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Abstract

Purpose — Corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication is becoming increasingly important for
brands and companies. Social media such as Twitter may be platforms particularly suited to this topic, given
their ability to foster dialogue and content diffusion. The purpose of this paper is to investigate factors
driving the effectiveness of CSR communication on Twitter, with a focus on the communication strategies and
elements of storytelling.

Design/methodology/approach — Using a sample of 281,291 tweets from top global companies in the food
sector, automated content analysis (including supervised machine learning) was used to investigate the
influence of CSR communication, emotion, and aspirational talk on the likelihood that Twitter users will
retweet and like tweets from the companies.

Findings — The findings highlight the importance of aspirational talk and engaging users in CSR messages.
Furthermore, the study revealed that the companies and brands on Twitter that tweeted more frequently
about CSR were associated with higher overall levels of content diffusion and endorsement.
Originality/value — This study provides important insights into key aspects of communicating about CSR
issues on social networking sites such as Twitter and makes several practical recommendations for companies.

Keywords CSR, Corporate communications, Social media, Social network sites, Information diffusion
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

The importance of corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication continues to grow
within corporate communication research and practice (Pollach et al,, 2012). Consumers and
stakeholders have increasingly higher expectations of brands and companies, which must
address ethical issues if they want to achieve a competitive advantage (Du et al, 2010). The
relevance of communicating CSR is especially critical given that it can help build a more
positive reputation and product perceptions (e.g. Chernev and Blair, 2015), achieve
competitive success (Porter and Kramer, 2006), and has become an important expectation
for stakeholders (Podnar and Golob, 2007). Effective CSR communication can also increase
purchase intention among consumers (e.g. Lee and Shin, 2010; Wigley, 2008) and influence
the stakeholder evaluations of an organization, which, in turn, improve the organization’s
image and reputation in the long term (Du et al, 2010).
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These findings highlight the importance of companies communicating effectively about
CSR activities toward their stakeholders, including consumers. Social networking sites
(SNSs), spaces increasingly used by organizations and global brands to engage with
consumers (Araujo and Neijens, 2012; Okazaki et al., 2015), have become an ideal space for
companies to discuss their CSR activities. Previous research has already indicated that
Twitter can provide a favorable environment for communicating CSR, with organizations
usually including Twitter among their priorities (Tao and Wilson, 2015). Moreover,
organizations with higher CSR ratings tend to build larger communities of followers on
Twitter and build it faster when compared to organizations with lower CSR ratings
(Lee et al., 2013).

Communicating CSR is not without risks, however, especially when the communication
takes place online. Messages about CSR may be met with skepticism by consumers,
stakeholders, and the media, who often question the motives of the company (e.g. Cho and
Hong, 2009), even perceiving it as engaging in the practice of “greenwashing,” which can
ultimately lead to lower trust levels and a negative impact on the company’s reputation.
These risks can be reduced when the company acknowledges its own motives (Kim and Lee,
2012; Kim, 2014) or uses storytelling while stimulating employee engagement (Gill, 2015).
Therefore, it is critical for an effective CSR communication strategy to engage in dialogue
with consumers and stakeholders as a way to not only advertise what the company or brand
does with regards to its CSR, but also to receive input from others and provide a greater
context for their CSR activities.

This need for engaging stakeholders when communicating about CSR activities makes
SNSs such as Twitter even more important. SNSs provide organizations with a powerful
tool to disseminate information and foster an open dialogue with a variety of audiences, and
they have transformed passive information recipients into powerful communicators by
enabling new processes of information sharing, relationship building, and brand community
engagement practices (Araujo and Neijens, 2012; Lee et al.,, 2013; Lopez et al., 2017; Okazaki
et al., 2015; Ruehl and Ingenhoff, 2015; Wu et al, 2017), thereby drastically changing the
relationship between business and society (Castell6 et al,, 2016). Therefore, communication
professionals need to shift their emphasis from managing audiences to building and
maintaining relationships, which is especially relevant in terms of communicating social
responsibility (Kent and Taylor, 1998; Taylor ef al, 2001). Yet, organizations often struggle
with the different dynamics and risks that social media pose to communication practice
(Castello et al, 2016). Additionally, little is known about the actual outcome of CSR
communication efforts on SNSs.

