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tices, but at the same time they view luxury and sustainability as
incompatible. Then, how can the brands communicate their efforts
with consumers? This study investigates the effects of message
objectivity (high vs. low) and appeals (environmental benefit vs.
personal benefit) on the consumer’s evaluation of a luxury brand.
Findings showed that an environmental benefit-focused message led
consumers to perceive the brand’s CSR motive as public-serving,
which eventually generated a positive company evaluation. Also,
the message objectivity significantly moderated the relationship
between the message appeal and company evaluation. This study
contributes to broaden the understanding of consumer responses to
the luxury brand’s green CSR practice and provide empirical commu-
nication strategies for luxury brands’ practitioners.

Introduction

In accordance with consumers’ growing concerns about companies’ social and environ-
mental responsibilities (Tang and Tang 2012), companies are now facing an ‘ethics era’
(Davies, Lee, and Ahonkhai 2012). They have actively engaged in various corporate social
responsibility (CSR) practices, and more recently, pro-environmental sustainability initia-
tives have received greater attention from management. These include using less chemi-
cals, recycled materials, or no natural resources (Lozano et al. 2010; Robertson and Barling
2015). The luxury industry also cannot avoid such pro-environmental trends. Because of
the greater feasibility and resources that luxury companies have, consumers anticipate
them to be ‘responsible luxury’ (Janssen, Vanhamme, and Leblanc 2017), and the industry
as a whole has been particularly pressured to integrate pro-environmental CSR into its
business model (De Angelis, Adigiizel, and Amatulli 2017; Janssen et al. 2014).

In response, luxury brands have gradually incorporated green practices into their
operations. As a leading sustainable luxury fashion brand, Stella McCartney has used
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eco-friendly materials for its products including vegan leather, recycled synthetic fabrics,
organic cotton, and faux fur (Wolfe 2018). Also, it has partnered with other fashion brands
such as LVMH and Adidas and shared its expertise in sustainable skills and operations
(Farra 2019; Paton and Friedman 2019). Similarly, Versace, Burberry, and Furla committed
to stop using real fur for their products (Jones 2018), and Gucci has used eco-friendly
materials for its eyewear since 2011 as well as a new environmentally friendly production
process (Heerde 2018). With the collective efforts, several luxury companies have already
had positive outcome over the years. Examples include Gucci that has reduced its
detrimental environmental footprint by 21% in 2019 and further aims to decrease CO,
emissions by 50% by 2025 (CPP-Luxury. 2020). Also, the L'Oréal group, which owns high-
end cosmetic brands such as Giorgio Armani, Yves Saint Laurent, and Kiehl’s, has reduced
its plants’ gas emissions by 78% since 2005 and 85% of its products have been newly
developed to have a pro-social or pro-environmental profile (L'Oréal 2019).

Although a number of luxury brands increasingly consider CSR to be a key pillar of their
business (e.g., Cervellon and Shammas 2013; Winston 2016) and make significant process
toward environmental sustainability, they are prone to keeping silent about their commit-
ments (Givhan 2015) because consumers are likely to view luxury and sustainability as
contradictory (Beckham and Voyer 2014; Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2014). Indeed, as
an example, luxury consumers showed negativity toward purchasing luxury clothes made
of recycled cotton (Achabou and Dekhili 2013). Since luxury is associated with rarity and
prestige (De Barnier, Falcy, and Valette-Florence 2012), such recycled material makes the
product no longer unique and exclusive (Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2015).
Therefore, despite the consumers’ concerns and expectations that companies being
pro-environmental, luxury brands encounter a dilemma over their green CSR engagement
and communication. That is, they should disclose their green efforts to signal that they are
a responsible sector in society, but at the same time, they could make consumers
confused about the value of a brand by communicating their green practices. In addition,
a luxury brand’s image can be significantly important for consumers since conspicuous-
ness is a major reason for purchasing luxury items (Bagwell and Bernheim 1996; Truong
and McColl 2011). This implies that luxury brands should strategically emphasize or
deemphasize their characteristics to enhance their image, which may function as a driving
factor for the consumer’s purchase decision. Accordingly, the question arises as to what
message strategies luxury brands could adopt to communicate their green CSR efforts
while inducing positive consumer responses.

To answer this question, the current study delves into message strategies for luxury
brands to effectively communicate their pro-environmental CSR efforts. Specifically, it
investigates how message objectivity (high vs. low) and different appeals (environmental
benefit vs. personal benefit) influence the consumer’s evaluation of a luxury brand and its
green practice. Also, with an emphasis on the consumer’s perceived CSR motives, this
study further examines the underlying mechanism of their evaluations. This study cer-
tainly has significance in that it provides empirical evidence of how consumers perceive
green messages in the context of luxury brands, where is in need of more in-depth
research to establish successful marketing communication strategies (Taylor 2016). It
also extends green CSR communication and consumer research by examining consumers’
reactions to different communication approaches. Further, this study suggests mean-
ingful guidelines for luxury brands’ practitioners to overcome their dilemma with respect
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to communicating their pro-environmental contributions and maximizing the perfor-
mance of green CSR engagement.

