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A B S T R A C T

This study explores the cognitive effects of emotional visuals and company–cause fit in CSR
communication. We conducted a 2 (valence of visuals: positive vs. negative)× 2 (company–-
cause fit: high vs. low) within-subjects experiment to examine the effects of valence and com-
pany–cause fit on participants’ memory of CSR information, measured by recognition sensitivity
and cued recall of company information in CSR messages addressing three different CSR issues.
Results showed that negative emotional visuals were more effective than positive emotional
visuals. Company–cause fit also played a significant role, but its effect depended on the level of
cognitive effects aimed for. We discuss the theoretical and practical implications.

1. Introduction

In recent decades, companies have begun to routinely communicate their corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities, and
successful CSR communication has been shown to be crucial to enhancing the business benefits of CSR activities, such as favorable
attitude from publics, a positive corporate image, strong relationships, and supportive behaviors, while also generating social va-
lue—benefiting local communities, society at large, or the environment (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2010). Amidst the battles to attract
the public’s attention to companies’ messages, however, CSR messages are often buried somewhere in the mix, making the practice of
CSR communication challenging.

One prerequisite for generating the desired effects from CSR activities is making the public aware of them (Brown & Dacin, 1997;
Du et al., 2010; Mohr, Webb, & Harris, 2001; Sen, Bhattacharya, & Korschun, 2006; Wigley, 2008). Garnering public attention to
messages has always been a challenge in public relations (Galloway, 2017; Hallahan, 2000), and lack of public awareness of com-
panies’ CSR activities has impeded successful CSR implementation (Du et al., 2010; Sen et al., 2006). Most scholars, however, have
focused on the outcomes of CSR awareness, rather than on its antecedents, with awareness of a company’s CSR activities being
presumed (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Lee & Shin, 2010; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001).

To fill this gap, the present study seeks to explore the effects of two strategic components of CSR messages—emotional visuals and
company–cause fit—on the memory of CSR information. Public relations scholarship has suggested that visuals can enhance attention
to messages (Galloway, 2017) and can be effectively used in crisis communication (Coombs & Holladay, 2011). CSR messages
commonly include visuals to draw more attention to a message and illustrate its core ideas, and visuals have become a central
component of companies’ efforts to stand out among the multitude of CSR messages; the effects of visuals in the CSR context,

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2018.02.001
Received 2 June 2017; Received in revised form 27 September 2017; Accepted 5 February 2018

⁎ Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: sun.lee@ttu.edu (S.Y. Lee), s_chung@fhsu.edu (S. Chung).

Public Relations Review xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

0363-8111/ © 2018 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Please cite this article as: Lee, S.Y., Public Relations Review (2018), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2018.02.001

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03638111
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/pubrev
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2018.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2018.02.001
mailto:sun.lee@ttu.edu
mailto:s_chung@fhsu.edu
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2018.02.001


however, have been little explored. Additionally, CSR messages generate a perceived fit between a company and a cause. Previous
research has suggested the potential cognitive effects of company–cause fit, yet most scholars have focused instead on the effect of fit
on the public’s perceptions of companies (e.g., Lee, Park, Rapert, & Newman, 2012).

2. Literature review

2.1. Memory of CSR information

Corporate associations are “memory-based associations with a company and comprise corporate reputation or how it is per-
ceived” (Kim, 2013, p. 242). CSR associations, a type of corporate associations, are the public’s perception of a company in relation to
the community, society, or the environment (Kim, 2013). The purpose of CSR communication is to create or strengthen associations
of a company with positive CSR attributes, which are based on an awareness of the company’s CSR initiatives. CSR associations,
consequently, influence company evaluations and organization–public relationships (e.g., Brown & Dacin, 1997; Kim, 2011; Lee,
Zhang, & Abitbol, 2017). Scholars have therefore considered CSR awareness as an initial step in the conceptual model of how CSR
communication leads to positive outcomes for companies and society (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2007;
Kim, 2017), yet few have examined what increases the memory of CSR messages.