This study addressed these uncertainties by investigating whether communicating CSR
can aid organizations in their communication strategies. By doing so, it contributes to
academic research by extending and applying CSR communication theory on SNSs,
specifically on Twitter. Furthermore, the insights provided by this investigation deliver
practical implications for managers about the effects of communicating about CSR on
Twitter, as well as the most effective strategies to adopt when managing this type of
communication. Focusing specifically on companies and brands in the food sector, which
has recently been subject to several CSR-related crises, we investigated how CSR messages
were associated with Twitter users’ willingness to pass along (information diffusion) and
endorse the content created by brands and companies. This investigation was done at two
levels, namely, at the message level, in other words, whether and if so how tweeting about
CSR topics could lead to a higher level of user response to the message, and at the company
account level, ie., whether tweeting about CSR more frequently also made the brand or
company profile more influential in terms of the overall volume of content endorsement or
diffusion. The investigation also included whether the use of storytelling increased the
likelihood that Twitter users endorsed or passed along the CSR messages created by the
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engaging audiences, and reacting to user questions influenced the CSR communication
outcomes on Twitter.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1 CSR communication as a driver for identification with the company

We argue that communicating CSR on Twitter can lead to positive outcomes for
organizations to the extent that these communications increase the level of identification
that stakeholders, especially consumers, have with the company. More specifically, we
argue that online CSR communication can be an important driver for consumer-company
(C-C) identification, which is largely defined as the relationship that consumers establish
with companies that “help them satisfy one or more key self-definitional needs”
(Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003, p. 77). Although having less frequent (physical) interactions
with a company than employees have, consumers often establish a strong relationship with
and psychological attachment to the company (He and Balmer, 2007).

CSR associations, defined as the perceptions of a company’s “environmental friendliness,
commitment to diversity in hiring and promoting, community involvement, sponsorship of
cultural activities, or corporate philanthropy” (Brown and Dacin, 1997, p. 70), have been
proposed as one of the most influential types of associations that consumers can have with a
company (Brown and Dacin, 1997). Past research indicates that perceptions related to social
responsibility can influence C-C identification (e.g. Tsai et al, 2015, Wang and Korschun,
2015). The more socially responsible the consumer perceives a company to be, the more she
or he will identify with that company from a social perspective (Moon et al., 2015).

Organizations engaged in effective Twitter communication about CSR would be
expected to be able to stimulate the extent to which consumers identify with the company,
creating higher levels of trust and commitment toward their activities. Drawing from
findings on the influence of CSR associations on C-C identification, and given that
communicating about CSR can positively influence evaluations about the company and its
products (Chernev and Blair, 2015; Du et al, 2010), and purchase intention (Lee and Shin,
2010; Wigley, 2008), we propose that CSR communication can also trigger positive
responses among Twitter users. More specifically, considering that both online and offline
identification with a company can influence a consumer’s online behavior (Wu et al., 2017)
and that CSR-related perceptions can influence identification with the company (Tsai et al.,
2015; Wang and Korschun, 2015), we propose that consumers exposed to CSR-related
messages on Twitter will be more likely to pass along and endorse these messages. This is
reinforced by earlier findings indicating that messages perceived as useful (Yuki, 2015) and
informative (Araujo et al, 2015) increase the likelihood that the social media content will be
shared or further passed along. We therefore propose the following hypothesis:

HI1. CSR-related tweets will be associated with higher levels of content (a) endorsement
(likes) and (b) diffusion (retweets) than non-CSR tweets.