Literature review
The nature of luxury

There has been no consensus on the definition of luxury (Heine 2012; Vigneron and
Johnson 1999, 2004; Yeoman 2011), which may be because its meaning can vary by the
consumers’ own experiences (Nia and Zaichhkowsky 2000) and circumstances (Gardyn
2002). Ko et al. (2019) identified some commonalities representing luxury, such as high
quality, rarity, premium price, and aesthetics. However, although luxury brands are a small
business sector, luxury brands have recently adopted ‘abundant rarity’ (Kapferer 2012) or
‘masstige’ (mass + prestige) strategy (Chandon, Laurent, and Valette-Florence 2016),
which goes beyond a simple product’s exclusivity. For example, approximately 800,000
Rolex watches are produced every year (Forbes 2019), and Louis Vuitton's net profit has
increased by 18% with 53.4 USD billion of revenue in 2018, implying that more consumers
are consuming its products and its rarity has been diminished (Bobila 2019). These figures
indicate that luxury brands now mass produce, which makes their products more pre-
valent, and that they are purchased by a larger consumer segment in the marketplace.
Given such ease of accessibility of luxury brands, luxury companies have attempted to
develop distinctive intrinsic attributes and characteristics of their offerings in order to
build strong long-term brand values and identity. In particular, as one of these means,
they put a greater emphasis on engaging in social responsibility or sustainability practices
to differentiate themselves and highlight the consumers’ ethical and experiential values
(Pavione and Pezzetti 2015).

Luxury and CSR

Luxury companies have only realized the importance of CSR since the 1990s (Pavione and
Pezzetti 2015). With a limited number of companies proactively involved in pro-environ-
mental development and communication, the significance of CSR has been regarded as
‘sustainability silence’ for most of luxury brands (Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2014).
However, as the demand of luxury products has been increasing, scholars have recently
placed a greater emphasis on CSR research in the luxury sector and the luxury sustain-
ability research has been fostered since 2013 (Kunz, May, and Schmidt 2020). Despite
diverse topics covered in luxury CSR research, empirical research still remains limited,
particularly on the compatibility between luxury and CSR (Donato et al. 2018) and under-
lying factors explaining the CSR effects (Panigyrakis, Panopoulos, and Koronaki 2020).".
With the understanding that luxury consumption is considerably different from
non-luxury consumption (Dubois and Laurent 1994; Dubois, Laurent, and Czellar
2001), it is expected that consumer response to luxury firms’ CSR initiatives would be
also different. Indeed, CSR research in the non-luxury company setting has consistently
provided evidence that CSR practices engender positive marketing outcome such as
favorable consumer attitudes (Berens, Van Riel, and Van Bruggen 2005), stronger
company identification, higher purchase intentions (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001),
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and positive brand image and reputation (Hur, Kim, and Woo 2014; Saeidi et al. 2015).
However, several extant studies show that such positive results are not the case for
luxury brands. In general, luxury consumers are unlikely to weigh an ethical aspect
when they make a purchase decision, and therefore CSR does not seem to play a
significant role in consumer response to luxury brands (Davies, Lee, and Ahonkhai
2012). Further, consumers view luxury brands and CSR as incompatible, the paradox
that exists in between consumers’ self-oriented values for luxury products and philan-
thropic values that CSR initiatives represent (Torelli, Monga, and Kaikati 2012).
Accordingly, consumers have been said to undervalue luxury brands that explicitly
provide CSR information compared to luxury brands that do not unveil such informa-
tion (Torelli, Monga, and Kaikati 2012).

Nevertheless, in the light of symbolic meanings that luxury and CSR both may create, it
is plausible that luxury companies may attain positive marketing outcomes through CSR
efforts. Luxury brands confer psychological values such as prestige, which is the core trait
that makes a distinction from non-luxury brands (Tynan, McKechnie, and Chhuon 2010).
Also, consumers possess luxury items not only for the high quality of the products, but
also to present their social status and identity to others (Vickers and Renand 2003).
Similarly, companies engage in CSR in order to fulfill their social obligation, which further
enables them to supplement their symbolic significance by creating an ethical and
responsible image. Furthermore, a firm’s CSR activities strengthen the consumers’ emo-
tional values such as altruistic behaviors and a feeling of virtue or gratefulness (Emmons
and McCullough 2004; Green and Peloza 2011; Romani, Grappi, and Bagozzi 2013). In
other words, CSR engagement can add a psychological value not only to the company
(Ferreira, Avila, and De Faria 2010; Hartmann and Ibanez 2006; Polonsky 2011), but also for
consumers by gratifying their social needs (Green and Peloza 2011). In this sense, luxury
companies’ CSR practices can also augment the consumer’s experience by generating an
intangible benefit in addition to their purchase, which eventually influences their judg-
ment on the companies.

As such, a conflict exists between the consumer’s negative stance toward luxury
companies’ CSR and the similar nature of CSR and luxury. This research suggests that
such a discrepancy may be derived from luxury firms overlooking their CSR messages.
Previous studies have demonstrated that message strategies can help mitigate consu-
mers’ skepticism toward brands’ CSR engagement (Schmeltz 2014), elicit positive affect
(Dhanesh and Nekmat 2019; Gross and D'ambrosio 2004), and lower the feeling of guilt
(Massi Lindsey 2005), which can lead to positive evaluations of companies (Yan, Dillard,
and Shen 2010). Hence, it is worthwhile to explore what message factors would be
constructive for luxury firms to effectively covey their CSR information and engender
positive consumer responses.

