unexplored is the relative diagnosticity of media channel.  To 

the best of our knowledge, the literature has not yet investigated how media channel 

influences consumer’s judgments about brands. The purpose of this manuscript is to 

understand the diagnosticity of traditional media versus social media – that is, corporate-

initiated versus consumer-initiated communications – in forming attitudes, intentions and 

beliefs about corporate brands. The accessibility-diagnosticity theory (Feldman and 

Lynch 1988) proposes that when consumers make a judgment, they use information that 

is accessible in memory, diagnostic for decision making, and relatively more accessible 

and diagnostic than other information available. The goal of a marketer is to make 

corporate branding communications accessible and diagnostic so they influence 

consumer behavior.  

Using source credibility theory (Hovland and Weiss 1953), we explore how media 

channel and message content influence consumer’s judgments about corporate brands. 

Specifically, we investigate whether a corporate advertisement message (traditional 

media) or a specialized blog posting (social media) differentially affect the diagnosticity 

of corporate messages. Leveraging corporate brands have become increasingly important 

since they help differentiate, energize and add credibility to product brands (Aaker 2004). 

Corporate brand impressions are more elaborated and confidently held than product 
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brands (Berens, van Riel and van Bruggen 2005) and highly influence consumer product 

responses. Corporate messages can be classified as they relate to a firm’s core 

competency (CA associations) or to a firm’s social responsibility practices (CSR 

associations) (Brown and Dacin 1997). Literature in corporate branding shows that 

corporate messages are not equally diagnostic for forming corporate beliefs (Biehal and 

Sheinin 2007). However, whether the diagnosticity of the CA and CSR message remains 

unchanged across different media channels is unknown. Given the current crowded media 

and marketing environments, identifying effective communication channels to deliver 

corporate messages is critical for success in the marketplace.  

In two experiments we show that social media are more diagnostic than traditional 

media in forming attitudes and behaviors towards corporate brands. Attitudes towards a 

company, WOM, and purchase intentions were rated significantly higher when 

participants read a message from a social media versus a traditional media outlet.  In 

addition, we find that media credibility mediates the relationship between media channel 

and consumer attitudes and intentions. When compared with traditional media channels, 

social media are considered to be significantly more credible sources of information. We 

replicate these results using different messages and different industry contexts. However, 

traditional media are not found to be more diagnostic than social media in forming 

corporate beliefs. Corporate beliefs about company’s ability (CA) and social 

responsibility practices (CSR) were found to be similarly diagnostic across media 

channels. 

Contributions from this manuscript are twofold: First, findings from these 

experiments contribute to social media literature by providing further evidence of the 
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distinct nature of media channels and their relative diagnosticty in forming corporate 

attitudes and intentions. Second, this manuscript contributes to the corporate branding 

literature showing that while in traditional media contexts CA messages are more 

diagnostic than CSR messages in forming product beliefs; in social media contexts, CA 

and CSR messages are equally diagnostic for forming brand judgments. In addition, these 

findings have sound implications for corporate brand management. Based on the 

experimental results, we argue that brand management has become a firm-consumer 

shared process. Even though sharing control over corporate communications with 

consumers may entail risks, it is potentially a source of competitive advantage. 

Considering the credibility levels of social media channels and the influence of user-

generated content on other online users’ attitudes and intentions, we encourage 

companies to incentive informal WOM communications since they transmit influential 

messages to consumers.  

The rest of the manuscript is structured as follows: First, the conceptual framework 

and hypotheses are presented. Then, study 1 presents results about media channel 

diagnosticity and the process responsible for the results. Study 2 replicates findings from 

study one using a different industry context and using alternative corporate messages. 

Finally, conclusions and ideas for future research are provided. 

 

Conceptual framework 

Communication channels 

Communication channels can be categorized as traditional or social media. 

Corporate-generated messages tend to be the exclusive means of communication through 
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traditional media channels. On the other hand, corporate- and consumer-generated 

messages may be used as means of communication through social media outlets. In this 

manuscript, we focus on social media channels that exclusively transmit consumer-

generated content. Specifically, we operationalize traditional media through corporate 

advertisements and social media through non-corporate owned specialized blog websites. 

While media channels are subject to categorization attending different criteria, in the 

context of this manuscript, media channels are categorized based on the source of the 

communications. 

The degree of corporate control over a brand-related message is dependent on the 

source of the communication. While corporations craft marketing messages to create 

specific brand knowledge structures in consumer’s minds, they lack control over user-

generated messages distributed through social media. Social media allows and empowers 

consumers to share their views, preferences, and experiences with brands (Trusov, 

Bucklin and Pauwels 2009). WOM communications are considered to be one of the most 

effective marketing communication strategies (Misner 1999). WOM communications via 

social media overcome consumer resistance (Trusov, Bucklin and Pauwels 2009) since 

social media users are not considered to seek self-interested economic benefits from 

sharing their opinions about brands (Arndt 1967; Silverman, 1997). On the other hand, 

communications through traditional media generate consumer skepticism (Trusov, 

Bucklin and Pauwels 2009) since the goal of the communication is to persuade potential 

customers. People develop beliefs about the tactics marketers use to persuade them 

(Wright 1986). Therefore, while social media communications are considered to be 

reliable and trustworthy, traditional media communications are considered to be biased 
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(Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, and Gremler 2004; Brown, Broderick and Lee 2007). 

Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen (2010) argue that there is a tradeoff between the 

controllability and credibility of a communication source: the less controllable a source 

is, the more credible it becomes. Consequently, we argue that compared to traditional 

media, consumers consider social media to be a more credible source of information (see 

Table 1).  

 

 

Table 1. Media channel differences.  

 

Consumers assess the source of a communication before they accept its claims 

(Percy and Rossiter 1980; Schlegelmilch and Pollach 2010). Research shows that the 

source of a communication is often used as heuristic to appraise the validity and 

relevance of a message (Petty and Cacioppo 1986; Eagly and Chaiken 1984). When 

consumers cannot, or lack the motivation to, use cognitive resources, they use heuristics 

to solve problems and make decisions (Bettman, Johnson and Payne 1991). Heuristics are 

defined as mechanisms that “simplify decision making by limiting the amount of 

information that is processed and/or by making how that information is processed easy” 

Media Channels 

Traditional media Social media 

Communication 

Control 

Corporations exert control over 

communication. Corporate 

controlled message 

Consumers freely express 

opinions. Non corporate 

controlled message 

Consumer’s 

Perception 

Considered biased Considered reliable and 

trustworthy 

Persuasion 
Generates consumer skepticism WOM overcomes consumer 

resistance 
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(Bettman, Johnson, and Payne 1991, pp. 58-59). We argue that media channel is used as a 

heuristic to make judgments about corporate brands.  

Based on the Wood and Eagly (1981) attribution model of persuasion, the source of 

a communication shapes expectancies about the message and influences the effectiveness 

of the communication (Hovland and Weiss 1951). Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998, 

2000) argue that consumers are socialized to be skeptical towards advertisements, and 

therefore they discount ad claims. Consistently, correction research shows that when 

consumers encounter a source of unwanted bias, mental processes and behaviors correct 

for its potential influence (Petty, Wegner and White 1998; William, Fitzsimmons, and 

Block 2004). We contend that consumers use media channel as a heuristic when making 

judgments based on brand-related messages. Since media channel is an easy heuristic to 

use, we argue that media channel will influence the formation of attitudes and intentions 

towards brands. 

Formally, we hypothesize that: 

H1: Social media are more diagnostic than traditional media in forming attitudes, 

and intentions towards a corporate brand. 

While consumers are socialized to be skeptical about ads (Obermiller and 

Spangenberg 1998, 2000), that is not the case for blogs. Some specialized blogs (i.e. 

Mashable or Engadget) are leading sources for news and information and strong 

resources for credible product evaluations. The fact that millions of unique engaged 

social media followers visit the sites each month bears this claim. Literature on source 

credibility supports the relationship between credibility and persuasion effects. Based on 

source credibility theory (Hovland and Weiss 1951), messages are more persuasive when 
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the source of the communication is perceived to be more credible. Therefore, we 

hypothesize that: 

H2: Perceived media credibility mediates the relationship between media channel 

and attitudes and intentions to engage with a corporate brand. 

 

Corporate associations: Corporate ability (CA) and corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) 

Brown and Dacin (1997) define corporate associations as a “generic label for all the 

information about a company a person holds” (pp. 69). The corporate branding literature 

shows that corporate associations affect consumer’s responses towards products and 

services (Brown and Dacin 1997; Duncan and Moriarty 1998; Gurhan-Canli and Batra 

2004; Hatch and Schultz 2001; Raju and Dhar 1999; Biehal and Sheinin 2007). 

Specifically, corporate messages have been shown to influence product beliefs and 

attitudes (Brown and Dacin 1997; Creyer and Ross 1996; Goldberg and Hartwick 1990; 

Sheinin and Biehal 1999), purchase intentions (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001), product 

choice (Creyer and Ross 1996), and customer satisfaction (Luo and Bhattacharya 2006). 

Individual-difference variables such as processing mindsets affect the interpretation of 

corporate messages (Torelli, Monga, and Kaikati 2012). In addition, the corporate 

associations literature has bridged to the B2B and financial literature. Homburg, Stierl 

and Bornemann (2013) argue that CSR engagement fosters customer’s trust and 

strengthens customer-company identification in organizational contexts.  In financial 

terms, corporate associations have been shown to affect a company’s market value (Luo 

and Bhattacharya 2006, 2009), and shareholders wealth (Bharadwaj, Tuli, Bonfrer 2011). 
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To the best of our knowledge, the corporate associations literature has not been explored 

within the social media context. 

Brown and Dacin (1997) show that “not all corporate associations are alike” (p. 70) 

and distinguish between corporate ability (CA) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

associations. CA associations refer to a firm’s core competency and are positioned on 

product-relevant dimensions such as quality or performance. CA strategies focus on 

industry leadership, strength of R&D initiatives, or employee expertise. On the other 

hand, CSR associations refer to a firm’s societal obligations and are positioned on less 

product-relevant dimensions such as commitment to diversity or environmental 

friendliness. CSR strategies focus on sponsorships, corporate philanthropy, or community 

involvement (Brown and Dacin, 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Biehal and Sheinin, 

2007) (see Table 2). 

Corporate Associations 

CA associations CSR associations 

Focus 

Associations reflect company’s 

expertise in producing and 

delivering outputs 

Associations reflect 

organization’s status and activities 

with respect to its perceived 

societal obligations 

Positioning 

CA messages are positioned on 

product-relevant dimensions (i.e. 

quality, service orientation) 

CSR messages are positioned on 

less product-relevant dimensions 

(i.e. social responsibility, ethical 

orientation) 

Strategies 

CA strategies focus on the 

expertise of the employees, 

superiority of internal R&D and the 

resulting technological innovation, 

manufacturing expertise, customer 

orientation, industry leadership 

CSR strategies focus on 

environmental friendliness, 

commitment to diversity, 

community involvement, 

sponsorship, corporate 

philanthropy 

 

Table 2. CA and CSR associations summary description. 
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Biehal and Sheinin (2007) argue that all corporate messages are not equally 

diagnostic. After exposing participants to CA and CSR corporate advertisements, Biehal 

and Sheinin (2007) find that participants in the CA condition rated product beliefs higher 

than participants in the CSR condition. In turn, they conclude that CA messages are more 

diagnostic than CSR messages in forming product beliefs. A significant research gap is 

whether this difference in message diagnosticity remains constant across media channels. 

The internet provides ample opportunities for consumers to share and seek others’ 

opinions and experiences with products and brands. Exploring the relative diagnosticity 

of social media and traditional media channels is critical to understand how consumers 

form judgments about company brands. 

 

Source effects and message type 

Firms’ core competencies tend to be clear in consumer minds. However, in general, 

consumers are not aware of corporate social responsibility initiatives (Alsop 2005; Du, 

Bhattacharya and Sen 2010). For example, while most consumers know that Volvo 

manufactures safe cars, few consumers are aware of Volvo’s partnerships with Oxfam 

and WWF or Toyota community involvement.  In addition, while consumers are deemed 

competent to evaluate product attributes or brand performance, estimating corporate 

ethical practices remains challenging. CSR associations are more abstract and intangible 

than CA associations (Pomering and Johnson 2009). Since CSR associations lack search 

and experience characteristics, they are not easily verifiable (Nelson 1970, Pomering and 

Johnson 2009). 
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We previously argued that the lack of corporate control over user-generated brand-

related messages distributed through social media makes them trustworthy and influential 

for consumer behavior. However, source trustworthiness effects may be mitigated by 

source expertise effects (Wiener and Mowen 1986). Compared to non-expert sources, 

experts are perceived to deliver more compelling, and in turn, more persuasive messages 

(Hovland, Janis and Kelley 1953; Hovland and Weiss 1951; Kelman and Hovland 1953; 

Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann 1983). 

Based on source expertise research, user-generated communications about corporate 

social media practices may cause skepticism. Social media users may be regarded as non-

experts as their ability to evaluate corporate societal engagements is likely to be limited. 

As a result, the lack of source credibility effects will hinder persuasion. On the contrary, 

user-generated communications about corporate core competencies are likely to be 

trusted. In this context, consumers are generally regarded as experts since they are 

deemed capable to evaluate product-relevant features. As a result, source credibility 

effects will not be mitigated. This is consistent with literature on persuasion knowledge. 