However, the effects of CSR communication may not be restricted to only influencing
Twitter-user behavior on a message-by-message basis. Considering the effects of CSR
communication on longer-term concepts such as reputation (e.g. Du et al, 2010), we expect that
tweeting about CSR on a regular basis will also affect the overall evaluation of a given brand
or company profile. SNSs such as Twitter can be evaluated at the individual update level
(the level of the tweet), but they can also be perceived as an aggregation of tweets (account
level; Murthy, 2013). Tweets constitute a text corpus and thus resemble coherent narratives.
In other words, the CSR content of individual Twitter messages could also influence the
overall perception of a company or brand account. One would therefore expect that companies
frequently tweeting about CSR would also be perceived as more trustworthy and would have
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better reputations than companies that tweet about CSR less frequently (or not at all), and
these perceptions should influence the general diffusion and endorsement of content produced
by these companies or brands. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2. The more often an organization tweets about CSR, the higher the level of content (a)
endorsement (likes) and (b) diffusion (retweets) that messages from the
organization’s Twitter account will generally receive.

2.2 CSR communication strategies

Although Twitter enables organizations to establish dialogues with stakeholders, previous
research indicates that these dialogic features are seldom used. Organizations tend to
interact only if other Twitter users address them, and CSR-related tweets have been found to
be more reactive and less interactive in comparison to non-CSR tweets (Etter, 2013).
Organizations also seem to focus more on their own audiences than on building a
well-connected CSR network with other stakeholders and organizations. Mostly they focus
on promoting themselves and, to a lesser extent, on establishing dialogues (Colleoni, 2013).
The relatively low levels of dialogue and interactivity may be partially attributed to
managers and companies struggling with the uncertainty of managing Twitter, especially
when it comes to the need for reducing the internal locus of control of the communication
and shifting the emphasis to building networks (Castell6 et al., 2016).

Although communicating CSR on Twitter could have a positive impact on consumers’
evaluations that, in turn, influence the image and reputation of an organization, a gap in
academic research still exists with regard to how organizations should manage this
communication. If anything, previous research indicates that Twitter’s dialogic and
interactive features are not being used to their full potential when it comes to discussing
CSR initiatives. Given the focus on dialogue with audiences and the public, we explore the
effectiveness of the CSR communication strategies proposed by Morsing and Schultz (2006),
drawing from Grunig and Hunt (1984) public relations theory. These strategies are: the
stakeholder information strategy, which focuses on providing information about the
organization’s CSR initiatives to stakeholders; the stakeholder response strategy, which
focuses on identifying the focus of the CSR of the organization by gathering stakeholder
feedback via polls, surveys, and dialogue; and the stakeholder involvement strategy, in
which the focus of the CSR of the organization is negotiated with stakeholders, who are
constantly involved and part of an on-going dialogue with the organization.

Moving one step further, Etter (2014) brought the communication strategies developed
by Morsing and Schultz (2006) into the context of social media and identified three similar
strategies, namely, the broadcasting, reacting, and engaging strategies. These can be
summarized as follows. First, the broadcasting strategy is characterized by one-way
communication with dissemination to an anonymous public on Twitter, or occasionally to
individual accounts, to distribute specific information. Therefore, the idea of symmetric
communication is not present and mutual understandings and benefits cannot be achieved.
Second, the reacting strategy incorporates two-way communication with a reactive
communication approach, which means answering questions and remarks on Twitter. The
relevant audience groups may perceive this communication as reactive and passive. Third,
the engaging strategy proactively approaches its two-way communication on Twitter.
Hence, following this strategy implies engaging the audience by formulating questions and
by mentioning other Twitter members frequently.