Luxury and CSR communication

Since luxury companies use communication to retain their luxurious image (Fionda and
Moore 2009; Kapferer 2012), they become inactive when it comes to CSR communication
(Givhan 2015). Also, due to consumers’ existing belief in incompatibility between luxury
and CSR, particularly sustainability, luxury brands tend to be silent to prevent potential
boomerang effects such as greenwashing (Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2014).
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Greenwashing refers to capitalizing on benefits of ‘green’ image or reputation by mis-
leading consumers about companies’ pro-environmental engagement (Parguel et al.
2011). Accordingly, CSR communication entails a reputational risk, which may arise
criticism of manipulating or deceiving consumers (Laufer 2003; Porter and Kramer
2006). For example, using a brand logo, which embodies a shape of an animal (e.g.,
crocodile), may not only convey a firm’s commitment to environmental sustainability, but
also induce the perception of greenwashing. It is because consumers easily infer a
negative symbolic meaning from the logo for the company’s intention to support a
green cause (Cervellon 2013). Therefore, it is challenging for luxury brands not to be
perceived as greenwashing (Mohr et al. 2001), which necessitates a discreet approach for
their CSR communication.

Luxury literature exploring message appeals has largely focused on goods in the
context of advertising. For instance, Amatulli, Angelis, and Donato (2020) suggested
that consumers were more likely to perceive luxuriousness from a product advertisement
employing hedonic appeals (vs. utilitarian appeals), which further resulted in more favor-
able consumer attitudes. Similarly, based on implicit self-theories, Kwon et al. (2016)
showed that a luxury product advertisement highlighting a symbolic benefit led more
positive attitudes among consumers who used a brand as an alternative to reflect
themselves. On the other hand, an advertisement emphasizing a functional benefit was
more effective to those who believed their personal characteristics could be altered by
themselves instead of using external signals like a brand. Furthermore, based on the
Taylor’s six segments message strategy wheel (1999), James (2011) concluded that an ego
appeal, which could depict a consumer’s self-image or -status and was associated with
vanity or self-actualization need (e.g., Golan and Zaidner 2008; Taylor 1999), was
employed the most in luxury brands’ advertisements published from 2009 to 2010.
While the existing findings provide meaningful insights into communicating luxury
products, there is a lack of empirical research that explores message appeals for luxury
brands’ CSR practices (Donato et al. 2018). Thus, the present study reviews message
appeals examined in CSR communication research and extends them to the CSR context
of luxury brands.

CSR message appeals

While CSR activities can add value to companies, how consumers perceive that value
depends on the way it is communicated (Grimmer and Woolley 2014). This means appeals
used in a CSR message may affect the consumer’s perception of a firm’s CSR engagement.
For pro-environmental CSR communication, one common appeal used in a message is
environmental benefits (e.g., reducing the amount of gas emissions, reducing landfill)
(Grimmer and Woolley 2012). Since this appeal highlights the positive outcomes for the
overall society or environment, it can be associated with a value for social good or
altruism (Laroche, Bergeron, and Barbaro-Forleo 2001; Polonsky 2011). On the other
hand, personal benefits can be either utilitarian (e.g., lowering energy bills) or an intan-
gible value (e.g., moral enhancement, improving self-concept). In terms of intangible
value, Ferreira, Avila, and De Faria (2010) stated that an emotional benefit such as a
‘warm glow’ feeling (Andreoni 1989) or satisfaction of self-interest is one of the key
advantages that consumers may achieve from green purchase behavior. In a similar
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manner, Hartmann and lbanez (2006) also claimed that the consumers’ primary reason for
pro-environmental actions is feeling good about themselves, followed by concern about
environmental impacts. Thus, personal benefits in CSR messages may imply a relatively
less altruistic value, rather more for the consumer’s own sake.

Even though recent studies have asserted that personal benefits have a stronger
persuasive power than environmental benefits because consumers can find direct bene-
fits to themselves (Nottage 2008), to the best of our knowledge, no empirical research has
examined how these two appeals would work in the context of luxury brands’ CSR
initiatives. Thus, in order to explore these appeals’ effects, the major feature of luxury
consumption, which is guilt, and the conspicuous consumption theory are reviewed.

Guilt in luxury consumption

The feeling of guilt is a distinct feature of luxury consumption (Khan and Dhar 2006; Kivetz
and Simonson 2002). Particularly, when consumers purchase high-priced products such as
luxurious items, guilt is more likely to be aroused given that they experience not only
personal indulgence, but also a transgression of their morality (Tangney et al. 1996).
Consequently, consumers tend to seek justification to assuage their feeling of guilt from
luxury consumption, and information about the luxury brands’ pro-social or pro-environ-
mental involvement or partnerships with charities is found to help consumers alleviate
such negative feelings (Hagtvedt and Patrick 2016). To be specific, Hagtvedt and Patrick
(2016) showed that cause-related marketing communication from a luxury brand reduced
the level of consumers’ perceived guilt, which further increased their purchase intentions.