Friestad and Wright (1994) argue that consumers draw from persuasion knowledge to 

evaluate and respond to persuasive claims. Ertimur and Gilly (2012) find that when 

consumers evaluate unsolicited user-generated ads, they are skeptical of the ads’ 

persuasiveness. That is, they are not considered experts to create professional 

advertisements.  Similarly, Thompson and Malaviya (2013) show that disclosing that an 

ad was created by a consumer triggers skepticism and negatively influence brand 

evaluations, unless the audience identifies with the creator of the ad. Based on source 
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credibility and expertise effects, we hypothesize that message type moderates the 

diagnosticity of media channel. Formally,  

H3: Social media are more diagnostic than traditional media for consumers’ 

formation of beliefs about corporate core competencies (CA associations) 

H4: Social media and traditional media are equally diagnostic for consumers’ 

formation of beliefs about corporate social responsibility practices (CSR 

associations) 

 

Method 

Study 1 

Study 1 investigates the diagnosticity of social media versus traditional media and 

whether media channel is differentially diagnostic for corporate ability and corporate 

social responsibility messages. In addition, study 1 investigates the underlying process 

that explains the diagnosticity differences across media channels. That is, study 1 is 

designed to test H1, H2, H3 and H4. 

 

Design and sample 

Study 1 is a 2 (Media channel: social media versus traditional media) X 2 (Message 

type: CA message versus CSR message) between subjects experimental design. Media 

channel was manipulated by asking participants to imagine that they were reading from a 

specialized blog website (social media condition) or from a corporate advertisement 

(traditional media condition). The message type manipulation was adapted from Biehal 

and Sheinin (2007). Participants in the CA condition read information about a company’s 
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quality and innovative offerings; participants in the CSR condition read information 

about a company social responsibility practices. 

Members of an online panel (n=128) participated in this study in exchange for a 

nominal fee. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental 

conditions.   

 

Pretest 

To confirm that participants interpreted the messages as corporate ability or 

corporate social responsibility a pretest was conducted. Participants (n= 44) were 

recruited from the same online panel.  

Participants read a corporate ability or a corporate social responsibility message 

from a fictitious crowdsourcing company (Atlantic Crowdsourcing), and completed a 

corporate beliefs measure adapted from Biehal and Sheinin (2007). On 7-point Likert 

scales with “Disagree” and “Agree” endpoints, participants assessed the following 

statements about Atlantic Crowdsourcing: 1) algorithms optimize the presentation of the 

tasks so they are relevant and interesting, 2) investments in R&D exceed the industry 

average, 3) IT administrators diagnose and immediately fix performance issues in the 

site, 4) employees and requesters pass strict standards of integrity, 5) employees have the 

flexibility to volunteer in their communities, and 6) support charities such as the 

LaborNet group. In addition, on a similar 7-point Likert scale, participants indicated how 

they thought Atlantic Crowdsourcing was positioned in the market: 1) Competence, 2) 

Innovation, 3) Ethics, and 4) Social responsibility.  
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Both measures were subjected to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and reliability 

analysis. Although the CFA for the corporate beliefs measure did not show an expected 

two factor structure, the second eigenvalue equaled 0.92. Given the small sample size 

used for the pretest, we assumed λ2 acceptably close to 1 and averaged the first three 

items of the scale to form a CA beliefs index (α= 0.93), and the second three items to 

form a CSR beliefs index (α= 0.94). The CFA for the corporate positioning measure 

showed a two-factor structure. The first two items loaded on one factor and were 

averaged to form a CA positioning index (α= 0.77); the other two items loaded on a 

second factor and were averaged to form a CSR positioning index (α= 0.88). 

An independent sample t-test analysis shows the anticipated results. Participants in 

the CA condition rated CA beliefs (MCA = 6.43 > MCSR = 4.15; t(42) = 6.65, p < .001) and 

CA positioning (MCA = 6.60 > MCSR = 5.98; t(42) = 2.65, p= .01) significantly higher 

than participants in the CSR condition. Also, participants in the CSR condition rated CSR 

beliefs (MCA = 2.95 < MCSR = 6.22; t(42) = -8.29, p < .001) and CSR positioning (MCA = 

3.97 < MCSR = 6.30; t(42) = -6.14, p < .001) significantly higher than participants in the 

CA condition. 

 

Procedure and stimuli 

Panel members were invited to participate in an online survey about crowdsourcing 

companies that took 5-10 minutes to complete. Participants were asked to imagine that 

they were looking for information on the Internet about crowdsourcing websites similar 

to MTurk and that they run into a specialized blog website (social media condition) in 

which a blogger talked about Atlantic Crowdsourcing, or a corporate advertisement 
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(traditional media condition) from Atlantic Crowdsourcing. To make sure participants 

were familiar with the media channel we provided the definition. We described a 

specialized blog website as a non-company sponsored site where consumers share 

opinions and information without being paid. We described a corporate advertisement as 

an ad paid by a company. Participants were told that they would see the information 

included in the blog posting or corporate advertisement in the next window. 

Then, participants were exposed to either the CA or CSR message. Biehal and 

Sheinin (2007) developed two corporate messages that are adapted to the current research 

context. In the traditional media condition, we used formal-language CA and CSR 

messages. In the social media condition, we maintained the CA and CSR information 

consistent but replaced the pronouns (i.e., instead of ‘our products’ we used ‘their 

products’) and added personal opinion expressions (i.e., ‘I think’) to add realism to the 

specialized blog postings (see Appendix 1 for stimuli details). 

Immediately after the participants read the stimulus information, they responded to 

dependent measures, covariate measures, and manipulation checks and provided general 

demographic information. Then, participants were thanked for completing the survey and 

received a validation code to be entered on the Amazon’s Mechanical Turk site. 

 

Measures 

Unless the contrary is noted, dependent variables, covariates, and manipulation 

checks are all measured using 7-point Likert scales that have “Disagree/Agree” end 

points. We assessed the psychometric characteristics and reliability for all measures.  
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Dependent measures: Corporate beliefs, attitude towards the company, word of 

mouth and intention to engage with the company. Corporate beliefs were measured as in 

the pretest. The measure was adapted from Biehal and Sheinin (2007) and included three 

items that captured CA beliefs (α= .92) and three items that captured CSR beliefs (α= 

.92). The corporate beliefs measure showed a two-factor structure. The attitude (α= .88), 

statements were: 1) Atlantic Crowdsourcing is a good company, 2) I feel positive about 

Atlantic Crowdsourcing, and 3) I do not like Atlantic Crowdsourcing. WOM was 

measured (α= .90) using I would: 1) likely share information about Atlantic 

Crowdsourcing with my friends, 2) likely spread positive word of mouth about Atlantic 

Crowdsourcing, 3) not likely recommend Atlantic Crowdsourcing to my friends 

(Maxham and Netemeyer 2003). To measure intention to engage with the company (α= 

.74), participants stated the extent to which they would: 1) like to learn more about 

Atlantic Crowdsourcing, 2) be motivated to respond to Atlantic Crowdsourcing’s future 

communications, and 3) not be interested in following Atlantic Crowdsourcing in social 

media. 

Covariates: Familiarity with crowdsourcing companies and support for CSR. To 

capture familiarity with crowdsourcing companies (α= .93), participants stated to what 

extent they were 1) familiar, 2) knowledgeable, and 3) not experienced with 

crowdsourcing websites (Kent and Allen 1994).  In addition, personal support for CSR 

(α= .74) has previously been identify as moderator of consumer’s responses to CSR 

activities (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001) and is captured using: I support 1) corporate 

social responsibility programs, 2) donations to charities that support ethical labor 
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practices, and 3) charities that assist technology development for all (reversed item) 

(Adapted from Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). 

Other measures: Credibility of the media channel and the message. Credibility of 

the media channel (α= .91) was adapted from Meyer (1988). Participants indicated to 

what extent corporate advertisements (traditional media condition) or specialized blog 

websites (social media condition) were: 1) credible, 2) reliable, 3) can be trusted, 4) fair, 

5) biased, 6) accurate, and 7) objective. To capture credibility of the communication (α= 

.82), participants showed their agreement with the message being 1) credible and 2) 

believable. 

Manipulation checks: Media channel and message type. The media channel 

manipulation was assessed by asking participants to choose from: 1) corporate 

advertisement, 2) specialized blog website, and 3) other as the source of the information 

that was presented to them. In addition, to capture perceived corporate control over the 

communication (α= .95), participants responded to: Atlantic Crowdsourcing 1) paid to 

make the information you read available to consumers, 2) came up with the information 

you read, and 3) did not have control over the information you read, on 7-point Likert 

scales anchored “Disagree/Agree.”  

The effectiveness of the message type manipulation was assessed as in the pretest. 

The corporate positioning measure included two items that captured a corporate 

positioning on CA (α= .71) and two items that captured a corporate positioning on CSR 

(α= .95). The corporate positioning measure showed a two-factor structure.  
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Results 

Manipulation checks. The media channel and message manipulations worked as 

intended. Survey participants were screened based on the media channel manipulation 

check. Participants who failed to select the correct option were excluded from the sample. 

The final sample comprised 61 participants in the traditional media condition (48% of the 

population) and 67 participants in the social media condition (52% of the population).  As 

expected, participants in the traditional media condition perceived the corporation as 

exerting more control over the communication than did participants in the social media 

condition (Mtrad = 5.83, Msoc = 2.36; t(126)= 13.66, p < .001). Perceived corporate control 

did not change as a function of message type (MCA = 4.15, MCSR = 3.88; t(126)= .68, p > 

.05). 

As anticipated, participants in the CA condition perceived Atlantic Crowdsourcing 

to be more strongly positioned on competence and innovation than on ethics and social 

responsibility (MCA = 6.49 > MCSR = 5.61; t(126) = 5.30, p < .001). Consistently, 

participants in the CSR condition perceived Atlantic Crowdsourcing to be more strongly 

positioned on ethics and social responsibility than on competence and innovation (MCA = 

4.73 < MCSR = 6.65; t(126) = -8.40, p < .001). 

Media diagnosticity in forming beliefs, attitudes, and intentions towards a corporate 

brand. Consistent with hypothesis 1 (H1), social media are more diagnostic than tradition 

media in forming attitudes and intentions towards a corporate brand. A 2 (Media channel) 

X 2 (Message) ANOVA using attitude towards the company, intention to engage, and 

WOM as the dependent measures, revealed two of the three predicted significant main 

effects. Participants in the social media condition showed a more positive attitude 
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towards Atlantic Crowdsourcing than participants in the traditional media condition did 

(Mtrad = 5.08, Msoc = 5.85; F (1, 126) = 14.74, p < .001). Similarly, compared to 

participants who read the message from a corporate ad, participants who read the 

message from a specialized blog website indicated higher intentions to engage with the 

company (Mtrad = 4.87, Msoc = 5.52; F (1, 126) = 8.70, p < .01). Participants in the social 

media condition indicated higher WOM intentions than participants in the social media 

conditions; however, this effect was only close to significance (Mtrad = 4.93, Msoc = 5.41; 

F (1, 126) = 3.33, p = .07). Results show that the size of the effect of media channel on 

WOM intentions is small to medium (η2
= .03), and therefore, even if the difference 

between the means is not significant the effect of media channel on WOM should not be 

considered insignificant. Familiarity with crowdsourcing websites was initially included 

as a covariate but dropped from the analyses since it did not reach significance levels. 

The main effect of media channel was the only significant effect in the analyses. 

The same 2 (Media channel) X 2 (Message type) ANOVA with CA beliefs as a 

dependent variable did not show the predicted effect and, thus H3 is not supported. 

Participants in the social media condition did not rate CA beliefs higher than participants 

in the traditional media condition (Mtrad = 5.30, Msoc = 5.08; F (1, 126) = .30, p > .05). 

Therefore, these results do not suggest that traditional and social media are differentially 

diagnostic for forming corporate beliefs about corporate ability practices. Results show a 

significant main effect of message type, providing further validity to our manipulation 

(MCA = 6.35 > MCSR = 4.01; F(1, 126) = 129.05, p < .001). 

The 2 (Media channel) X 2 (Message type) ANCOVA with CSR beliefs as the 

dependent variable and support for corporate social responsibility practices as the 
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covariate (F (1, 126) = 4.20, p < .05) supports H4. The analysis shows that social and 

traditional media are equally diagnostic for forming beliefs about corporate social 

responsibility practices. Participants rated CSR beliefs similarly in the corporate 

advertisement and blog conditions (p > .05). Results show a main effect of message type, 

providing further validity to our CSR manipulation (MCA = 3.87 < MCSR = 6.45; F(1, 126) 

= 186.12, p < .001). 

Based on these results, we conclude that social media are more diagnostic than 

traditional media in forming attitudes and intentions towards a corporate brand; however, 

media channel is not differentially diagnostic for forming beliefs towards corporate 

brands. While participants’ attitudes and intentions were influenced by media channel 

and independent of message type, their beliefs about corporate brands were influenced by 

message type but independent from communication outlet. Thus, the analyses indicate 

that while changes in the formation of attitudes and intentions are driven by media 

channel, the formation of corporate brand beliefs is driven by message type.  