The question then becomes which of the CSR communication strategies is the most effective
for Twitter. Research on CSR communication, in general, points to a dialogue-oriented
stakeholder involvement strategy as the most effective communication strategy, and thus there
Is increasing interest in implementing such communication strategies into the daily activities of
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has suggested that the engaging strategy should lead to the highest level of identification and a
common base of interests and goals between organizations and their stakeholders (Etter, 2014).
This suggestion is in line with recent findings on brand identification research in the Twitter
community, which indicates that positive outcomes such as brand loyalty are influenced by
consumers having actual interactions on the SNS with the brand and other members of the
brand community (Lopez et al, 2017). Moreover, earlier research on Twitter information
diffusion concluded that communal relationship-oriented messages were more influential
toward positive relationship outcomes (including trust) compared to other types of messages
(Li and Li, 2014). Based on these findings, we suggest that these higher levels of identification
and the general attitudes toward the company driven by the engaging strategy will also
influence the willingness of readers to endorse and pass along messages adopting this strategy.
We therefore propose the following hypothesis:

H3. CSR-related tweets using the engaging strategy will be associated with higher levels
of content (a) endorsement (likes) and (b) diffusion (retweets) when compared to the
broadcasting and reacting strategies.

2.3 Tell me a story! Engaging through aspivational talk on Twitter

The strategies that companies select to communicate with Twitter users about CSR
initiatives may be just a part of the picture. We propose that the content of the message
plays an important role in how a user will evaluate a tweet about CSR. By selecting,
weighting, and excluding certain facts about their CSR initiatives, as well as framing these
facts in a certain way, organizational communication on Twitter can have a powerful
impact on a stakeholder’s perception and interpretation of CSR issues. Several studies
have shown that message framing affects individuals’ attitudes and cognitive responses
(e.g. Iyengar, 1994; Price et al, 1997; Shah ef al., 2004). It has been argued that the way
issues are presented powerfully shapes how readers understand those issues (Price ef al,
1997), which is also true in advertisement (Homer and Yoon, 1992) and sustainability
communication (Kolandai-Matchett, 2009).

Communication research often suggests storytelling as a powerful tool for organizations
(Golant and Sillince, 2007). Stories are regarded as an instrument to create a favorable
organizational image and improve identification processes. They can be defined as a
symbolic activity by which the organization and its stakeholders construct and unite on a
shared meaning (Boyce, 1995). Accordingly, storytelling is an effective form of
communication for collectively creating sense, and it has been found to be particularly
effective for communicating CSR (Gill, 2015). Moreover, storytelling has been found to be
among the most important drivers of information diffusion when it comes to branded
Facebook posts (Yuki, 2015), thus highlighting its importance for social media.

In general, corporate storytelling aims to explain how the organization behaves and
how it aligns its actions with its mission and morality, and therefore, it can create an
emotional bond with its stakeholders and strengthen the relationship (Dowling, 2006). The
CSR stories being told must refer to the values of the corporation that stakeholders can
subjectively experience, and they often contain a normative or moralistic tone (Wehmeier
and Schultz, 2011). One key feature of values is that they are inseparably tied to emotions
(Schwartz, 1999), so we propose that CSR communications should target integrating
values and boosting messages with emotions or affective states. Additionally, in contrast
to face-to-face communication, communication on Twitter must overcome the absence of
personal sensibility (Inauen and Schoeneborn, 2014). Therefore, it should be emphasized
that CSR storytelling involves a variety of emotional narratives made in anticipation of
the expected value expressions of the stakeholders. Moreover, emotions have been found
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to reinforce information diffusion on Twitter (Araujo et al, 2015). This evidence leads to
the following hypothesis:

H4. CSR-related tweets that express emotions will have higher levels of content (a)
endorsement (likes) and (b) diffusion (retweets) when compared to tweets without
emotional expression.