Conspicuous consumption theory

Conspicuous consumption theory (Veblen 1899) posits that the rich are apt to make a
purchase of conspicuous products as a means to display their wealth and social status. By
emphasizing the rich’s willingness to pay a premium price to highlight their exclusivity in
society (Bagwell and Bernheim 1996), this theory has been the foundation of substantial
research on luxury consumer behavior (Truong et al. 2008). Extant research also indicates
that the higher price implies significantly higher social status (Mason 1993), and therefore,
consumers who purchase luxury items with the purpose of social visibility tend to make
their purchases publicly so that others become well aware of their possession and use of
luxury products (Bearden and Etzel 1982). As status seekers, luxury consumers are indivi-
duals who ‘strive to improve their social standing through the conspicuous consumption
of products that confer and symbolize status both for the individual and surrounding
significant others’ (Eastman, Goldsmith, and Flynn 1999, 42). Considering that consumers
attempt to reflect or establish their desired image or social relationships through luxury
consumption (Han, Nunes, and Dreze 2010; Sirgy 1985), luxury purchases can be con-
sidered as more externally driven, compared to non-luxury consumption (Truong 2010).

Additionally, consumers have a tendency to be favorable to a brand that is consistent
with their self-concept (Sirgy 1986). Self-congruity theory, developed by Sirgy (1986),
argues that congruity between the one’s self and a brand personality could be a strong
and essential contributor to consumers’ subsequent responses such as brand image,
loyalty, perceived value, and purchase intentions (e.g., Bosnjak et al. 2011; Krishen and
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Sirgy 2016; Hosany and Martin 2012; Hung and Petrick 2011). This indicates that con-
sumers manage their image through a brand since such congruity between themselves
and a brand helps them reinforce their self-concept, fulfill a self-esteem need, and project
themselves onto the product or brand purchased (Sirgy et al. 1997). Accordingly, con-
sumers prefer a product with a certain image associated with a positive symbolic meaning
or approved by others (O’'cass and Frost 2002). Applying this notion to luxury brands, it
can be important for them to build an ethical image through green CSR communication
so that their consumers can magnify their conspicuousness of consumption.

Taken together, luxury brands should continuously market themselves in a way that
aids consumers with building their ideal social visibility and eliminating negative feelings
from luxury consumption. Therefore, with respect to two types of green message appeals,
it is expected that CSR messages with an environmental-benefit appeal will generate
more positive consumer responses.

H1: Compared to a personal-benefit appeal, an environmental-benefit appeal will lead
consumers to (a) perceive a CSR motive as public-serving and (b) evaluate the company
more favorably.

CSR motives

Perceived CSR motives indicate how consumers understand the reason that firms engage
in pro-social or pro-environmental activities (Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010). Generally,
scholars have identified two prominent CSR attributions: intrinsic and extrinsic. An intrin-
sic attribute means a public-serving motive, which is when a company supports a cause
purely because it genuinely cares about the cause, whereas an extrinsic attribute refers to
a self-serving motive where a company strategically implements such CSR actions with a
specific intention such as building a benevolent image or increasing its profits (Du,
Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010; Handelman and Arnold 1999; Vlachos, Panagopoulos, and
Rapp 2013). While the literature evidences the conflicting effects of a public-serving and a
self-serving motive on consumer responses, some argue that it may not necessarily be
clear cut. That is, consumers are already aware of the fact that companies aim to make a
profit; they presume a self-serving motive of a firm’s CSR practice and do not view the
motive as negative (Ellen, Webb, and Mohr 2006; Groza, Pronschinske, and Walker 2011;
Kim and Choi 2018). The perceived motives can rather be considered as a continuum and
signify the relative strength of each motive's effects on a consumer’s evaluation of a
company. In this manner, a public-serving motive can be a more powerful driver that
increases the consumer’s favorable reactions to a firm.

In addition, scholars have shown the mediating role of CSR motives. Groza, Pronschinske,
and Walker (2011) revealed that CSR types influenced the consumer’s perceived CSR
motives, which consequently determined their attitudes toward the company and purchase
intentions. In detail, consumers who read a proactive CSR article perceived a firm’s motive
as community-value driven and strategic value-driven, which caused positive attitudes
and higher purchase intentions. Similarly, perceived CSR motives mediate a relationship
between the awareness of a company’s CSR engagement and the consumer’s word-of-
mouth decision (Walker et al. 2010). Also, Rifon et al. (2004) concluded that a higher fit
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between a sponsored social event and a corporation led to a greater belief in a public-
serving motive, and subsequently built stronger credibility toward the company. Later, Kim
and Choi (2018) further verified the moderated mediation effect of perceived CSR motives.
In their study, when the crisis issue was incongruent with a firm'’s pre-crisis CSR initiative, the
effects of consistency between pre- and post-CSR practices influenced the consumer’s
responses through a perceived altruistic CSR motive.

In light of the significant role of perceived CSR motives as a mediator, this study also
proposes the sequential influence of perceived CSR motives. It is predicted that an
environmental benefit appeal will lead consumers to perceive a luxury firm’s CSR motive
as public-serving, which will result in their positive evaluation of the company. Hence, the
following hypothesis is developed.

H2: Consumers’ perceived CSR motives will mediate the relationship between the CSR
message appeals (environmental vs. personal) and consumers’ evaluations of the
company.