Mediation analysis. To examine the possibility that the results are driven by distinct 

levels of message credibility, we perform a 2 (Media channel: traditional vs. social 

media) X 2 (Message: CA vs. CSR) ANOVA with message credibility as the dependent 

variable. Familiarity with crowdsourcing websites was initially included as a covariate 

but dropped from the analysis since it failed to reach significance (F (1, 126) = .03, p > 

.05). The ANOVA test did not reveal main effects of media channel (Mtrad = 5.44, Msoc = 

5.36; F (1, 126) = .21, p > .05) or message type (MCA = 5.40 < MCSR = 5.40; F (1, 126) = 

.00, p > .05). There was no two-way interaction effect (F (3, 124) = .04, p > .05). In 
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addition, the analysis shows that message credibility levels were high (M = 5.40). Thus, 

we rule out message credibility as the driver of the results. 

The same 2 (Media channel) X 2 (Message type) ANOVA with media credibility as 

the dependent measure shows a main effect of media channel. Compared to corporate 

advertisements, participants considered specialized blog websites to be significantly more 

credible sources of information (Mtrad = 3.72, Msoc = 4.71; F (1, 126) = 29.37, p < .001). 

No other main effect (MCA = 4.21, MCSR = 4.26; F (1, 126) = .00, p > .05) or interaction 

effect was significant (F (3, 124) = .63, p > .05). Our conceptualization posited that 

perceived media credibility mediates the relationship between media channel and 

attitudes and intentions towards a corporate brand (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Mediation model. 

 

To test H2, we use a bootstrapping method (Preacher and Hayes 2008; Zhao, Lynch, 

and Chen 2010). A confidence interval (CI) that excludes zero for the indirect effect 

would reveal that media credibility mediates the relationship between media channel and 

attitudes and intentions towards the corporate brand. Using attitude as the dependent 

measure, the confidence interval for the indirect effect excludes zero (95% CI [.23, .72]). 
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Similarly, the confidence interval for the indirect effect excludes zero (95% CI [.32, .98]) 

when WOM is used as the dependent variable. However, when intention to engage is 

used as the dependent variable, the confidence interval for the indirect effect includes 

zero (95% CI [- .02, .46]). Nevertheless, the lower bound of this CI is close to zero. The 

confidence interval for the direct effect includes zero as well (95% CI [- .03, .94]). Based 

on the criteria for establishing mediation and its type presented by Zhao, Lynch Jr., and 

Zhen (2010), the lack of significance of the direct and indirect effects means no 

mediation or direct effects. Given the significant relationship between media channel and 

intention to engage (r = .25, p < .01), we argue that mediation requires further 

investigation in study 2. Therefore, we do not yet make a conclusion about hypothesis 2. 

 

Discussion 

Study 1 finds that social media are more diagnostic than traditional media in forming 

attitudes and intentions towards a corporate brand; however, they are equally diagnostic 

for forming beliefs about a corporation. While changes in attitudes and intentions are 

driven by the media channel and independent of the content of the communication, the 

differences in corporate beliefs are driven by the content of the message and independent 

of the media outlet used to transmit the information. Although the effect of media 

channel in WOM intention was only close to significance, the reported small to medium 

effect size indicates that the effect is not negligible. Given that WOM is considered one 

of the most effective marketing strategies and the cost of incentivizing it reasonable, we 

make a strong case for the importance of this result.  
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In addition, study 1 tentatively identifies the process underlying the media channel 

effects. A bootstrapping mediation analysis shows that media credibility mediates the 

relationship between media channel and attitudes and WOM intentions towards the 

corporate brand. The CI of the indirect effect included zero when intention to engage was 

used as the dependent measure. However, the lower bound of the interval was close to 

zero. Mediation effects will be further investigated in study 2. 

 

Study 2 

The purpose of study 2 is to replicate the findings of study 1 in another industry 

context and using different corporate messages. Study 2 is designed to provide external 

validity to the results found in study 1. Thus, study 2 is designed to test H1, H2, H3, and 

H4. 

 

Design and sample 

One hundred and twenty one (n=121) members of the same online panel participated 

in this study in exchange for a nominal fee. A 2 (Media channel: social media versus 

traditional media) X 2 (Message type: CA message versus CSR message) between 

subjects experimental design was used. Media channel and message type were 

manipulated as in study 1.  

 

Pretest 

To confirm that participants interpreted the new messages as corporate ability or 

corporate social responsibility related; and that we created a strong CA and CSR 
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positioning statements, a pretest was conducted. Fifty-two (n= 52) participants were 

recruited from the same online panel.  

Similarly as in study 1, participants read a corporate ability or a corporate social 

responsibility message from a fictitious financial company (Atlantic Finance Company), 

and responded to corporate beliefs and corporate positioning measures. On 7-point Likert 

scales with “Disagree” and “Agree” endpoints participants showed the extent to which 

they agree or disagreed with: Atlantic Finance Company (AFC) 1) provides extraordinary 

advice because it invests in the latest technology to construct complex financial models, 

2) mutual funds outperform Fidelity Investments and the Dow Jones Index, 3) 

profitability exceeds the industry average, 4) is a leader in ethical business and labor 

practices, 5) employees pass strict standards of integrity before joining the company, and 

6) employees take a few hours off of their work week to contribute to the community. In 

addition, on a similar 7-point Likert scale participants indicated how they thought AFC 

was positioned in the market: 1) Competence, 2) Quality, 3) Ethics, and 4) Social 

Responsibility.  

The corporate beliefs and corporate positioning measures both showed the expected 

two factor structure.  The first three items of the corporate beliefs measure were averaged 

to form the CA beliefs index (α= .86), and the second three items to form a CSR beliefs 

index (α= .77). The first two items of the corporate positioning measure were averaged to 

form a CA positioning index (α= .88); the other two to form a CSR positioning index (α= 

.90). 

An independent sample t-test analysis supports the effectiveness of the 

manipulations. Participants in the CA condition rated CA beliefs (MCA = 5.89 > MCSR = 
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3.97; t(50) = 8.23, p < .001) and CA positioning (MCA = 6.56 > MCSR = 5.26; t(50) = 4.02, 

p < .001) significantly higher than participants in the CSR condition. Also, participants in 

the CSR condition rated CSR beliefs (MCA = 4.28 < MCSR = 6.04; t(50) = -5.54, p < .001) 

and CSR positioning (MCA = 3.98 < MCSR = 6.46; t(50) = -6.43, p < .001) higher than 

participants in the CA condition. 

 

Procedure and stimuli 

The procedure was similar to the one used in study 1, except that participants were 

asked to imagine that they were looking for information about financial companies 

instead of crowdsourcing websites. The CA and CSR messages were different from study 

1 but highlighted corporate CA or CSR associations (adapted from Biehal and Sheinin 

2007) (see Appendix 1 for stimuli details). After participants read the stimulus 

information from an advertisement or a blog, they responded to dependent measures, 

covariate measures, and manipulation checks and provided general demographic 

information. Then, they were thanked and provided with an MTurk code to validate the 

results. 

 

Measures 

All measures are captured on 7-point Likert scales anchored “Disagree/Agree” and 

subjected to CFA and reliability analyses. Alpha levels are reported for each measure.  

Dependent measures: Corporate beliefs, attitude towards the company, word of 

mouth and intention to engage with the company. Corporate beliefs were captured as in 

the pretest. The measure shows two orthogonal factors: CA beliefs (α= .90) and CSR 



 

42 

 

beliefs (α= .81). Attitude (α= .92), WOM (α= .91) and intention to engage with Atlantic 

Finance (α= .82) were measured using the same scales as in study 1. 

Covariates: Familiarity with financial companies and support for CSR. Familiarity 

with financial companies (α= .95) and personal support for CSR (α= .81) were captured 

as in study 1. 

Other measures: Credibility of the media channel and the message. Credibility of 

the media channel (α= .90) was captured as in the previous study. To capture credibility 

of the communication (α= .83) we borrowed a scale from Kirmani and Zhu (2007), 

which they used as a measure of skepticism about an advertisement. Participants showed 

the extent of their agreement/disagreement with the message being 1) truthful, 2) 

believable, and 3) deceptive. 

Manipulation checks: Media channel and message type. Media channel and message 

manipulations were captured using the same measures as in study 1: communication 

source identification, corporate control over the communication (α= .94), and corporate 

positioning. Corporate positioning showed a two-factor structure (CA_positioning: α= 

.92. CSR_positioning: α= .93).  

  

Results 

Manipulation checks. The media channel and message manipulations worked as 

intended. In this study, participants were not screened based on the media channel 

manipulation but a Chi-square test showed a significant effect (χ2
(1) = 117. 03, p < .001). 

Less than 1% of the sample failed to select the appropriate option. As expected, 

participants in the traditional media condition perceived the corporation to exert more 
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control over the communication than participants in the social media condition did (Mtrad 

= 5.93, Msoc = 2.75; t(119)= 11.90, p < .001). Perceived corporate control did not change 

as a function of message type (MCA = 4.19, MCSR = 4.19; t(119)= .00, p > .05). 

As anticipated, participants in the CA condition perceived Atlantic Finance (AFC) to 

be more strongly positioned on competence and quality than on ethics and social 

responsibility (MCA = 6.31 > MCSR = 5.67; t(119) = 3.37, p < .05). Consistently, 

participants in the CSR condition perceived Atlantic Finance (AFC) to be more strongly 

positioned on ethics and social responsibility than on competence and innovation (MCA = 

5.18 < MCSR = 6.56; t(119) = -7.36, p < .001). 

Media diagnosticity in forming beliefs, attitudes, and intentions towards a corporate 

brand. Consistent with hypothesis 1 (H1), social media are more diagnostic than tradition 

media in forming attitudes and intentions towards a corporate brand. A 2 (Media channel: 

traditional vs. social media) X 2 (Message: CA vs. CSR) ANOVA using attitude towards 

the company, intention to engage, and WOM as the dependent measures, revealed the 

predicted significant main effect. Participants in the social media condition showed a 

more positive attitude towards AFC than participants in the traditional media condition 

did (Mtrad = 5.67, Msoc = 6.14; F (1, 119) = 6.67, p < .05). Similarly, compared to 

participants who read the message from a corporate ad, participants who read the 

message from a specialized blog website indicated higher intentions to engage with the 

company (Mtrad = 5.24, Msoc = 5.83; F (1, 119) = 7.71, p < .01). Consistently, participants 

in the social media condition indicated higher WOM intentions than participants in the 

social media conditions; however, this effect was only close to significance (Mtrad = 5.08, 

Msoc = 5.55; F (1, 119) = 3.69, p = .06). However, the effect of media channel on WOM is 
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not negligible. Results show that the effect size of media channel is small to medium (η2
= 

.03). Familiarity with financial companies was initially included as a covariate but 

dropped from the analysis since it did not reach significance levels. This was the only 

main effect in the analyses. 

The same 2 (Media channel) X 2 (Message type) ANOVA with CA beliefs as the 

dependent variable did not show the predicted effect and thus, H3 is not supported. 

Participants in the social media condition did not rate CA beliefs higher than participants 

in the traditional media condition (Mtrad = 4.87, Msoc = 4.99; F (1, 119) = .68, p > .05). 

Therefore, these results suggest that traditional and social media are equally diagnostic 

for forming corporate beliefs about corporate ability practices. The results show a main 

effect of message type, providing further validity to our manipulation (MCA = 5.99 > 

MCSR = 3.97; F(1, 119) = 125.53, p < .001). 

The 2 (Media channel) X 2 (Message type) ANCOVA with CSR beliefs as the 

dependent variable and support for corporate social responsibility practices as the 

covariate (F (1, 119) = .177, p < .05) supports H4. The analysis shows that social and 

traditional media are equally diagnostic for forming beliefs about corporate social 

responsibility practices. Participants rated CSR beliefs similarly in the corporate 

advertisement and blog conditions (Mtrad = 5.27, Msoc = 5.40; F (1, 119) = .18, p > .05). 

Results also show a main effect of message type, providing further validity to our 

manipulation (MCA = 4.34 < MCSR = 6.26; F(1, 119) = 122.20, p < .001). 

Consistent with study 1, we argue that social media are more diagnostic than 

traditional media in forming attitudes and intentions towards a corporate brand; however, 

media channel is not differently diagnostic for forming beliefs towards corporate brands. 



 

45 

 

While participants’ attitudes and intentions were influenced by media channel and 

independent of message type, participants’ beliefs about corporate brands were 

influenced by message type, but independent of communication outlet. Thus, we replicate 

the results of study 1 in a distinct industry context and using different CA and CSR 

messages. Similarly as in study 1, we make a strong case for the importance of the media 

channel effect in WOM even if the result did not reach significance. 

Mediation analysis. To examine the possibility that results were driven by distinct 

levels of message credibility, we conducted a 2 (Media channel: traditional vs. social 

media) X 2 (Message: CA vs. CSR) ANOVA with message credibility as the dependent 

variable. Familiarity with financial companies was initially included as a covariate but 

dropped from the analysis since it failed to reach significance (F (1, 119) = .04, p > .05). 

The ANOVA test did not reveal main effects of media channel (Mtrad = 5.06, Msoc = 5.34; 

F (1, 119) = 2.55, p > .05) or message type (MCA = 5.18, MCSR = 5.24; F (1, 119) = .06, p 

> .05); the two-way interaction effect also was not significant (F (3, 117) = .46, p > .05). 