To be effective, corporate storytelling also needs to resonate with the aspirations of the
target stakeholders (Dowling, 2006). Integrating aspirations into corporate storytelling
becomes especially crucial with regard to CSR as it “comprises not only action but also
symbolic aspirations or visions about an ideal future state” (Castell6 et al, 2013, p. 688). In
that sense, aspirational talk related to CSR is in itself an action that helps to shape the reality
of responsible corporate behavior (Schoeneborn and Trittin, 2013; Schultz ef al,, 2013), even
though the communicated aspirations might not always be totally achieved (Christensen
et al, 2013). We expect that aspirational talk will also resonate with Twitter users when it
comes to communicating CSR and therefore propose the following hypothesis:

Hb5. CSRrelated tweets that contain aspirational talk will be associated with higher
levels of content (a) endorsement (likes) and (b) diffusion (retweets) when compared
to CSR tweets without aspirational talk.

3. Methodology

3.1 Sample and data collection

To answer these research questions, the study sampled Twitter profiles and tweets from
food companies included in the Fortune Global 500 ranking. More specifically, the sample
contained companies in the following industry sectors: beverages, food consumer products,
food production, food services, and wholesalers: food and grocery.

The first step in data collection was to identify the Twitter profiles from all companies.
Automated scripts reviewed the corporate websites of all the companies and collected any
links to Twitter profiles and additional websites for brands belonging to the company. The
scripts then crawled each of the brand websites to look for additional Twitter profile links,
which were also included in the list.

The second step was to collect information from each of the Twitter profiles found on
either the corporate or brand websites. This information was collected using the Twitter
application programing interface (API) and stored in a database. For each profile, the scripts
collected information such as the name, description, location, number of friends, and number
of followers. Using this information, a manual verification was done to validate which of the
collected profiles were actually from brands or companies included on the Fortune 500 list.

Also using the Twitter API, the third and final step was to collect the latest 3,200 tweets
from each of the corporate or brand Twitter profiles. The information collected included the
actual text of the tweet, its language, when it was posted, whether it was a reply to or
retweet of another user, the number of likes, and the number of retweets that the tweet
received. Only profiles with at least 100 English tweets were kept. In total, this study
analyzed a sample containing 135 profiles for 15 companies, and included 281,291 English
tweets (243,801 original tweets, and 37,490 retweets from tweets created by other users).

3.2 Dependent variables

The dependent variables in this study were the level of information diffusion, measured as
the number of retweets (M =14.70, SD = 303.18), and the level of endorsement, measured
as the number of likes (M =10.10, SD = 185.09), that each tweet received. These variables
were first analyzed at the tweet level and then aggregated at the profile level (mean number of
retweets and mean number of likes per profile). However, the analysis posed two challenges.
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which strongly influences the number of likes or retweets that each message could receive.
Second, the number of likes and retweets were highly skewed. To address both challenges, the
dependent variables were operationalized as the number of log retweets per follower and
the number of log likes per follower.

3.3 Independent variables

CSR content. The content of each tweet was categorized as to whether or not it was about
CSR. This categorization was performed utilizing supervised machine learning, as
previous research on social media has done (Kaiser and Bodendorf, 2012; Okazaki et al.,
2015). In total, 23,442 tweets were CSR related (8 percent). The process used for this
categorization was as follows.

First, each author categorized approximately 1,500 food-related tweets, with about 20 percent
of those tweets being coded by both authors to measure inter-coder reliability. Given that the
reliability was considered good (Krippendorff's a = 0.81), the second author coded an additional
set of tweets, which led to a sample of 5,885 tweets having been manually coded based on their
CSR content. Second, using the subsample of manually coded tweets, several different machine
learning algorithms from the Python SciKit-Learn library (Pedregosa et al,, 2011) were tested to
determine an accurate manner for automatically categorizing the tweets relative to their CSR
content. The algorithm that had the best performance was the multinomial Naive Bayes, with an
Fscore of 0.73 and accuracy of 90 percent. The F*score is in line with previously published social
media studies using machine learning (Kaiser and Bodendorf, 2012; Okazaki et al, 2015). Finally,
the algorithm was then used to categorize all tweets included in the sample.