CSR claim objectivity

Scholars have addressed the importance of developing objective messages in CSR com-
munication because objective messages deliver accurate and explicit information (Darley
and Smith 1993), whereas subjective messages contain vague descriptions of their pro-
environmental CSR actions. However, luxury brands appear to commonly use vague and
subjective messages when it comes to communicating their sustainability (Givhan 2015).
While there is limited empirical evidence to support that a specific message is superior to
an ambiguous message regarding pro-environmental communication (Ganz and Grimes
2018), extant findings claim that given the characteristics of a subjective message, con-
sumers tend to be confused with the exact meaning of that message, thereby activating a
more demanding cognitive process (Edell and Staelin 1983). Accordingly, a subjective
message elicits unfavorable consumer reactions such as higher skepticism and low
message credibility (Holbrook 1978; Kim and Lee 2009). Conversely, consumers can easily
understand and corroborate an objective message since it offers more clues and a
measurement tool such as numerical information (Darley and Smith 1993; Ford, Smith,
and Swasy 1990). Correspondingly, an objective message enhances the consumer’s cred-
ibility toward a message (Ganz and Grimes 2018) and advertising effectiveness (Alniacik
and Yilmaz 2012).

The least effort principle of the heuristic-systematic information processing model
(Chaiken 1980, 1987) upholds such effects of message objectivity. The model states that
individuals are ‘economy-minded processors’ who engage in heuristic processing rather
than systematic processing; thus, they prefer the least cognitive effort to save time and
energy (Taylor and Fiske 1978). Also, they heavily depend on a cue or information
available in a situation and utilize it to make their final judgement (Bohner, Moskowitz,
and Chaiken 1995; Chaiken 1980). Given that an objective message necessitates less
cognitive effort from individuals, this study presumes that an objective message will
exert positive impacts on consumer responses. In relation to the aforementioned message
appeal effects, it is assumed that the positive effects of an environmental benefit-focused
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message on consumers’ perceived CSR motives and company evaluation will be strength-
ened when the message is objective, compared to when it is subjective. As such, the
following hypotheses are put forth:

H3: The effects of message appeals on the consumer’s (a) perceived CSR motives and (b)
company evaluation will be moderated by message objectivity.

Method

Figure 1 shows a conceptual frame of this research. A 2 (Appeals: personal- vs. environ-
mental-benefits) x 2 (Message objectivity: objective vs. subjective) between-subjects,
online experimental design was employed. Both message appeals and objectivity were
manipulated. Given that an existing brand was used in the stimuli, brand familiarity, brand
attitude, and brand loyalty were included as covariates. Further, the cause-related indivi-
dual factors of cause involvement and environmentalism were also controlled as
covariates.

Stimulus development

To select a luxury brand, a pretest was conducted. A total of 78 participants were recruited
from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Following Interbrand (Handley 2018), a list of the
world’s most valuable luxury fashion and accessories brands was created: Louis Vuitton,
Chanel, Hermes, Gucci, Cartier, Tiffany, Dior, Burberry, and Prada. Participants were
randomly assigned to three out of the nine luxury brands and asked about brand loyalty,
brand familiarity, and brand attitude. All items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale.
Out of the nine brands, Prada (Mioyaity = 2.36; Meamitiarity = 3.72; Magtitude = 5.14) was
selected as a brand in this study since it did not provoke extremely biased responses,
but scored around the average of brand loyalty (M = 2.37), brand familiarity (M = 3.75),
and brand attitude (M = 5.32).

Message
Objectivity Perceived Motive
toward
a CSR activity
H2*
Message Company
Appeals H1b Evaluation

Figure 1. Research Framework.
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A total of four CSR messages were developed. To secure ecological validity, a CSR
initiative that numerous luxury brands have supported was selected: to protect the
environment (Cheng. 2019). Regarding message appeals, a personal benefit-focused
message emphasized what consumers would obtain through the firm’s green CSR activity:
‘FEEL GOOD AND RESPONSIBLE! The Prada Group is committed to making your luxury
experience more sustainable and enhancing your well-being.” The body text described
what benefits consumers gained, focusing on consumers’ ethical consumption, securing
their health and safety, and the beautiful and abundant environment for their descen-
dants. An environmental benefit-focused message described how the CSR activity would
help preserve the environment overall: ‘SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT! The Prada Group is
committed to protecting the quality of water, air, and the soil, as well as the diversity of
animal and plant species.’ The body text underlined corporate environmental efforts in
terms of packaging, the raw material procurement process, and energy consumption in
the manufacturing process. An objective message focused on providing concrete statis-
tics and more detailed explanations (Ford, Smith, and Swasy 1990). In contrast, a sub-
jective message described the corporate efforts briefly and in an abstract way (Darley and
Smith 1993).

A pretest was performed to check manipulations. A total of 82 participants were
recruited from Amazon’s MTurk. Participants were assigned one of the four stimuli and
asked about message objectivity and appeals. Message appeals were evaluated with one
item on a 7-point semantic differential scale; The ad message is, 1 = personal-value
oriented; 7 = environmental-value oriented. Adopted from Alniacik and Yilmaz (2012),
message objectivity was assessed with seven items on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = very little;
7 = very much; a = .93). ltems included: The amount of information in the ad is; The
volume of information in the ad is; How detailed is the information in the ad?; How
informative is the information in the ad?; How concrete is the information in the ad?; How
strong is the information in the ad?; How realistic is the information in the ad? A series of
independent t-tests showed that both message manipulations were successfully secured:
message appeals Mperssonal = 5.80 VS. Menyironmental = 6.44; t(80) = —3.06, p < .05; message
objectivity Mqp; = 6.43 vs. Myp; = 5.05; t(80) = 3.15, p < .05. The final stimuli are shown in
Appendix 1.