In addition, the analysis showed that perceived message credibility levels were high. 

Thus, we rule out message credibility as the driver of the results. 

The same 2 (Media channel) X 2 (Message type) ANOVA with media credibility as 

the dependent measure shows a main effect of media channel. Compared to corporate 

advertisements, participants consider specialized blog websites to be significantly more 

credible sources of information (Mtrad = 3.89, Msoc = 4.56; F (1, 119) = 15.74, p < .001). 

No other main effect (MCA = 4.32, MCSR = 4.19; F (1, 119) = .68, p > .05) or interaction 

effect was significant (F (3, 117) = .49, p > .05). Our conceptualization posits that media 
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credibility mediates the relationship between media channel and attitudes and intentions 

towards a corporate brand 

Using the bootstrapping methodology (Preacher and Hayes 2008; Zhao, Lynch, and 

Chen 2010) we seek evidence regarding H2.  Using attitude towards the company as a 

dependent measure, the confidence interval for the indirect effect excludes zero (95% CI 

[.13, .52]). Similarly, the confidence interval for the indirect effect excludes zero (95% CI 

[.13, .74]) when WOM is used as a dependent variable. Consistently, when intention to 

engage is used as the dependent variable, the confidence interval for the indirect effect 

excludes zero as well (95% CI [.07, .43]). Based on the criteria for establishing mediation 

and its type presented by Zhao, Lynch Jr., and Zhen (2010), these findings support a full 

mediation effect, supporting hypothesis two. 

 

Discussion 

Study 2 replicates findings from study1 and finds support for H1, H2 and H4, and 

rejects H3. In study 1, we argued that although results did not show a full mediation 

effect for intentions to engage with the company, the CI was close to excluding zero. In 

study 2, we find support for the full mediation model, providing support to our previous 

claims. 

A possible explanation for the lack of support for hypothesis three may be lack of 

differences in perceived source expertise. Unfortunately, we failed to capture perceived 

source expertise and we cannot further elaborate on this potential explanation. In a 

follow-up experiment we plan to measure perceived communicator expertise and assess 

whether perceived expertise changes as a function of message type. Participants rated the 
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credibility of the messages high independently of channel and message type. While no 

differences in credibility makes for a strong case that the media diagnosticity results are 

driven by media credibility effects and not message effects, this may be an indication of a 

lack of source expertise variation as a function of message type.  

An alternative explanation is the informational power of media channel as a 

heuristic. Consumers are known to reach satisfactory rather than optimal conclusions 

(Bettman 1979; Newell and Simon 1972).  Consumers do not process all the information 

that is available but the information needed to feel comfortable with a decision. In the 

context of this study, the diagnostic power of media channel may have been enough to 

reach a satisfactory conclusion about the corporate brand. In that case, the use of 

alternative heuristics such as source expertise may have been avoided. 

 

Discussion, limitations, and ideas for future research 

It may sound counterintuitive, but giving up some control over business 

communications may bring benefits to a corporation’s bottom line. While corporate-

controlled communications generate consumer skepticism, non-corporate controlled 

communications enjoy credibility. Studies 1 and 2 indicate that social media are more 

diagnostic than traditional media in forming attitudes and intentions towards corporate 

brands, and that media credibility is responsible for these results. These findings are in 

line with research that claims that self-governance is a driver of value in online 

communities (Seraj 2012). Studies 1 and 2 also show that social and traditional media are 

equally diagnostic in forming beliefs about corporate brands. Although Biehal and 

Sheinin (2007) show that CA messages are more diagnostic than CSR messages in 
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forming product beliefs, our studies indicate that this is not the case for corporate brands. 

Potential explanations for the lack of significant effects are included in the discussion 

section of study 2. 

From a managerial perspective, we argue that although social media do not replace 

traditional media, they bring a credibility and trustworthiness dimension to corporate 

communications that is otherwise difficult to achieve. Consistent with Goldenberg, 

Oestreicher-Singer and Reichman (2012), Stephen and Galak (2012), and Dinner, van 

Heerde, and Neslin (2014) we encourage corporations to create synergies across channels 

and incentive eWOM. Research shows that individual media channels offer distinct 

contributions to an overall brand management strategy. 

From a theoretical perspective, this paper contributes to the social media and 

corporate branding literatures. Specifically, this paper expands the “media channel” 

stream of research of the social media research framework presented at the beginning of 

the dissertation. Although efforts have been made to understand how social media 

compares to traditional media (Berger and Iyengar 2013; Schweidel and Moe 2014; 

Trusov, Bucklin and Pauwels 2009; Stephen and Galack 2012; Danaher and Dagger 

2013; Goldenberg, Oestreicher-Singer and Reichman 2012), to the best of our 

knowledge, media diagnosticity effects had not yet been explored in the social media 

literature. This paper also contributes to the corporate branding literature by expanding 

the CA-CSR research framework to the new media context. Research in corporate 

branding has shown that CA and CSR messages are differentially diagnostic for 

consumers’ formation of beliefs about products (Brown and Dacin 1997, Biehal and 

Sheinin 2007); however, this is the first attempt to understand media channel 
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diagnosticity effects as a function of message type. Our experiments indicate that 

message type does not have an effect on the relative diagnosticity of social and traditional 

media. These findings however are not without limitations. The purpose of this paper was 

to explore causality; however, consumers base their decisions on multiple sources of 

information. A future research idea is to simultaneously present multiple messages from 

multiple sources (i.e. a CA message from social media and a CSR message from a 

corporate ad) and explore the relative diagnosticity of the media and the message type. In 

addition, message framing has been shown to influence consumer behavior (e.g. Grewal, 

Gotlieb and Marmorstein 1994; Maheswaran, Meyers-Levy 1990; Shiv, Edell Britton, 

and Payne 2004) and they may as well change the diagnosticity of the communication 

channel. 

We operationalize social media through specialized blog websites. We may have 

enhanced blog credibility by using the word “specialized.” A potential research idea is to 

explore the effect of the blog name (i.e. WSJ blog versus SingleMom & Money blog 

versus Susan blog) on its credibility, and in turn, its diagnosticity. In addition, social 

network sites are also considered social media channels. To generalize the findings of this 

manuscript to the entire social media context, future research could explore alternative 

operationalizations of new media (ie. Facebook). 
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Abstract 

Current social media trends highlight the importance of strategizing visual 

content plans. Visuals are prevalent in new media and research is limited on how 

social media users interpret images and make judgments about brands. Given the 

similarities between the image curation process undertaken by brands in their visual 

social media profiles and the art curation process undertaken by museum professionals 

in their exhibitions, we develop a conceptual framework based on theories of curation 

developed within the traditional museum literature. In three studies we show that 

social media users integrate associations from multiple images when making sense of 

a brand. In addition we identify ‘curatorial’ artifacts that change the weight given to 

each image unique associations when combining multiple visual stimuli. Specifically, 

social media users anchor the interpretation of a brand on the most popular image on a 

visual social media profile. The effect of self construal in the interpretation of brand 

profiles is explored. A discussion section and future research ideas are discussed at the 

end of the manuscript. 

 

Introduction 

Current social media trends highlight the need to strategize visual content plans. 

Images are considered pillars of solid content strategies (Forbes 2013) since visually-

based content drives engagement (Huffingtonpost 2014; Foxbusiness 2014), enhances 

click-through rates (Mashable 2014), generates customer interest 

(Socialmediaexaminer 2014), and effectively communicates brand stories 

(Entrepreneur 2014). However, visual imagery research in the social media context is 
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very limited. Social media has facilitated the collection, display (Davison 2009; 

Warren and Vince 2012), exchange, and sharing of visual materials, and have lead to 

the creation of some virtual spaces characterized by carefully selected and curated 

images (Branthwaite 2002; Schroeder 2004). Some argue that curatorship is a natural 

propensity in the new media (Potter and Banaji 2012), and although the tenets of 

curation are rooted in museums and museological science, the activity of curatorship 

has expanded into new content and media domains and is now undertaken by new 

actors (Feinberg, Geisler, Whitworth and Clark 2012). Research in traditional museum 

science argues that curation involves structuring relationships and imposing 

organizational frameworks on works displayed in an exhibition (Chandler 2009). 

Similarly, in the digital realm the activity of curatorship entails the selection, 

organization, and presentation of physically intangible objects (i.e., images, videos) 

that result in digital collections that become part of visual and virtual ‘museums’. 

Therefore, we argue that digital-visual social media sites can be studied using concepts 

of curatorship applied in the traditional museum context.   

Visual imagery is critical in social media since visual consumption takes a central 

stage on the web (Schroeder 2004). In addition, the ‘sharability’ of the images is 

considered a critical driver of social media content marketing strategies success 

(Forbes 2013). However, research is limited on how visual information is processed in 

this context and whether visuals associations transfer to the brand. The purpose of this 

manuscript is to understand whether the characteristics of the visuals (i.e. vividness) – 

a marketer controlled variable – and the social media responses they generate (i.e., 

number of ‘shares’) – a user controlled variable – influence brand judgments. A 
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raising challenge in marketing is to understand how to operate in an environment in 

which marketers and consumers share the task of creating brand images in consumer’s 

minds. Specifically, this manuscript addresses the diagnosticity of user and marketer 

actions in the formation of brand judgments.  

Research in social media has investigated phenomena such as WOM (Kozinets, 

de Valck, Wojnicki, and Wilner 2010; Berger and Milkman 2012; Berger and 

Schwartz 2011; Berger and Iyengar 2013), co-creation (Ransbotham, Kane and Lurie 

2012; Smith, Fischer and Yongjian 2012 Thompson and Malaviya 2013; Hautz, 

Füller, Hutter and Thürridl 2014), media channel comparisons (Trusov, Bucklin and 

Pauwels 2009; Stephen and Galak 2012; Danaher and Dagger 2013; Schweidel and 

Moe 2014; Goldenberg, Oestreicher-Singer and Reichman 2012) online reviews (Luo, 

Raithel and Wiles 2013; Chen, Liu and Zhang 2012; Ludwig, Ruyter, Friedman, 

Brüggen, Wetzels and Pfann 2013); and community influence (Ansari, Koenigsberg 

and Stahl 2011; Naylor, Lamberton and West 2012; Wilcox and Stephen 2013; 

Barasch and Berger 2014).  However, to the best of our knowledge, no research has 

explored the phenomenon of visual social media communication. Naylor, Lamberton 

and West (2012) provide anecdotal evidence of the power of images in social media. 

Nevertheless, the focus of the paper is not on image processing effects but on their 

mere presence influence in consumer behavior. Given that visual media are known to 

communicate differently than verbal media (Spencer 2011; Bell and Davison 2012), 

that the contemporary society is saturated with images (Davison 2009; Mitchell 2005; 

Warren and Vince 2012) and that consumers and professionals communicate visually 
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more than ever before (Kenney 2009), understanding how social media users process 

visual information is deemed extremely relevant for marketing theory and practice. 

Corporate visual social media sites contain images that represent or relate to some 

aspects of the brand; visual assemblages are the result of a curation process undertaken 

by the brand. Visual-digital sites are composed by several ‘pieces of art.’ Popular 

‘pieces’ are hypothesized to attract user attention, and in turn, influence judgments 

about the brand. Drawing from theories of visual attention (Bundesent 1990) and 

social influence (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and Wetherell 1987), we argue that 

image characteristics and the responses (i.e. number of shares) they generate attract 

social media users’ attention, and anchor the interpretation and judgments of the 

brand.  

In three studies, we show that visual social media profiles influence brand 

interpretation. That is, the associations derived from visual social media profiles 

transfer to the brand. Specifically, the personality represented by an image defines the 

personality of the brand. When collections of images are presented together, they 

interact so the brand personality becomes hybrid. The hybrid personality is anchored 

on the most popular image in a social media profile.   

We organize the reminder of this manuscript as follows: we begin by 

summarizing previous research on visual communication, museum studies and self-

construal to build our conceptual framework, and then we describe our method and 

hypotheses. Next, we present the empirical analysis and results. Lastly, we offer 

implications for theory and practice. 
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Conceptual framework 

Visual communication 

Visual media are known to communicate differently than verbal media; they 

trigger cognitions and emotions (Bell and Davison 2012; Spencer 2011), and 

communicate in more concrete and telling ways than abstract narratives do (Cochoy 

2012). Pictures are more easily recalled and recognized than words (Lutz and Lutz 

1978), and since they tend to be vivid, they are more impactful and convey more 

information than words alone (Kenney 2009). In addition, as social media users 

consume visual information as a form of entertainment, they acquire knowledge by 

decoding the meaning of the signs (Cochoy 2012). While social media users glance at 

images, some associations are assimilated subliminally (Gabriel 2012). In the context 

of this manuscript, we argue that while browsing over brand-curated collections of 

visuals, some of the image associations are used as a basis for brand judgments.    

Frequently, visuals are not integrated into stories or narratives, but operate as 

emotional triggers that prompt associations with other images (Gabriel 2012). 