Communication strategy. Following the categories suggested by Etter (2014), each tweet
was categorized as to whether it used the engaging, reacting, or broadcasting strategy.
Custom scripts were used to categorize the tweets as follows. All tweets that were replies
to other users were considered to belong to the reacting strategy, which resulted in
18.3 percent of all CSR tweets being in this category. Tweets that contained mentions to
other users, used pronouns engaging the audience (e.g. “you” and “your”), or contained
questions were categorized as belonging to the engaging strategy. Of all the CSR tweets,
48.4 percent belonged to this category. When measuring this variable at the account level,
retweets that the brand or company profile published from other users were also considered
to be part of the engaging strategy. All other messages (33.3 percent of the CSR tweets) were
classified as belonging in the broadcasting category.

Storytelling. To detect the elements of storytelling in the tweets, Linguistic Inquiry and
Word Count (LIWC) software (Pennebaker et al,, 2015) was used to categorize each tweet
and measure, in particular, whether the tweet contained emotions, operationalized as the
presence of affective words detected by LIWC (present in 59 percent of the CSR tweets); or
aspirational talk, operationalized as the presence of words in the tweet relating to future
focus, as detected by LIWC (present in 9.9 percent of the CSR tweets).

Control variables. For control variables, the presence of links, hashtags, and images or
videos were used for each message in line with recommendations from earlier studies
(e.g. Araujo et al., 2015), which were measured based on information provided by the Twitter
API; as well as the revenue of each company according to its Fortune Global 500 ranking.

4. Results

The results of the multilevel models provided support for HI and H2, as indicated in Table L
More specifically, at the individual tweet level (z=243,801 individual tweets), the results
indicated that the CSR tweets were associated with significantly higher levels of content
endorsement (likes per follower) and diffusion (retweets per follower) in comparison to
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Table 1.

Effects of CSR
tweeting on
information diffusion
and endorsement

Tweet level Account level

Parameter Diffusion Endorsement Diffusion Endorsement
Intercept —8.78 (0.56)** —8.76 (0.54)** —8.88 (1.02)** —8.78 (0.98)**
CSR 0.14 (0.01)** 0.10 (0.01)** 3.01 (1.15)** 2.60 (1.11)*
Hashtag Presence 0.32 (0.004)** 0.33 (0.004)** —0.18 (0.80) —-0.36 (0.77)
Link presence 0.16 (0.004)** 0.10 (0.004)** —0.82 (0.62) —0.79 (0.60)
Images or videos 0.99 (0.005)** 1.19 (0.005)** 1.69 (1.20) 2.05 (1.16)
Revenues —0.00002 (0) —0.00002 (0) 0(0) 0(0)

Var (u)) 191 (0.12) 1.82 (0.11) 1.08 (0.34) 1.03 (0.33)
Var (intercept eg,) 0.78 (0.001) 0.83 (0.001) 1.61 (0.11) 1.56 (0.10)

p 0.8570 0.8273 0.3095 0.3063

—2 x log likelihood 571,478 604,016 528.15 518.28

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. p indicates the percentage of the variance explained by the group
level. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Table II.
Communication and
storytelling impact on
CSR tweets

non-CSR tweets. These results were significant, even when controlling for company revenue and
the presence of hashtags, links, and images or videos in the tweet. At the account level, the results
also indicated that brand or company Twitter accounts that tweet more frequently about CSR
are, in general, also more likely to have higher levels of endorsement and diffusion of their tweets.

We then proceeded to explore what the most effective strategies were for CSR
communication, looking specifically at communication strategies and the impact of
storytelling (see Table II). When analyzing only CSR tweets originally created by the company
profile (n=16,738, excluding CSR tweets that the company profile retweeted from other
users), the results indicated that the engaging strategy was associated with significantly
higher levels of content diffusion than the broadcasting and reacting strategies. This provides
support to H3b. When it came to endorsement, however, tweets using the engaging strategy
were associated with significantly higher levels of likes than reactive tweets, but were at the
same level as broadcasting tweets. This provides partial support for H3a.