Sampling and procedure

This study aimed to examine the effect of CSR message appeals and message objectivity
on general consumers. A total of 260 participants were drawn from Amazon’s MTurk. Prior
literature indicates that MTurk provides an online panel heterogeneous and reliable
(Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Ross, Irani, Silberman, Zaldivar, & Tomlinson,
2010; Stroud, Muddiman, & Lee, 2014). After agreeing to a consent form, participants
were asked about cause-related covariates (cause involvement and environmentalism).
Then, they were asked to read a description of a luxury brand (Prada) and answer
questions about brand-related variables (brand familiarity, brand attitude, and brand
loyalty). Participants were then randomly assigned to one of the four CSR messages
created. After exposure to a stimulus for twenty seconds, participants responded to
questions about their evaluation of the company and perceived CSR motives. Finally,
demographics such as age, gender, and income were recorded. Once the completion of
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the survey, participants received a modest payment. Excluding incomplete data, a total of
247 participants were used in the final analysis.

Measurement

Perceived CSR motives measured the extent to which participants perceive the brand’s
motivation for contributing to a green movement as social. Three items on a 7-point
semantic differential scale were used (1 = self-interested, firm-focused, profit-motivated;
7 = community-interested, customer-focused, socially motivated; Becker-Olsen, Cudmore,
and Hill 2006; a = .94; M = 4.23, SD = 1.82). Company evaluation was assessed by four items
on a 7-point semantic differential scale (1 = dislikable, unfavorable, negative, socially
irresponsible; 7 = likable, favorable, positive, socially responsible; Nan and Heo 2007; a =
.95; M = 5.40, SD = 1.07).

Brand familiarity was measured with three items on a 7-point semantic differential scale
(1 = not at all knowledgeable, very unfamiliar with the brand, have never seen ads about
this brand in the media; 7 = highly knowledgeable, very familiar with the brand, have seen
many ads about this brand in the media; Zhou, Yang, and Hui 2010; a = .88; M =3.76, SD =
1.65). Brand attitude was measured with four items on a 7-point semantic differential scale
(1 = very bad, unlikable, unfavorable, unappealing; 7 = very good, likable, favorable,
appealing; Maclnnis and Park 1991; a = .96; M = 4.70, SD = 1.46). For brand loyalty, three
items on a 7-point Likert scale were employed. Items included: | consider myself to be
loyal to Prada; In a luxury brand category, Prada would be my first choice; | will not buy
other brands if Prada is available at the store (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree;
Yoo, Donthu, and Lee 2000; a = .85; M = 2.51, SD = 1.67).

Three items on a 7-point semantic differential scale were used to measure cause
involvement (1 = unimportant, means nothing to me, personally relevant; 7 = important,
means a lot to me, irrelevant to me; Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 1990; a = .94; M = 5.81,
SD = 1.37). Finally, environmentalism was assessed with fifteen statements on a 7-point
Likert scale. Statements included: We are approaching the limit of the number of people the
earth can support; Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their
needs (reverse-coded); When humans interfere with nature it often produces disastrous
consequences; Human ingenuity will ensure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable
(reverse-coded); Humans are severely abusing the environment; The earth has the plenty of
natural resources if we just learn how to develop them (reverse-coded); Plants and animals
have as much right as humans to exist; The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with
the impacts of modern industrial nations (reverse-coded); Despite our special abilities
humans are still subject to the law of nature; The so-called ‘ecological crisis’ facing human-
kind has been greatly exaggerated (reverse-coded); The earth is like a spaceship with very
limited room and resources; Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature (reverse-
coded); The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset; Humans will eventually learn
enough about how nature works to be able to control it (reverse-coded); If things continue
on their present course, we will soon experience a major ecological catastrophe (1 =
strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree; Dunlap et al. 2000; a = .92; M = 4.99, SD = 1.18).
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Results
Manipulation checks

For the manipulation check, a series of independent t-tests was conducted. The same
items used in the pretest were employed. Findings showed that message appeals and
message objectivity were successfully manipulated: message appeals Mpersonal = 5.65 Vvs.
Menvironmental = 6.37; (207.64) = —4.92, p < .001; message objectivity Mop; = 5.46 vs. Mg =
4.18; t(226.94) = 8.34, p < .001.

Hypothesis testing

To assess the suggested hypotheses, a moderated mediation analysis was conducted
using Hayes (2013) PROCESS macro (Model 8). Message appeal was an independent
variable (0 = personal appeal, 1 = environmental appeal) and message objectivity
was a moderator (0 = objective message, 1 = subjective message). Bootstrapping was
used to produce a 95% confidence interval (Cl) around the indirect effect of the
mediator, which is perceived CSR motives. The mediation effect was considered to be
significant when the Cl did not contain zero (Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007).

Results showed that message appeal (B = .25, 95% Cl: —.01, .51, p > .05) and message
objectivity (B = —.12, 95% Cl: —.38, .15, p > .05) did not directly influence company
evaluation. Also, there was no significant interaction of message appeals and message
objectivity on company evaluation (B = —.32, 95% Cl: —.69, .04, p > .05). Thus, H1b and H3b
were not supported.