Research in psychology and marketing supports the strong potential of visuals to 

influence consumer behavior (Davison 2009); consumers often make brand decisions 

just on the basis of aesthetics (Patrick and Hagtvedt 2011), and images are known to 

affect perceptions, beliefs, and feelings (Branthwaite 2002). While image processing 

effects have been explored in the traditional marketing communications context, social 

media present unique aspects for the study of visual communication. In the traditional 

media context, visual and text communications interact; however, social media allows 

for fully visual profiles. Interestingly, emerging social media platforms such as 
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Pinterest, Instagram, Vine, Tumblr, or Snapchat make use of visuals as the exclusive 

means of communication. In addition, while marketers used to select and establish 

relationships among visuals to create well crafted brand images, social media allows 

for image sharing and rearrangement in brand and user’s profiles. Also, in traditional 

media, visuals are not subject to public opinion; however, social media allows for 

user’s support to the aesthetical value of the images (i.e. “share”). 

Given the limited understanding of visual communications in the social media 

context, and the close analogy that can be traced between museum exhibitions and 

visual social media profiles, we argue that theories of curation from the traditional 

museum literature are a strong base to develop our conceptual framework. Literature 

in museum studies argues that the goal of a museum exhibition is to stimulate new 

attitudes and interests on visitors, which in turn lead to WOM (Lord and Lord 2001). 

Similarly, visual social media profiles aim to generate user’s interest and engagement, 

and in turn WOM in the form of image sharing. 

 

Museums, exhibitions, and curators 

Museums are considered temples of learning and spaces for entertainment 

(McLean 1999; Falk, Moussouri, Coulson 1998; Lord and Lord 2001). Museums 

transmit ideas and stories (Moser 2010) and allow visitors to explore collections for 

inspiration, learning, and enjoyment.  

Exhibitions are unique to museums, their main attraction, and their instrument for 

communication (McLean 1999; Lord and Lord 2001; Hong, Chen and Hung 2004). 

Exhibitions are spaces that allow free movements; spaces visitors can leave and return 
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as many times as they like. Visitors linger on the art of their interest and skip those 

pieces that seem unattractive (Belcher 1991). If the exhibition meets visitors’ 

expectations, they may eventually return. A visit is an opportunity for the curator and 

the spectator to connect and establish a relationship. 

Museum curators structure relationships and impose organizational frameworks 

on the pieces of art.  Curators are active producers of meaning (Accord 2010; Puwar 

and Sharma 2012) through their judgment, selection, and organization of aesthetic 

artifacts that are displayed in an exhibition. That is, they make sense on the art 

(Chandler 2009). Meaning-making is a function of the selected art and the subtle 

nuances that come from the exhibition plan, the lighting, and the color (Chandler 

2009; Patience 2010), among other curatorial tactics. 

Similarly, in the visual social media context, brands design profiles that through 

images communicate stories that create strong image and knowledge structures in 

consumer’s minds. Research in marketing has shown that stories provide meaning to 

brands (Singh and Sonnenburg 2012), are an effective way to communicate with 

consumers (Woodside 2010) and can strengthen consumer-brand relationships 

(Escalas 2004). In visual social media contexts, collections of images provide a 

multifaceted brand image reinforced by thematically organized visuals. Brands aim for 

users to engage with their postings and re-visit the site. As museum curators make 

sense of the art, social media content strategists produce meaning through selected 

images and the artistic artifacts that social media platforms provide. Museums visitors 

are considered active interpreters and meaning-makers (Macdonald 2007), and we 

argue that social media users are as well. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 
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H1: Social media users integrate associations from multiple images in the process 

of understanding a brand 

Consumers have the ability to sort visual information, decode the meaning of 

signs, and discern relevant content (Gabriel 2012).  Given the vast amount of images 

available in social media and the limitations on human brain processing capabilities, 

selecting visual information is a must.  

Attention has been described as the mechanism that turns looking into seeing. 

Selective visual attention allows consumers to focus on relevant information (Carrasco 

2011) and avoid overloading cognitive resources. According to visual attention 

research, spatial attention enhances processing of visual stimuli within a focus area 

(Carrasco 2011) and reduces processing efforts outside (Smith, Singh and Greenlee 

2000).  Attention tends to be directed towards salient visual features such as lighting 

and colors (Carrasco 2011). Traditional museum literature argues that light is a key 

interpretative tool and has significant effects in defining pieces of art as important or 

aesthetic master pieces (Moser 2010). We argue that what lighting and color is to a 

museum piece of art, vividness is to an image in a social media profile. We 

hypothesize that the vividness of an image serves as a prompt for social media user 

attention. In turn, that image anchors the interpretation of the entire visual social 

media profile. Associations derived from that image serve as a basis for judgments 

about the brand. Therefore, vividness is considered a ‘curatorial’ artifact that changes 

the weight given to an image’s unique associations in the process of integrating 

multiple visuals. Therefore: 
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H2: Image vividness enhances the weight given to the associations derived from 

that picture in the process of integrating multiple visual stimuli to make sense of a 

brand. 

 

Social nature of museum visiting  

Museum visiting is a social event (Macdonald 2007) and interactions with others 

are crucial for visitors to notice particular exhibitions or understand them in particular 

ways. Museum visiting is part of a shared and collaborative experience (Heath and 

vom Lehn 2004). The story, the message, and the opportunity for social groups to 

experience a museum together is what make museums unique (Gurian 1999). 

Visual social media sites become spaces for aesthetic co-creation. Collective 

interactions through commenting, liking, and sharing motivate social media users to 

develop, realize, propagate, and promote ideas (Kozinets, Hemetsberger, and Jensen 

Schau 2008). Some visuals receive more attention and are more popular than others, as 

indicated by the social media responses they generate. That is, the number of times a 

visual has been shared is a proxy for image popularity within the social media 

community. Based on social influence theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and 

Wetherell 1987) the actions of social group members have a powerful effect on a 

given member’s behavior. Consumers conform to social influence from peers they 

know, they do not know (Darley and Latane 1967), and abstract reference groups 

(Cohen 2003; Naylor, Lamberton and West 2012).  

We argue that the social media responses – that is, the number of ‘shares’ a visual 

receives – capture social media users attention and make them notice particular images 
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within a brand profile. Social media users anchor the interpretation of brand on the 

most popular image on a visual social media profile. That is, the number of shares an 

image receives is diagnostic to form judgments about the brand. Given that consumers 

experience conformity pressures from community members (Sridhar and Srinivasan 

2012), we hypothesize that the associations derived from popular images are more 

heavily weighted in the process of integrating multiple visual stimuli when making 

sense of a brand. Formally,  

H3: Image popularity enhances the weight an individual gives to the associations 

derived from that picture in the process of integrating multiple visual stimuli to 

make sense of a brand. 

 

Self-construal  

Literature in self-construal distinguishes between independent and interdependent 

self concepts. These two self-concepts coexist across cultures and within each 

individual. Self-construal can be activated through situational changes (Trafimow, 

Triandis, and Goto 1991; Ybarra and Trafimow 1998) and is known to influence social 

perceptions and behaviors (Lee, Aaker and Gardner 2000; Mandel 2003; Zhang and 

Shrum 2009). Priming and individual’s independent or interdependent self-concept 

influences judgments (Herr 1989; Krishna, Zhou, and Zhang 2008), information 

processing (Aaker and Lee 2001; Krishna, Zhou, and Zhang 2008, Kuhnen, Hannover, 

and Schubert 2001; Ahluwalia 2008), decision making (Mandel 2003), and choice 

(Bettman and Sujan 1987; Mandel and Johnson 2002). 
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Independent self-construals are characterized as distinct from the group, unique, 

and autonomous, and interdependent self-construal as part of a group, interconnected, 

and relationship focused (Markus and Kitayama 1991). While the principal goal of 

interdependents is to maintain harmony with the group, the main objective of 

independents is to stand out from the group (Markus and Kitayama 1991, 1994). 

Social media have allowed individuals to freely express their opinions through 

textual comments as well as built-in platform mechanisms such as ‘likes’ or ‘shares.’ 

We argue that the number of times an image has been shared is a proxy for image 

popularity; it is a social community sign of approval for the aesthetical value of the 

visual stimuli posted by the brand. While the actions social group members have a 

powerful effect on a given member’s behavior (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and 

Wetherell 1987), they distinctively affect different self-concepts. Considering the 

distinct motivations of independent and interdependent individuals to maintain 

harmony or be distinct from the group, we hypothesize that self-construal will 

moderate the influence of the social media community behavior on the interpretation 

of a brand. Specifically, we hypothesize that: 

H4: Interdependent social media users will weigh more heavily the associations 

from an image in the process of making sense of a brand when the image has 

generated a high number of shares (versus a low number of shares) 

H5: Independent social media users will weigh more heavily the associations 

from an image in the process of making sense of a brand when the image has 

generated a low number of shares (versus a high number of shares) 
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Method 

Pretests 

The purpose of the pretests is to identify images that let us trace the transfer of 

associations from the images to the brand. Therefore, each image must generate 

unique and distinct associations. Aaker (1997) shows that brand personality is a multi-

dimensional construct and identifies five orthogonal brand personality dimensions: 

sincere, excitement, competence, sophistication, and ruggedness. The goal of the 

pretests is to identify images that generate strong brand personality associations. 

 

 Pretest 1: Image identification 

Members of an online panel (n=50) participated in this study in exchange for a 

nominal fee. The pretest was designed as a 5 (Brand personality) X 1 between-subjects 

study. Participants were asked to indicate the first object or image that came to mind 

when they read: honest and sincere, or exciting and spirited, or competent and reliable, 

or sophisticated and upper class, or rugged and tough. That is, an image or an object 

that could be defined using one set of words. Then, they received a validation code to 

be entered on the MTurk website. 

Participants’ responses are listed in Table 3. On the sophisticated & upper class 

and rugged & tough categories it seems to be some consensus on the images that come 

to mind when participants are asked to identify an object defined by the personality-

related words. In the sophistication condition, black top hat, monocle and wine are 

common themes. In the rugged conditions, trucks and off-road vehicles seem to be 

strongly associated.  
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Honest & 

Sincere 

Exciting & 

Spirited 

Competent & 

Reliable 

Sophisticated 

& Upper Class 

Rugged & 

Tough 

Hand-written 

letter 

Monkey with 

cymbals 

A washing 

machine 

The monopoly 

guy Boots 

Charlie Brown 

People 

dancing Teacher Money Truck 

A diary Loudspeaker My car Monocle boots 

Greeting card Balloons Person 

Suit and a glass 

of wine 

A large truck, 

like a Ford F-

250 

Science Lamp A pumpkin Crown Tank 

Donation plate Word Computer 

The monopoly 

man My truck 

Friend Horse Vehicle Pampered 

Off-road 

Vehicle 

Pencil 

New Years 

Eve Manager Rolls Royce car Truck tires 

    

My best 

friend Money Carpet 

    

HP laser 

printer Wine glass Atv 

      Monocle Boot 

      

A British man 

wearing a black 

top hat, 

monocle, 

dressed in a 

black suit.  

A man with 

scars and a 

unkept beard 

 

Table 3. Images based on personality traits. 

 

In addition, sophisticated and rugged personalities can be argued to be quite 

unique and distinct from each other, characteristics we were looking for to trace the 

transfer of associations from the images to the brand.  
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Pretest 2: Testing associations with selected images. Sophistication versus 

ruggedness. 

The purpose of the pretest 2 is to confirm that the selected images generate the 

intended associations. For the sophisticated and upper class condition we chose the 

image of a bow tie on a white shirt. For the rugged and tough condition, we selected 

the picture of a trailer truck (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Images. Sophisticated & upper class and rugged & tough conditions. 

 

Twenty nine (n=29) members of an online panel participated in this study in 

exchange for a nominal fee. The pretest was designed as a 2 (Personality: 

Sophisticated versus Rugged) X 1 between-subjects study. Participants saw one 

picture and were asked to list three adjectives that would describe a brand represented 

by the image. Then, they completed a brand personality scale adapted from Aaker 

(1997).  Specifically, on a 7-point Likert scale anchored “Strongly Disagree/ Strongly 

Agree,” participants stated to what extent they would describe the personality of the 
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brand as: 1) sophisticated, 2) charming, 3) upper class, 4) rugged, 5) tough and 6) 

outdoorsy. Then, they provided demographic information and received a validation 

code. 

Analysis of the cognitive responses supports that the bow tie and the trailer truck 

images represent sophisticated and rugged brands respectively. Participants who saw 

the bow tie picture described the brand as sophisticated, elegant, dashing, fancy, and 

formal. Participants who were presented with the trailer truck described the brand as 

tough, strong, durable, and powerful (see Figure 6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Word clouds. Bow tie versus trailer truck personality associations. 

 

The CFA analysis on the brand personality scale did not show a two-factor 

structure. This is not surprising given the small sample size used in the pretest. We 

averaged the first three items on the scale to form a Sophistication index (α = .90) and 

the other three items to form a Rugged index (α = .91). An independent sample t-test 

confirms that participants who saw the bow tie picture described the brand as more 

sophisticated than participants who saw the truck image (Mbow tie = 5.93, Mtruck = 2.98; 
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t(27) = 7.01, p < .001). On the other hand, participants who were presented the trailer 

truck picture described the brand as more rugged than participants who were presented 

the bow tie image (Mbow tie = 2.13, SD = 1.08; Mtruck = 6.19, SD = .48, t(19.6) = -13.10, 

p < .001). A t-test conducted on the individual brand personality items shows that 

participants rated sophisticated items significantly higher in the bow tie than in the 

truck condition, and that participants rated rugged items significantly higher in the 

truck than in the bow tie condition. Consequently, we conclude that the selected 

images generate the anticipated distinct and unique brand personality associations. 