The memory of CSR information can be related to a CSR issue and/or to a company that is addressing the CSR issue, as these are
the two essential elements of CSR information (Lee & Riffe, 2017). The present exploratory study aimed to investigate how emotional
visuals related to CSR influence cognitive processing of company-related information in the CSR messages—the source of CSR in-
formation—as evidence of the memory of CSR information, which is often the chief concern among practitioners and is what dis-
tinguishes CSR campaigns from public relations campaigns led by nonprofits or governments.

Cognitive message processing involves the simultaneous operation of three subprocesses—encoding, storage, and retrieval—each
of which requires cognitive resources for processing (Lang, 2000). The encoding process is the generating of a mental representation of
an external stimulus (e.g., a mediated message’s content) in short-term memory; recognition memory—the cognitive ability to
correctly recognize targeted information—serves as an index of successful encoding (e.g., Bradley, Angelini, & Lee, 2007; Fox, 2004;
Fox, Park, & Lang, 2007; Shapiro & Fox, 2002). The storage process is the transmitting of the encoded stimulus from working memory
to long-term memory, which is composed of associative networks of related knowledge; cued-recall memory—the ability to recall
stored information when cues activate the associated memory networks—serves as an index of successful storage (e.g., Bolls, Lang, &
Potter, 2001; Chung & Sparks, 2016; Dardis, Schmierbach, & Limperos, 2012). The retrieval process is the ability to intentionally
summon up particular pieces of information from long-term memory without the aid of cues; such free recall serves as an index of
successful retrieval.

These three subprocesses take place simultaneously and compete for the same limited pool of cognitive resources (Fox et al., 2007;
Lang, 2000). When more resources are allocated to one of the subprocesses (e.g., encoding), fewer will be available to the others (e.g.,
storage and retrieval) (Lang, 2000; Lang, Bradley, Park, Shin, & Chung, 2006). If the required resources for processing exceed those
allocated (Lang et al., 2006), cognitive overload impairs memory performance (Fox et al., 2007; Lang, 2000; Lang, Potter, & Bolls,
1999).

2.2. Emotional visuals and cognitive resource allocation

CSR messages often use visuals, such as illustrations, photographs, animations, and videos, to reinforce the messages’ central
content related to a CSR cause. Visual aids’ positive effects on engagement with, memory of, and comprehension of textual messages
have been well documented (e.g., Chen, Mo, Honomichl, & Sohn, 2010; Tangen et al., 2011), even though whether the use of
emotional images increases attention to and/or memory of CSR messages is still unclear.

Visuals in CSR messages usually contain emotional content portraying either the current state of a problem or the ideal state when
the problem is solved. CSR messages potentially relate to survival in the environment, a type of information thought to contain
motivationally relevant content. Lang’s (2006) limited capacity model of motivated mediated message processing (LC4MP) provides a
data-driven theoretical framework for how motivationally relevant content—including visuals—emotionally, motivationally, and
cognitively influences the processing of the content.

According to the LC4MP, humans have two motivational systems—the appetitive and the aversive. Mediated messages with
survival-related content can elicit emotional responses, dimensioned by valence (positive vs. negative) and arousal (calm vs.
arousing) (Russell, 1980; Russell & Barrett, 1999), by triggering one or both motivational systems (Lang, 2006). Content about
survival-related opportunities (e.g., mates, food) elicits positive emotional responses, and content about survival-related threats (e.g.,
violence, predators) elicits negative emotional responses, through the automatic activation of the appetitive and the aversive system,
respectively. Emotional content can also vary in degree, determining the content’s arousal level, instigating a less or more intense
activation of the motivational systems (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Cacioppo, Gardner, & Bernston, 1999; Lang, 2006).

Through activating different routes of the motivational systems, survival-related content about opportunities or threats influences
the amount of cognitive resources allocated to process the content (Lang, 2006). In general, more intense motivational system
activation leads to more cognitive resources being allocated to process the content. The appetitive and aversive systems, however,
generate different patterns in allocating cognitive resources (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Cacioppo et al., 1999; Lang, 2006) (see
Fig. 1), as has been well documented in various contexts, such as public service announcements, political advertising, TV commercials
for over-the-counter drugs, and in-game advertising (e.g., Bradley et al., 2007; Chung & Sparks, 2016; Lang, 2006; Leshner, Bolls, &

S.Y. Lee, S. Chung Public Relations Review xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

2



https://isiarticles.com/article/121983