Meanwhile, in terms of perceived CSR motives, the effect of message appeals and
message objectivity showed different findings. First, while there was no significant
effect of message objectivity on perceived CSR motive (B = .17, 95% Cl: —.41, .74, p >
.05), message appeals had significant effects (B = .74, 95% Cl: .19, 1.30, p < .01). The
findings implied that participants exposed to a message focusing on environmental
benefits were more likely to believe that the brand’s CSR motive was indeed
environmental protection (public-serving), not marketing effects (self-serving).
Therefore, H1a was supported. Also, there was a significant interaction effect of
message appeals and message objectivity for perceived CSR motives (B = -.81,
95% Cl: -1.60, —.02, p < .05). Specifically, the effect of message appeals was sig-
nificant only when the message was objective (Effect = .74, 95% CI: .19, 1.30, p < .01),
not subjective (Effect = —.07, 95% Cl: —.63, .48, p > .05; See Figure 2). Thus, the results
supported H3a. In addition, participants’ public-serving perception of the CSR activity
led to more favorable company evaluation: B = .27, 95% CI: .22, .33, p < .001. This
result indicated the significant mediating effect of the perceived CSR motives; H2 was
supported.

Taken together, this indirect effect of message appeals through perceived CSR motives
on company evaluation proved to be significant only when the message was objective
(Effect = .20, 95% Cl: .05, .37), not subjective (Effect = —.02, 95% Cl: —.18, .13). And, this
moderated mediation was found to be significant (Index = —.22, 95% Cl: —.46, -. 01).
Detailed figures are shown in Table 1.
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Figure 2. Interaction of message appeals and objectivity on perceived corporate motives.

Table 1. Results of Moderated Mediation Analysis.

Dependent Variables

CSR Motives Company Evaluation
Antecedent Coeff. SE? 95% Cl Coeff. SE? 95% Cl
Message Appeals (MA) T4%* 28 .19, 1.30 25 13 -.01, .51
Claim Objectivity (CO) 17 29 -41,.74 -12 13 —-38,-.15
MA x CO -81* 40 —-1.60, —.02 -32 .19 —-.69, .04
CSR Motives - - - 27%** .03 22, .33
Brand Familiarity -.03 .08 -.19,.13 -.03 .04 -.10, .04
Brand Attitude 19% .08 .03, .35 ) R .04 .24, .39
Brand Loyalty AQx** .08 .24, .56 -.04 .04 -12,.04
Cause Involvement 34%*% .10 15, .54 14%% .05 -.05, .23
Environmentalism -23 12 —-47, .00 .02 .06 -.13, .09
Constant 1.35*% .64 —.08, 2.62 2.67%** 30 1.68, 2.86
R? = .29 R? = .56
F(8,238) =12.19, p < .001 F (9, 237) = 34.15, p < .001

2SE = Standard Errors; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < 001
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Discussion

This research delved into the effect of message appeals on consumer evaluation of a
luxury company that was involved in a green CSR initiative. Also, the moderating role of
message objectivity and the mediating role of perceived CSR motives were investigated.
Findings demonstrated that although message appeal was not a direct influential factor in
the consumer’s company evaluation, it had indirect impacts through perceived CSR
motives. That is to say, a luxury firm’s CSR message that incorporated environmental
benefits led consumers to believe that the firm’s pro-environmental practices were truly
for social good, and such belief further positively affected their evaluation of the com-
pany. On the basis of the literature that luxury consumption is conspicuous by nature
(Veblen 1899) and tends to provoke feelings of guilt, which consumers are generally
motivated to assuage (Chitturi, Raghunathan, and Mahajan 2007; Lee-Wingate and
Corfman 2010), this study validates that a CSR message accounting for altruistic values
helps luxury firms effectively communicate their green efforts. While there is a prevailing
conclusion that CSR communication is incompatible with luxury brands (Beckham and
Voyer 2014; Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2014) and generates negative consumer
reactions (Achabou and Dekhili 2013), this finding argues that strategic message content
can be a remedy that allows luxury brands to overcome the challenge. Further, consistent
with findings in the non-luxury context (e.g., Kim and Choi 2018; Rim and Song 2017;
Walker et al. 2010), perceived CSR motives were found to be a significant pathway to
formulate consumer responses to a luxury brand’s green practice.

Besides, this study brings empirical evidence of the positive effects of message objec-
tivity. We found a moderated the relationship between message appeals on consumers’
perceived CSR motives. Specifically, the effect of an environmental benefit-focused appeal
on a perceived public-serving motive was strengthened in the condition of an objective
message, but not with a subjective message. This finding bolsters the notion that con-
sumers respond more positively when they receive accurate and clear information from
the company because it requires less cognitive effort (Darley and Smith 1993; Ford, Smith,
and Swasy 1990). As luxury companies mostly use vague expressions in their CSR mes-
sages (Givhan 2015), the present study suggests the opposite approach to maximize their
CSR communication performance.