 

Study 1 

The purpose of study 1 is to investigate how social media users interpret 

collections of images. That is, whether the unique associations derived from each 

visual interact to create a hybrid brand personality. Study 1 aims to find evidence 

regarding hypothesis 1 (H1). 

 

Design and sample 

Members of an online panel (n=99) participated in a one-factor, between subjects 

experiment in exchange for a nominal fee. Specifically, study 1 is designed as a 3 

(Image: Bow tie, Truck, Bow tie & Truck) X 1 experiment. Consistent with the 

pretests, the bow tie image represents a sophisticated brand personality, the trailer 

truck a rugged personality, and the bow tie and the truck together, a sophisticated-

rugged hybrid brand personality. 
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Procedure and Stimuli 

Panel members were invited to participate in an online survey about brands that 

took approximately 5 minutes to complete. Participants were introduced to the survey 

by reading the following paragraph: 

“Many companies use pictures in their social media marketing communications. 

These pictures may directly represent the products or services the company offers. 

However, the pictures may also not be linked to products or services at all. Instead, 

pictures may be used to help create other types of brand beliefs, such as emotions, 

feelings, or images. For example, Red Bull does not manufacture skateboards but uses 

pictures and videos of skateboarders to communicate a young, cool, and exciting 

brand personality.” 

Participants saw one of the image conditions (see Appendix 2 for stimuli details).  

Then, participants responded to cognitive responses, dependent variables, 

manipulation checks, and demographics. Lastly, they were thanked for participating in 

the survey and received a validation code to be entered in the MTurk website. 

 

Measures 

Dependent measures: Brand personality and attitude towards the brand. 

Dependent variables are captured on 7-point Likert scales that have “Disagree/Agree” 

end points. All measures are subjected to CFA and reliability analyses. The brand 

personality measure was adapted from Aaker (1997). Participants stated to what extent 

they thought the personality of the brand was 1) sophisticated, 2) upper class, 3) 

glamorous, 4) charming, 5) rugged, 6) tough, 7) sturdy, and 8) outdoorsy. As 
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anticipated, the brand personality measure shows a two-factor structure. The first four 

items load in one factor and are averaged to form a Sophistication index (α = .95). The 

other four items load on a second factor and are averaged to form a Rugged index (α = 

.94).  

To capture attitude towards the brand (α = .84), participants showed their degree 

of agreement or disagreement with the following statements: 1) This brand is good, 2) 

I like this brand, and 3) I feel negative about this brand. 

Manipulation check. In the single picture conditions, participants selected the 

picture they saw from 1) bow tie, 2) trailer truck, 3) hand-written letter, or 4) 

fireworks.  

 

Results 

Manipulation check. The manipulation check confirms that participants identified 

the picture they saw correctly (χ2
(1) = 62.00, p < .001). 

Image processing and associations transfer. Consistent with hypothesis 1 (H1), 

associations derived from an image transfer to the brand. When multiple pictures are 

presented together, the associations of both pictures interact to provide a hybrid 

personality that transfers to the brand. At the beginning of the survey, right after 

seeing the picture(s), participants were asked to list three adjectives that would 

describe the personality of a brand represented by the image(s). Consistent with our 

hypothesis, the analysis of the cognitive responses indicates that participants who saw 

the bow tie picture perceived the brand to be sophisticated, classy, professional, 

upscale, and stylish. On the other hand, participants who saw the trailer truck 
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described the brand as rugged, tough, strong, manly, and powerful. Participants who 

were presented with the bow tie picture and the trailer truck at the same time indicated 

that the brand was sophisticated, rugged, classy, tough, upscale and strong (see Figure 

7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Cognitive responses. Bow tie, trailer truck, and bow tie-trailer truck assoc. 

 

This analysis provides evidence that when multiple pictures are presented 

together, unique associations from different images are pooled together to form a 

hybrid interpretation of the brand. 

A one-way ANOVA test with the Sophistication index as the dependent variable 

shows a significant effect (F(2, 96) = 105.33, p <.001). The results of the post-hoc 

Tukey HSD tests show that all the group mean differences are significant at the .05 

level. Participants in the bow tie condition rated the personality of the brand to be 
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more sophisticated than participants in the bow tie & truck condition (MBow tie = 6.04, 

MBow tie/ Truck = 4.71, p < .001), and than participants in the truck condition (MBow tie = 

6.04, MTruck = 2.39, p < .001). In addition, participants in the bow tie & truck condition 

rated the personality of the brand to be more sophisticated than participants in the 

truck condition (MBow tie/ Truck = 4.71, MTruck = 2.39, p < .001). Therefore, we show the 

following relationship in terms of brand sophistication associations: SophBow tie > 

SophBow tie + Trailer Truck > SophTruck.  

Similarly, the results of a one-way ANOVA test with Rugged_index as the 

dependent measure shows a significant effect (F(2, 96) = 127.72, p <.001). The results 

of the post-hoc Tukey HSD tests show that all the group mean differences are 

significant at the .05 level. Participants in the truck condition rated the personality of 

the brand to be more rugged than participants in the bow tie & truck condition (MTruck 

= 6.00, MBow tie/ Truck = 4.92, p < .001), and than participants in the bow tie condition 

(MTruck = 6.00, MBow tie = 2.38, p < .001). In addition, participants in the bow tie & 

truck condition rated the personality of the brand to be more rugged than participants 

in the bow tie condition (MBow tie/ Truck = 4.92, MBow tie = 2.38, p < .001). Therefore, we 

show the following relationship in terms of brand ruggedness associations: 

RuggedTruck > RuggedBow tie + Trailer Truck > RuggedBow tie. 

When presented with single images, participants interpreted the brand within a 

single personality dimension. That is, participants who saw the bow tie image rated the 

personality of the bran to be highly sophisticated (MSoph= 6.04) but not at all rugged 

(MRugg= 2.38, t(32) = 18.22, p < .001). Similarly, participants who saw the trailer truck 

image rated the personality of the brand to be highly rugged (MRugg = 6.00) but not at 
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all sophisticated (MSoph = 2.39, t(29) = -14.75, p < .001). However, when participants 

saw the bow tie and the trailer truck images concurrently, they interpreted the brand 

similarly in both personality dimensions (MSoph= 4.71, MRugg= 4.92, t(35) = -.72, p > 

.05). Consequently, it is critical to understand how to organize visual content so it 

transmits the desired brand image. 

Attitude towards the brand. A one-way ANOVA test with attitude towards the 

brand as the dependent measure does not show a significant effect (MBow tie = 4.87, 

MTruck = 4.89, MBow tie/ Truck = 5.13; F(2, 96) = .73, p > .05). Therefore, we rule out the 

possibility that the interpretation of the brand personality interferes with participant’s 

attitude towards the brand. 

 

 Discussion 

Study 1 shows that social media users interpret collections of images curated by 

brands and used them to form brand judgments. The results of study 1 show that social 

media users integrate associations from multiple images in the process of making 

sense of the brand.  It follows, that a critical question is what social media 

characteristics can change the interpretation of a brand. We have established that 

social media users integrate associations from multiple images when making 

sense/understanding a brand. But do the vividness of an image or the number of 

responses it generates change the weight given to each image unique associations?  
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Study 2 

The purpose of study 2 is to replicate and extend the findings of study 1. 

Specifically, study 2 investigates whether some ‘curatorial’ artifacts change the weight 

given to image unique associations in the process of integrating multiple visuals when 

making sense of a brand. That is, whether the vividness of an image or the number of 

times it has been shared make the personality of that image more salient in the hybrid 

personality of a brand. Study 2 seeks support for H1, H2 and H3. 

 

Design and sample 

Study 2 is designed as a 2 (Vividness: Low, High) X 3 (Shares: No shares, High 

shares, Low shares) between subjects experiment. The vividness of the images is 

manipulated by changing the color and the brightness of the pictures. In the low 

vividness condition, the image is presented in black and white. In the high vividness 

condition, the color and brightness are enhanced. The number of shares is manipulated 

using an indicator of the number of times an image has been shared below each image. 

In the low shares condition, the ‘# shares’ counter equals 7; in the high shares 

condition, the counter equals 1,407; in the no shares condition, participants did not see 

an indicator. The no shares condition is considered a control. 

Members of an online panel (n = 201) participated in the study in exchange of a 

nominal fee and were randomly assigned to one of the six experimental conditions.  
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Procedure and stimuli 

Panel members were invited to participate in an online survey about brands and 

social media that took approximately 5- 7 minutes to complete. Participants first read 

the following introduction: 

“Brands are increasingly creating profiles in social media websites. Brands post 

pictures that they believe represent their products or that communicate some types of 

brand beliefs, such as emotions or feelings. For example, Red Bull does not 

manufacture skateboards but uses images of skateboarders to communicate a young, 

cool, and exciting brand personality. 

Users often 'like' or 'share' pictures posted in social media sites. A "Shares" tag 

underneath a picture indicates the number of times that image has been shared. The 

number of shares is considered an indicator of image popularity. 

An anonymous brand set up a social media profile and is now running a market 

test to understand how people just like you react. In the next page, you will see a 

sample of the images the brand posted two weeks ago, and the number of shares 

generated to date (if any). If there is no "Shares" indicator it means that the picture has 

not been shared. Both pictures were posted at the same time.” 

Then, participants saw a collection of two images. As an example, in the two 

control conditions participants did not see ‘# of shares indicators’, but in the low 

vividness condition they saw a B/W bow tie image and a vivid truck picture; in the 

high vividness condition, participants saw a vivid bow tie image and a B/W truck (see 

Appendix 2 for stimuli details). Categorizing by image, the experimental conditions 

can be organized as follows: 
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Bow tie Truck 

Shares Shares 

No  Low High No  Low High 

Vivid 
Low 

Cond 

2 

Cond 

5 

Cond 

6 
Vivid 

Low 

Cond 

1 

Cond 

3 

Cond 

4 

High 

Cond 

1 

Cond 

4 

Cond 

3 High 

Cond 

2 

Cond 

6 

Cond 

5 

 

Table 4. Study 2 design. 

 

For example, the collection of images below represents condition 5 (see Figure 

8). If we focus on the bow tie picture, this condition represents a low vivid, low shares 

condition. If on the contrary, we focus on the truck image, this condition represents a 

high vivid, high shares condition. 

 

Figure 8. Experimental condition interpretation. 

 

Shares: 1,407Shares: 7
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Immediately after participants were exposed to the collection of images, they 

responded to dependent variables, covariates and manipulation checks, and provided 

general demographic information. Then, they were thanked for their participation and 

received a validation code to be entered on the MTurk site. 

 

Measures 

Dependent measures: Brand personality and attitude towards the brand. Brand 

personality and Attitude towards the brand (α = .85) were captured as in study 1. The 

brand personality measure was adapted from Aaker (1997) and included four items 

that described a sophisticated personality (α = .90), and four items that captured a 

rugged personality (α = .87). The brand personality measure showed a two-factor 

structure.  

Covariate: Familiarity with social media. To capture familiarity with social 

media websites (α= .87), participants stated to what extent they were 1) familiar, 2) 

knowledgeable, and 3) not experienced with social media (Kent and Allen 1994).   

Manipulation checks: Vividness and number of shares. The vividness 

manipulation was assessed by asking participants to indicate what picture looked 

brighter from the two images they saw. They chose one of the two options: bow tie or 

trailer truck. The effectiveness of the ‘# shares’ manipulation was assessed by asking 

participants to indicate what picture had been shared more times, the bow tie or the 

trailer truck. Participants in the control condition (no shares condition) did not see this 

question. 
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Results 

Manipulation checks. The vividness manipulation worked as intended. A Chi-

Square test between the six experimental conditions and the choice of the perceived 

brighter image shows a significant effect (χ2
 (5) = 178.29, p < .001). Only 3% of the 

sample did not select the correct option. None of the participants were eliminated from 

the sample. The shares manipulation worked as expected as well. A Chi-Square test 

between the low/high shares experimental conditions and the choice of the image that 

had been shared more times shows a significant effect (χ2
 (1) = 127.23, p < .001). Less 

than 2% of the sample failed to select the right option. Consequently, we conclude that 

the manipulations worked as intended. 

Image processing and associations transfer. Consistent with hypothesis three 

(H3) the social media community influences the interpretation of visual brand profiles. 

The number of times and image has been shared anchors social media user’s 

judgments about the brand.  When integrating associations derived from multiple 

images in the process of forming a brand personality, the associations from the image 

that has been shared more times are more heavily weighted in the formation of the 

hybrid personality of the brand.  On the other hand, vividness did not enhance the 

associations derived from an image when integrating the personality traits of the 

resulting brand. Therefore, hypothesis two (H2) is not supported. Focusing the 

analysis according to the bow tie image categorization (see Table 4), a 2 (Vividness: 

Low, High) X 3 (Shares: No shares, High shares, Low shares) ANOVA using 

sophisticated personality as the dependent variable revealed a main effect of ‘Shares’ 

(F(2, 198) = 3.15, p < .05). Pairwise comparisons show that participants in the high 
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shares condition perceived the brand to be more sophisticated than participants in the 

low shares condition (MLShares = 4.40, MHShares = 4.93; t(133) = -2.32, p < .05). 