The results also provided support for the hypotheses regarding the impact of storytelling
elements. The use of emotions (operationalized as the usage of affective words) was

Parameter Diffusion Endorsement
Fixed effects
Intercept —8.20 (0.50)** —8.25 (0.48)**

Communication strategy

Broadcasting —0.05 (0.01)** —0.01 (0.01)

Engaging (base category) (base category)

Reacting —0.93 (0.02)** —0.83 (0.02)**

Storytelling elements

Affective words 0.03 (0.01)** 0.05 (0.01)**

Aspirational talk 0.07 (0.02)** 0.05 (0.01)*
Random parameters

Var («)) 1.71 (0.11) 1.62 (0.1)

Var (intercept eg,) 0.80 (0.004) 0.80 (0.004)

p 0.8209 0.8020

—2 x log likelihood 40,610 40,877

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. p indicates the percentage of the variance explained by the group
level (profile). Tweets retweeted by brand profiles excluded from the analysis. Control variables included in
the model but not reported. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
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provides full support to H4. Finally, the usage of aspirational talk (operationalized as words
related to future focus) was also associated with significantly higher levels of content
endorsement and diffusion, providing full support to Hb5.

5. Conclusions and implications

The growing need for companies to communicate about their CSR efforts has raised
questions about the effectiveness and implementation of CSR communication strategies
(Pollach et al., 2012). The current study addressed this topic by investigating how Twitter
can be used by companies and their brands to engage users in content endorsement
(“liking”) or diffusion (“retweeting”) processes. Relying on the large sample of 281,291 tweets
from brands and companies operating in the food sector, this study provides several
important insights into key aspects of CSR communication on Twitter as outlined in the
theoretical and practical implications below.

5.1 Theoretical implications

This study contributes several key findings to academic research. First, it shows that
CSR-related tweets are more likely to generate engagement among SNS users, as seen by the
higher levels of endorsement and information diffusion in comparison to non-related tweets.
This key finding extends previous research by showing that the positive effects of CSR
communication (e.g. Chernev and Blair, 2015; Du et al, 2010; Lee and Shin, 2010; Podnar and
Golob, 2007; Wigley, 2008) are also seen when organizations communicate about CSR on SNSs
such as Twitter.

Second, the results showed that this increased level of engagement when communicating
CSR on Twitter occurred not only when CSR- and non-CSR-related messages were
compared (message level), but it was also influenced by the frequency that a given
organizational account on Twitter tweeted about CSR at the aggregate level (account level).
Organizational profiles that tweeted more often about CSR were also associated with higher
overall levels of information diffusion or endorsement. This finding provides support to the
notion that CSR communication is also associated with longer-term concepts such as
reputation (Du ef al,, 2010). Moreover, these findings are in line with the notion that CSR
associations are important for consumer behavior in general (Brown and Dacin, 1997), and
specifically for C-C identification, as shown in past research.

Third, this study validates suggestions by previous research that the best strategy for
communicating CSR is the engaging strategy (Etter, 2014; Johansen and Nielsen, 2011,
Morsing and Schultz, 2006) that is also relevant on Twitter. This strategy is particularly
important if the objective of the organization is to maximize the reach of the CSR message.
More specifically, our findings show that the engaging strategy is associated with higher
levels of content diffusion relative to the broadcasting and reacting strategies. Interestingly,
the engaging strategy was associated with the same levels of content endorsement as the
broadcasting strategy, with both at significantly higher levels than the reacting strategy.
This finding provides further evidence that being proactive in CSR communications, either
by broadcasting information or engaging audiences, is particularly valued by Twitter users,
as indicated by the higher content endorsement levels. This is in line with earlier research,
which also indicated that the reacting strategy has a high risk of the corporation being
perceived as reactive, passive, or uncommitted when it comes to CSR (Etter, 2014).