Theoretical and managerial implications

In the situation where luxury brands are facing a paradox for their CSR engagement and
communication, this study has significant insights into how they could effectively commu-
nicate their green CSR practices. Theoretically, this study contributes to literature streams
on CSR and luxury consumer behavior. While the extant CSR research is primarily in the
context of non-luxury consumption (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001; Yoon, Girhan-Canli, and
Schwarz 2006), this study fills a gap by examining the CSR messages elements and the
consumer’s understanding of a firm’s CSR motives in the luxury brand context. Although
luxury consumption is associated with self-enhancement values that connote success,
hedonism, or achievement (Schwartz 1992; Torelli, Monga, and Kaikati 2012), the luxury
company’s CSR message can be effective when it indicates self-transcendence values such
as benevolence or caring about others’ welfare (Schwartz 1992). In other words, luxury
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consumers may have a separate evaluation standard for the luxury firm’'s CSR engagement.
While they look for self-oriented benefits such as fulfillment or higher social status from
luxury purchases (Han, Nunes, and Dréze 2010; Wiedmann, Hennigs, and Siebels 2009), they
put more emphasis on the altruistic benefits of a luxury firm’s CSR message, which conflicts
with their purpose for luxury purchases. Further, prior work has shown that personal
benefits (e.g., lowering energy bills or enhancing a desired self-concept) have a stronger
persuasive power than environmental benefits because consumers may find direct benefits
to themselves (Nottage 2008). However, with respect to luxury consumers in particular,
environmental benefits are superior for eliciting positive cognitive responses.

Also, this study consolidates the role of message objectivity and consumer’s perceived
motives in CSR communication. As found in much existing research, this study demon-
strated that for a luxury brand, an objective message was effective for convincing con-
sumers of the public-serving motive, which in turn engendered favorable company
evaluation. Hence, this study broadens the understanding of consumer response mechan-
isms by highlighting the importance of how consumers attribute a luxury company’s
motivation for performing green practices.

This study further offers managerial implications, particularly for luxury brand man-
agers. As growing attention is directed to luxury brands’ sustainability development
(Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2017), luxury brand managers need strategies to effec-
tively communicate their commitments to consumers while maintaining or advancing
their brand values. In this regard, this study suggests empirical guidelines on what to
avoid, or at least mitigate, and what to adopt when they create a message about their pro-
environmental efforts.

Limitations and suggested future research

This research has a few limitations. First, although the emotion of guilt is the foundation of
message appeal effects, as reviewed in this study, guilt for luxury consumption was not
measured. In future research, the level of guilt that consumers feel from actual luxury
purchases and its effect on their perceived CSR motives and company evaluation merit
consideration. In addition, given the experimental research design, the present research
covered one luxury brand and one green CSR cause. In order to validate these findings,
other luxury brands and various social or pro-environmental initiatives need to be explored.
Lastly, the findings from the present study suggests two message elements that practi-
tioners need to contemplate to alleviate consumers’ skeptical perception about luxury
brands’ pro-environmental engagement. However, for in-depth elaboration of the findings,
it is worth taking into account another condition where a luxury brand does not engage in
or communicate any CSR activities as a control group. This future attempt will help verify
that even though luxury consumers are skeptical about luxury brands’ CSR involvement, it's
better to than neglecting their obligations to be a responsible member in society.
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Appendix 1. Stimuli

Environmental benefit-focused & Objective

PRADA

The Prada Group is committed to protecting the quality of water, air,

and the soil, as'well as the diversity of animal and plant species.

* No use of animal furs in our products. We always calculate the Environmental
Performance Index (EPI) of packaging materials.

« The highest environmental standards in our raw material procurement process.
Verified by ISO 14001 and with our suppliers, we aim to make it in 70% of their
procurement chain by 2020, which decreases the use of toxic chemicals by 80%.

« Use of renewable energy to reduce landfill and CO, emissions. In partnership
with National Climate Charter, we undertake actions to increase by 70% the
green energy consumption in the manufacturing process and at retail stores by
2020.

Environmental benefit-focused & Subjective

PRADA

I HE
}

The Prada Group is committed to protecting the quality of water, air,
and the soil, as well as the diversity of animal and plant species.

* Pro-environmental performance since the design stage
* Secure access and process to raw materials
* Use of renewable energy to combat climate change

Personal benefit-focused & Objective

PRADA

The Prada Group is committed to making your luxury experience be
more sustainable and enhance your well-being.

« Enjoy your ly i ive and Ity-free ethical ion. By
our commitment of no animal furs, you can save 200 million rabbits and 50 million
other animals each year.

. i greater value-dri and protect your health and safety.
We apply the highest environmental standards to our raw material procurement
process, which decreases the use of toxic chemicals by 80%.

Contribute to leaving behind a world that is as beautiful and abundant as the one
we inherited to your future generation. We undertake actions to increase by 70%
the green energy consumption in the manufacturing process and at retail stores
by 2020.

Personal benefit-focused & Subjective

PRADA

e b -
The Prada Group is committed to making your luxury experience be
more sustainable and enhance your well-being.

. i i ive and Ity-free ethical
« Greater value-dri h and ion of your health and safety
» Nurturing environment for your future generation




Copyright of Journal of Marketing Communicationsis the property of Routledge and its
content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to alistserv without the
copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email
articles for individua use.



	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature review
	The nature of luxury
	Luxury and CSR
	Luxury and CSR communication
	CSR message appeals
	Guilt in luxury consumption
	Conspicuous consumption theory
	CSR motives
	CSR claim objectivity

	Method
	Stimulus development
	Sampling and procedure
	Measurement

	Results
	Manipulation checks
	Hypothesis testing

	Discussion
	Theoretical and managerial implications
	Limitations and suggested future research
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	References
	Appendix 1. Stimuli