However, participants in the high and no shares conditions perceived the brand to be 

equally sophisticated (MNoShares = 4.84, MHShares = 4.93; t(129) = -.42, p > .05). 

Interestingly, participants in the no shares condition perceived the brand to be more 

sophisticated than participants in the low shares condition (MNoShares = 4.84, MLShares = 

4.40; t(134) = 1.95, p = .05; d= .33). Therefore, participants’ perceived levels of 

sophistication of the hybrid brand show the following relationship: SophHigh Shares = 

Soph No Shares > SophLow Shares. These results seem to identify an anchoring effect. While 

in the no shares conditions participants don’t have a reference level, participants in the 

low shares condition are able to compare the limited popularity of an image with the 

rest of the visuals in the profile. The main effect of vividness (F(1, 199) = 2.85, p 

>.05) or the interaction effect (F(5, 195) = .23, p >.05) were not significant. 

Familiarity with social media was initially included as a covariate but dropped from 

the analysis since it failed to reach significance (F(1, 199) = .62, p > .05). 

The same 2 (Vividness: Low, High) X 3 (Shares: No shares, High shares, Low 

shares) ANCOVA using rugged personality as the dependent variable and familiarity 

with social media websites as the covariate revealed a close to significance main effect 

of ‘Shares’ (F(2, 198) = 2.73, p = .07). Results show that the size of the effect of 

‘Shares’ on the perceived brand personality is small to medium (η2
= .03). Therefore, 

even if the difference between the means is not significant, the effect of shares on the 

perceived brand personality should not be considered insignificant. Pairwise 

comparisons show that participants in the low and no shares conditions perceived the 
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brand to be equally rugged (MNoShares = 4.81, MLShares = 4.90; t(134) = -.41, p > .05). 

However, participants in the high shares condition perceived the brand to be less 

rugged than participants in the low shares condition (MLShares = 4.90, MHShares = 4.36; 

t(133) = 2.48, p < .05) and in the no shares condition (MNoShares = 4.81, MHShares = 4.36; 

t(129) = 1.89, p = .06; d= .34). Although the difference between the means in the no 

shares and high shares conditions is only close to significant, the effect size is 

considered small to medium. We make a strong case for the diagnostic value of shares. 

Since the conditions are categorized based on the bow tie picture, the low shares 

condition means that underneath the bow tie image the counter equaled 7 shares and 

underneath the truck image the counted equaled 1,407 shares. Therefore, consistent 

with our hypothesis three (H3), participants in the high shares condition perceived the 

personality of the brand to be less rugged than participants in the low shares condition. 

Participants’ perceived levels of ruggedness of the hybrid brand show the following 

relationship: RuggedHigh Shares < RuggedLow Shares = SophNoShares. Neither the main effect 

of Vividness (F(1, 199) = 2.17, p >.05) or the interaction effect (F(5, 196) = 1.19, p 

>.05) were significant. Again, these results identify an anchoring effect when social 

media users have a reference number of shares to compare the popularity of an image 

with. 

In study 1, we found that when participants saw the bow tie and the trailer truck 

images concurrently, they interpreted the brand similarly in both personality 

dimensions (MSoph= 4.71, MRugg= 4.92; t(35) = -.72, p > .05). In study 2, we find that 

in the no shares condition, participants interpreted the brand similarly in both 

personality dimensions (MSoph= 4.84, MRugg= 4.81; t(65) = .13, p > .05). However, in 
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the low shares condition, participants interpreted the brand to be more rugged than 

sophisticated (MSoph= 4.40, MRugg= 4.90; t(69) = -2.20, p < .05), and in the high shares 

condition, more sophisticated than rugged (MSoph= 4.93, MRugg= 4.36, t(64) = 2.21, p < 

.05). 

Attitude towards the brand. A 2 (Vividness) X 3 (Shares) ANOVA test with 

attitude towards the brand as the dependent measure did not show a significant effect 

of vividness (MLow= 5.00, MHigh = 5.01; F(1, 199) = .01, p > .05), shares (MNoShares= 

5.01, MLowShares = 5.05, MHighShares= 4.95; F(2, 198) = .12, p > .05), or an interaction 

effect (F(5, 195) = .03, p > .05). 

 

Discussion 

Study 2 shows that the number of shares an image receives is diagnostic to form 

judgments about the personality of a brand. Independently of the vividness of an 

image (which could be argued to be an indicator of image quality), social media users 

anchor the interpretation of brand on the most popular image on a visual social media 

profile.  

Study 2 provides further support for H1, showing that when social media users 

interpret collections of images they integrate associations from multiple stimuli. In 

addition, study 2 identifies a ‘curatorial’ artifact that changes the weight that social 

media users place on image associations when making sense of a brand: the number of 

times an image has been shared. That is, the popularity of an image among online 

community members.  
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Study 3 

Study 3 is a replication and extension study. The purpose of study 3 is to 

investigate how individual-difference variables influence the interpretation of brands 

based on their visual social media profiles. Specifically, we explore how self-construal 

influences the processing of visual stimuli in the social media context. In study 2, we 

found that the popularity of an image influences how heavily it is weighted in the 

formation of a general hybrid brand personality. The popularity of an image is the 

result of the online community evaluation of the image. Research in self-construal 

argues that people perceive themselves in relation to the community; as independent 

and autonomous, or interdependent and connected to the group (Markus and Kitayama 

1991). Therefore, self-construal may moderate the effect of the social media responses 

to an image. Study 3 is designed to test H3, H4 and H5. 

 

Design and sample 

Study 3 is designed as an extension study. Specifically, study 3 is designed as a 2 

(Self-Construal: Independent, Interdependent) X 2 (Vividness: Low, High) X 2 

(Shares: High, Low) between-subjects experiment. Vividness and Shares are 

manipulated as in study 2.  The self-construal manipulation was borrowed from Aaker 

and Lee (2001). Participants read a stimulus about a tennis tournament that described a 

situation focused on the individual (independent condition) or the team 

(interdependent condition).  



 

87 

 

Two hundred and fifty (n = 251) undergraduate students from a U.S. University 

were invited to participate in an online survey in exchange of extra credit. Participants 

were randomly assigned to one of the eight experimental conditions.  

 

Pretest 

To confirm that the tennis tournament stimuli were still relevant and effective to 

manipulate self-construal, we conducted a pretest. Twenty nine (n = 29) participants 

were recruited from an online panel to participate in a short survey.  

Participants read the independent or interdependent scenario and were asked to 

describe the situation facing in the tennis tournament by showing the extent to which: 

their thoughts1) on the situation were focused on themselves, 2) were focused on just 

them, 3) on the situation were focused on them and their teammates, and 4) were 

focused on them and their teammates. Participants responded on a 7-point Likert scale 

with “Disagree/ Agree” end points. Consistent with Aaker and Lee (2001), the first 

two items were averaged to form a Self-Thoughts index (α = .84) and the remaining 

two items were averaged to form an Other-Thoughts index (α = .95). In addition, 

participants reported how the weather was like and what was the reward for winning 

the championship based on the information they read on the tennis tournament 

scenario. 

An independent t-test analysis shows the expected results. Participants in the 

independent self-construal condition rated SelfThoughts index higher than participants 

in the interdependent self-construal condition (MIndep = 6.23, MInter = 3.93; t(27) = 

4.84, p < .001). Also, participants in the interdependent self-construal condition rated 
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OtherThoughts index higher than participants in the independent self-construal 

condition (MIndep = 2.40, MInter = 5.86; t(27) = -6.30, p < .001). An analysis of the 

manipulation checks indicates that participants identified the weather to be sunny and 

the reward for winning the game the trophy and the championship. Therefore, we 

conclude that participants carefully read the stimulus. 

 

Procedure and stimuli 

Participants were invited to participate in an online survey that took about 10 

minutes to complete. Participants were told that they would be completing two 

unrelated tasks. The first task was the self-construal manipulation. Participants were 

asked to read a short scenario and put themselves in that situation (see stimuli details 

on Appendix 2). Immediately after reading the scenario, participants were asked to 

explain how they would feel if they (independent condition)/ their team 

(interdependent condition) won the game and the championship (Aaker and Lee 

2001). Afterwards, they were introduced to the second task, about brands. Participants 

read the following introduction:  

“An anonymous brand has set up a social media profile and is now running a 

market test to understand how people just like you react. In the next page, you will see 

a sample of the images the brand posted two weeks ago, and the number of times each 

picture has been shared to date. Both pictures were posted at the same time. 

The number of shares is considered an indicator of image popularity.” 

Immediately after reading this introduction, participants were exposed to the 

vividness- shares manipulation. The vividness- shares manipulation was the same used 
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in study 2, except for the control conditions. That is, participants were exposed to one 

condition from the conditions labeled 3, 4, 5, or 6 in study 2 (see Appendix 2 for 

details).  Then, they responded to dependent variables, covariates, and manipulation 

checks. Lastly, they provided general demographic information and were thanked for 

their participation in the study. 

 

Measures 

Dependent measures: Brand personality and attitude towards the brand. Brand 

personality (Soph: α = .82; Rugg: α = .77) and attitude towards the brand (α = .75) 

were measured as in study 2.  

Covariates: Familiarity with social media. To capture familiarity with social 

media websites (α = .80) participants stated to what extent they were: 1) familiar and 

2) knowledgeable with social media. We dropped the third item in the scale since it 

made the measure not reliable (α = .69). 

Manipulation checks: Self- construal, vividness and shares. The vividness and the 

shares manipulation checks were captured as in study 2. Participants indicated what 

image looked brighter and what image had been shared more times in two multiple 

choice questions. The self-construal manipulation check was captured as in the study 3 

pretest. The two self-related items were averaged to form a SelfThoughts index (α = 

.87) and the two team-related items were averaged to form an OtherThoughts index (α 

= .94). 
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Results 

Manipulation checks. The vividness, shares, and self-construal manipulations all 

worked as expected. A Chi-Square test between the four experimental conditions and 

the choice of the perceived brighter image shows a significant effect (χ2
 (3) = 228.69, 

p < .001). Less than 1% of the sample failed to select the bow tie when the bow tie 

image was brighter; less than 3% of the sample failed to select the truck when the 

truck image was brighter. A Chi-Square test between the low/high shares experimental 

conditions and the choice of the image that had been shared more times shows a 

significant effect (χ2
 (3) = 235.62, p < .001). Less than 2% of the sample failed to 

select the correct option. As anticipated, in the independent self-construal condition 

participants had more self-related thoughts (MIndep = 5.26, SD = 1.21; MInter = 3.47, SD 

= 1.37, t(235.29) = 10.95, p < .001) than participants in the interdependent self-

construal condition. Participants in the interdependent self-construal condition had 

more other-related thoughts (MIndep = 3.91, SD = 1.52; MInter = 5.69, SD = .92, 

t(219.34) = -11.30, p < .001) than participants in the independent self-construal 

condition. 

Image processing and associations transfer. A 2 (Self-Construal: Independent, 

Interdependent) X 2 (Vividness: Low, High) X 2 (Shares: High, Low) ANOVA with 

sophisticated personality as the dependent variable shows a main effect of shares (F(1, 

249) = 16.92, p < .001) and a close to significance self-construal X shares interaction 

effect (F (3, 246) = 3.89, p = .06; η2 
= .02). Participants perceived the brand to be 

more sophisticated when the number of shares was higher (MLow = 4.59, MHigh = 5.11). 

That is, the popularity of a picture among the social media community members 



 

91 

 

heightens the associations of an image when it is interpreted in a multi-stimuli context. 

This result replicates the findings from study 2, making a strong case for the 

diagnostic value of the community opinions on the interpretation of a brand. This main 

effect is qualified by the self-construal by shares interaction. Consistent with 

hypothesis four (H4), participants primed with an interdependent self construal 

perceived the brand to be more sophisticated in the high shares than in the low shares 

condition (MLow = 4.41, MHigh = 5.18; t(117) = -3.80, p < .001). However, we don’t 

find support for hypothesis five (H5). Participants primed with an independent self-

construal did not perceive the brand to be more sophisticated in the low shares versus 

the high shares condition. Independents rated the sophistication of the brand similarly 

in the low and high shares conditions (MLow = 4.76, MHigh = 5.04; t(130) = -1.61, p > 

.05). A potential explanation for the lack of support for hypothesis five (H5) is the 

effect of self-construal priming in modes of thinking. Literature shows that self-

defintions influence thinking style (Kuhnen, Hannover, and Schubert 2001; Krishna, 

Zhou, and Zhang 2008; Ahluwalia 2008). Specifically, individuals primed with an 

independent self-construal are more likely to focus on the central aspects of the stimuli 

and ignore the context. On the other hand individuals prime with an interdependent 

self-construal are more likely to attend to all aspects of the stimuli. Therefore, we 

argue that the lack of evidence for independent self-construals to weigh more heavily 

the associations coming from the less popular brand in the process of integrating 

multiple stimuli may be due to the lack of attention to all the contextual and 

background information. That is, they noticed the most popular image (focal aspect of 
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the stimulus), but they failed to compare the low and high number of shares among 

images. 