Finally, our findings also provide evidence for the notion that the elements of storytelling
are particularly important when it comes to CSR communication on Twitter. The results
demonstrate that both the usage of emotions (operationalized as the usage of affective words)
and aspirational talk (operationalized as words related to future focus) are associated with
higher levels of content endorsement and diffusion. These results validate the idea that CSR
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communication is not exclusively utilitarian, but can be told with stories possessing a more
normative and moralistic character (Wehmeier and Schultz, 2011) and, as Christensen et al
(2013) indicated, “may be regarded in a positive light as aspirational talk with potential to
change organizations toward CSR improvements” (p. 386). Moreover, these findings validate
past Twitter research on information diffusion that highlighted the role of emotional cues as a
catalyst for informational posts (Araujo ef al, 2015) and, more importantly, validates that the
findings on the importance of storytelling for information diffusion on Facebook (Yuki, 2015)
are also valid on Twitter, specifically for CSR communication.

5.2 Practical implications

The findings of this study not only extend earlier theories and research regarding CSR
communication, but they also present several implications for practice. First, the results showed
that discussing CSR topics presented an opportunity for practitioners to reach audiences that do
not necessarily follow the brand, as Twitter users were more likely to pass along a CSR-related
tweet to their own audience via retweets than a non-CSR-related tweet, and therefore extended
the reach of the message to new users. Second, discussing CSR-related topics was also
associated with higher levels of information diffusion and endorsement, not only at the message
level, but also at the aggregate (account) level. This finding suggested that organizations should
not consider communicating CSR on Twitter as a one-time activity, but rather as an on-going
process. Third, the results indicated that companies should make special efforts to engage
stakeholders (including consumers) in their CSR communication on Twitter, as demonstrated by
the engaging strategy being associated with higher levels of information diffusion (relative to all
other strategies) and content endorsement (relative to the reacting strategy). Finally, the results
also showed that effective CSR communication on Twitter benefited not only from the adoption
of an engaging strategy and discussing CSR topics on an on-going basis, but when storytelling
elements such as emotions and aspirational talk were included in the message, it was also
associated with particularly improved content diffusion and endorsement.

6. Limitations and future research

While this study makes important contributions to the field of CSR communication on social
media, some limitations need to be considered. First, the study focused specifically on tweets
from top brands and companies operating in the food sector, which has been subject to several
CSR-related crises in the recent past. While these findings might also be generalizable to other
industry segments, future research should validate these assumptions. Second, this study
relied on automated content analysis techniques (LIWC software) for detecting emotions and
aspirational talk. Moreover, machine learning was used to categorize whether or not the
tweets were about CSR. While automated content analysis techniques have the potential to
enable researchers to deal with larger sets of data in fields such as journalism and
communication research (Boumans and Trilling, 2016), it must be noted that the level of detail
in the coding done specifically for this study may not be as high as manual content analysis
techniques would allow. Third, it must be noted that the variance of the dependent variable
explained by message-level characteristics (including whether the message was about CSR
and the CSR strategy used) is limited, as shown by the high intra-class correlation levels and
the relatively small values of the regression coefficients. The research design employed allows
for understanding significant associations between message characteristics and the
dependent variables, but it cannot attribute direct causal mechanisms. Moreover, the CSR
tweets were compared to the non-CSR tweets as a group. While this is a strong first step
toward understanding the impact of tweeting about CSR, future studies should explore this
further by comparing messages about CSR with other specific categories of messages
(e.g. product information) and specific topics within CSR communications. Finally, this study
focused primarily on how strategies adopted by company profiles were associated with user
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responses in terms of information diffusion and endorsement without exploring how Twitter Communicating

users articulate themselves regarding CSR or how they may proactively engage companies
regarding CSR topics. Future research should extend these findings and, for example,
investigate whether Twitter users penalize companies when they tweet about aspirations that
may not be realistic or are in strong contrast with the current perceptions of the reputation
and actions of the company.
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