A 2 (Self-Construal: Independent, Interdependent) X 2 (Vividness: Low, High) X 

2 (Shares: High, Low) ANOVA with rugged personality as the dependent variable 

shows a main effect of vividness (F(1, 249) = 5.21, p < .05), a main effect of shares 

(F(1, 249) = 8.18, p < .05) and a three way interaction effect (F (7, 243) = 4.90, p < 

.05). The main effect of shares is consistent the results we find when we use 

sophistication as a dependent variable and with study 2. The main effect of vividness 

supports hypothesis two (H2). Participants rated the personality of a brand to be more 

rugged when they saw a vivid truck than when the truck was in black and white (MLow 

= 4.26, MHigh = 4.57; t(249) = -2.30, p < .05). In this case, vividness becomes an 

artifact that enhances the weight given to the associations coming from a picture when 

the image is interpreted in the presence of multiple visual stimuli. Finally, the 

ANOVA test shows a 3-way interaction. However, these results are not interpretable 

in the context of our conceptual framework and we propose further studies as a future 

research idea. 

Attitude towards the brand. A 2 (Self-Construal) X 2 (Vividness) X 2 (Shares) 

ANOVA test with attitude towards the brand as the dependent measure did not show a 

significant main effect of self-construal (F(1, 199) = .47, p > .05), vividness (F(1, 199) 

= .00, p > .05), or shares (F(1, 199) = .58, p > .05), neither any combination of two-

way ( p >. 05) or three-way interaction effect (F(5, 195) = 1.28, p > .05). 
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Discussion 

Study 3 replicates the strong effect of shares on the weight given to the 

associations of a picture in the process of integrating multiple visual stimuli. The 

influence of the social community is a strong ‘curatorial’ artifact that can be used to 

change the interpretation of brand visual profiles.  

In addition, study 3 shows that self-construal moderates the influence of the social 

media community behavior on the interpretation of a brand. In the case of the 

sophisticated brand personalities, interdependent self-construals are shown to weight 

more heavily the influence of the social community opinion than independent self-

construals do. When focusing on the rugged personality, the results are challenging to 

interpret. Although we replicate the main effect of shares, we find a main effect of 

vividness and a 3-way interaction effect that are not interpretable in the context of our 

conceptual framework and previous studies. A more detailed analysis of these results 

is proposed as a future research idea.  

 

Discussion, limitations, and ideas for future research 

Visual content is popular in social media; however, our understanding of how 

social media users interpret images and integrate and transfer their associations to the 

brand that created the content is not well understood. In three studies we show that 

social media users integrate the associations of images to form a hybrid interpretation 

of a brand. In study 1, we show that while social media users interpret a brand on an 

individual brand personality dimension when exposed to one picture, they integrate 

the associations from multiple images when two pictures are presented together. In 
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addition, study 1 shows that the weight given to the associations derived from each 

picture are equally weighted in the formation of an overall brand personality, a 

personality that we refer to as hybrid. Study 2 replicates the findings from study 1 

showing that social media users indeed integrate multiple image personality 

associations to form a hybrid brand personality. In addition, study 2 shows that the 

weight given to the image associations vary as a result of the social media community 

opinion, operationalized here by the popularity of the image. That is, study 2 shows 

that the number of times an image has been shared anchors the interpretation of a 

brand personality. Compared to an image with lower number of shares, associations 

from images that show high number of shares are more heavily weighted in the 

interpretation of the overall brand. These results are consistent with Naylor, 

Lamberton, andWest (2012) findings on the effect of social media users’ mere visual 

presence. They find that passively experiencing the presence of brand supporters in 

social media can influence brand evaluations and purchase intent. Study 3 shows that 

individual difference variables - such as self-construal - moderate the effect of social 

media responses (i.e. shares). Study 3 shows that the effect of the social media 

community is more pronounced in interdependent users; that is, social media users that 

place strong value in community harmony and connectedness.  

This manuscript contributes to the research in social media by expanding its reach 

to the visual communication context. To the best of our knowledge, research has not 

yet explored how visual communication and social media variables interact in the 

formation of brand judgments. From a managerial perspective, this paper contributes 

to the practice of brand management. Although brands control the images they share 



 

95 

 

in social media, non brand-controlled variables such as the popularity of an image 

enhances the impact of a specific image and may alter the interpretation of the overall 

brand. That is, social media users’ actions are more diagnostic than marketers’ actions 

in the interpretation of brands. Therefore, we argue that the creation of visual content 

should be the result of a well strategized process. Based on literature on fit effects, 

perceived inconsistencies between brand personality and the type of products or 

services it offers may lead to negative product or brand evaluations. We propose as a 

potential future research idea the investigation of the influence of visual social media 

profiles in brand and product evaluations. 

We also acknowledge some limitations to our results. Some of the results 

obtained in study 3 are not interpretable within our conceptual framework and we 

propose a more in depth analysis of the effect of individual-difference variables in the 

processing of visual information. In addition, the images used in this manuscript are 

strongly positioned in two personality dimensions. For the sake of generalizability, we 

propose follow up experiments that use visuals strongly position in alternative brand 

personality dimensions (Aaker 1997). In addition, visual profiles tend to integrate a 

greater number of visuals. Although the purpose of this study was to establish the 

interaction of visual and social media variables, future studies should explore these 

effects is a more complex visual social media context. Lastly, visual social media 

websites tend to allow users to comment. A future research project should explore 

how social media users form judgments about brands when visuals and text interact. 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

Study 1 stimuli 

Condition 1: Traditional media (corporate advertisement) – CA message  

Atlantic Crowdsourcing offers tasks adapted to your interests and skills. Our 

algorithms optimize the presentation of the tasks so they are relevant and fit your 

interests. Since 2000, our annual investments in R&D exceed the industry average. 

Atlantic Crowdsourcing servers use the latest Xeon E7-4800 v2 chips that stress in-

memory computing that bring you seamless experiences. Our reliable IT 

administrators collect metrics to identify, diagnose, and immediately fix performance 

issues in the site. Atlantic Crowdsourcing robust technology allows our developers to 

focus on innovative site design. In fact, we were recently ranked in the Top 5% of 

U.S. Crowdsourcing companies in innovation by the Wall Street Journal. 

 

Condition 2: Traditional media (corporate advertisement) – CSR message 

Atlantic Crowdsourcing mission is to be an ethical company, which conducts 

business with honesty and integrity. Employees as well as task requesters pass strict 

standards of integrity before joining Atlantic Crowdsourcing. We pride ourselves on 

our leadership in ethical business and labor practices. In fact, we were recently ranked 

in the Top 5% of U.S. Crowdsourcing companies practicing ethical business policies 

by the Wall Street Journal. Atlantic Crowdsourcing gives its employees flexibility to 

volunteer in their communities and make a difference. In addition, we support 

important charities. We give a percentage of our revenues to charities such as the Free 

Software Foundation and the LaborNet Group. 
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Condition 3: Social media (blog posting) – CA message 

After using Atlantic Crowdsourcing, I must say that they offer tasks adapted to 

my interests and skills. In my experience, their algorithms optimized the presentation 

of the tasks so they were relevant and interesting to me. This is probably explained by 

their annual investments in R&D that have exceeded industry average since 2000. 

Also, I truly believe that the use of the latest Xeon E7-4800 v2 chips in their servers 

provide seamless experiences. Their IT administrators probably collect metrics to 

identify, diagnose and immediately fix performance issues because I never 

experienced any problems. I think their robust technology allows their developers to 

focus on the innovative site design. No wonder why they are ranked in the Top 5% of 

the U.S. Crowdsourcing companies in innovation by the Wall Street Journal. 

 

Condition 4: Social media (blog posting) – CSR message 

After using Atlantic Crowdsourcing, I must say that they are ethical and conduct 

business with honesty and integrity. This is probably due to the fact that employees 

and task requesters pass the same strict standards of integrity before joining the 

company or the site. In my opinion, they are leaders when it comes to ethical business 

and labor practices. No wonder why they are ranked in the Top 5% of U.S. companies 

practicing ethical business policies by the Wall Street Journal. Something I really like 

about Atlantic Crowdsourcing is that the company gives its employees flexibility to 

volunteer in their communities making a difference. Also, what really sold me was 

that they support important charities by giving a percentage of their revenues to 

charities as the Free Software Foundation and the LaborNet Group. 
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Study 2 stimuli 

Condition 1: Traditional media (corporate advertisement) – CA message  

Atlantic Finance is committed to offering you the highest quality and 

performance products and services. Atlantic Finance offers customized financial plans 

adapted to your income and personal situation. Our clients range from new investors 

who are just starting in the market to sophisticated investors with large portfolios. Our 

mutual funds are all ranked in the top 5% in 10-year aggregate returns, outperforming 

even powerful fund companies like Fidelity Investments and the Dow Jones Index. 

Atlantic Finance invests in the latest technology to construct complex financial models 

that help our staff provide extraordinary financial advice. Since 2000, our annual 

profitability consistently exceeds the industry average. We hire only friendly and 

professional financial advisers, who are trained to understand your questions, 

problems, and concerns so you never experience any problems. In fact, we are ranked 

in the Top 5% of U.S. Financial Services Companies in customer satisfaction by the 

Wall Street Journal. 

 

Condition 2: Traditional media (corporate advertisement) – CSR message  

Atlantic Finance is committed to conducting ethical business practices and 

supporting charitable causes. Atlantic Finance mission is to be an ethical company, 

which conducts business with honesty and integrity. We hire only those people who 

pass strict standards of integrity. We pride ourselves in our leadership in ethical 

business and labor practices. In fact, we are ranked in the Top 5% of U.S. companies 

practicing ethical business policies by the Wall Street Journal. We give our employees 
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flexibility to volunteer for their favorite local and community charities making a 

difference. Our employees take 4 hours off of their work weeks to contribute to the 

community. In addition, Atlantic Finance supports important charities voted on by 

employees. We give a percentage of our total revenues to charities that are active in 

our communities such as the LaborNet Group and Communities in Schools, and 

sponsor local youth sports teams, theater, and music. 

 

Condition 3: Social media (blog posting) – CA message  

After having used their services, I must say that Atlantic Finance is committed to 

offering the highest quality and performance products and services. They offer 

customized financial plans adapted to my income and personal situation. I am a new 

investor starting in the market, but they also work with sophisticated investors with 

large portfolios. From what I have seen, their mutual funds are ranked in the top 5% in 

10-year aggregate returns, and outperform powerful fund companies like Fidelity 

Investments and the Dow Jones Index. In my experience, their staff provides me with 

extraordinary financial advice. This is probably explained by their investments in the 

latest technology to construct complex financial models. I chose their financial plans 

because I truly believe that since 2000, their annual profitability consistently exceeds 

the industry average. In my experience, their financial advisers are friendly, 

professional, and understand my questions. I have never experienced any problems. 

No wonder why they are ranked in the Top 5% of U.S. Financial Services Companies 

in customer satisfaction by the Wall Street Journal. 
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Condition 4: Social media (blog posting) – CSR message  

After having used their services, I must say that Atlantic Finance is committed to 

conducting ethical business practices and supporting charitable causes. They are 

ethical and conduct business with honesty and integrity. This is probably because their 

employees pass strict standards of integrity before joining the company. In my 

opinion, they are leaders when it comes to ethical business and labor practices. No 

wonder why they are ranked in the Top 5% of U.S. companies practicing ethical 

business policies by the Wall Street Journal. Something I really like about Atlantic 

Finance is that it gives the employees flexibility to volunteer for their local and 

community charities making a difference. From what I know, employees take 4 hours 

off of their work weeks to contribute to the community. Also, what really sold me was 

that Atlantic Finance supports important charities in their communities voted on by 

employees by giving a percentage of their revenues. They make donations to charities 

such as the LaborNet Group and Communities in Schools, and support local youth 

sports teams, theater, and music. 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

Study 1 stimuli 

Condition 1: Bow tie (sophistication) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Condition 2: Trailer truck (ruggedness) 
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Condition 3: Bow tie and trailer truck (sophistication + ruggedness) 

 

 

Study 2 stimuli 

Condition 1: Bow tie high vivid, no shares. Truck low vivid, no shares 
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Condition 2: Bow tie low vivid, no shares. Truck high vivid, no shares 

 

 

Condition 3: Bow tie high vivid, high shares. Truck low vivid, low shares 

Shares: 7Shares: 1,407
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Condition 4: Bow tie high vivid, low shares. Truck low vivid, high shares 

Shares: 1,407Shares: 7
 

 

Condition 5: Bow tie low vivid, low shares. Truck high vivid, high shares 

Shares: 1,407Shares: 7
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Condition 6: Bow tie low vivid, high shares. Truck high vivid, low shares 

Shares: 7Shares: 1,407
 

 

 

Study 3 stimuli 

Condition 1: Independent self-construal 

You are playing in a tennis tournament and have made it to the finals. It is 4:26 

pm, and the sun is beating down on you. You can count the strings on your racquet 

and bounce the ball on your racquet a few times, thinking to yourself: If you win this 

last match, you will win the championship title and bring home the huge trophy. 

 

Condition 2: Interdependent self-construal 

Your team is playing in a tennis tournament and has made it to the finals. It is 

4:26 pm, and the sun is beating down on your team. You are representing your team in 

the finals. You can count the strings on your racquet and bounce the ball on your 

racquet a few times, thinking to yourself: If you win this last match, your team will 

win the championship title and bring home the huge trophy. 


	ESSAYS ON SOCIAL MEDIA AND BRANDING
	Terms of Use
	Recommended Citation

	Microsoft Word - Gema Vinuales- Revised Dissertation (black)-2.doc

