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MARKETING | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Emotive contents and heuristic cues regarding 
skeptical consumers
Mikyeung Bae1* 

Abstract:  This study clarifies consumers’ defense mechanisms and message 
elaboration to highlight the connection between consumer engagement with 
messages and brand success. Two eye-tracking experiments tested whether 
skepticism toward companies’ cause-related marketing (CRM) initiatives would 
lead to wide variations in how CRM ads influence consumers’ message ela-
boration. Informational appeals discouraged highly skeptical consumers’ mes-
sage elaboration; thus, they process information through heuristic cues, such 
as “likes” and followers. However, negative emotional appeals led consumers 
to process information in a more accommodative and systematic manner. 
Moreover, the degree of message elaboration on heuristic cues (Study 1) and 
images (Study 2) has a crucial mediating role in the CRM appeal effect on 
credibility judgment. This study addresses the existing research gab by exam-
ining how dispositional CRM skepticism guides consumer message elaboration.
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outcomes, such as driving traffic to brand loca-
tions. This study addressed this gap and secures 
an obvious link between skepticism, message 
elaboration, and message credibility, illustrating 
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1. Introduction
A company’s performance is increasingly judged based on its societal impact. This situation 
encourages the incorporation of organizational chairty and fundraising activities through consu-
mer engagement, which is known as cause-related marketing (CRM) (Chernev & Blair, 2015). 
Companies evolve their CRM communications to be engaging through social networking sites 
(SNSs), encouraging consumers to join their brand pages (Andersen & Johansen, 2016). 
Consumers today can incorporate and multiply brand messages, which facilitates enormous viral 
effects, such as favorable attitudes toward cause marketing campaigns and brands (Brodie et al., 
2011; Dessart et al., 2015; Knoll, 2016). Therefore, motivating consumers to further engage with 
a brand page has significant relevance for businesses in marketing communication today.

However, such a CRM strategy is bound to backfire on the company; consumers often perceive 
the alignments with non-profits as a marketing ploy (Szykman et al., 2004). Moreover, the gap 
between the promotion budget allocated for advertisement and the final donation leads consu-
mers to devalue CRM communications and interpret these messages as insincere (Skarmeas & 
Leonidou, 2013). Skeptical consumers may become passively involved by detaching themselves 
from CRM messages; thus they fail to engage with message elaboration (Obermiller et al., 2005). 
Given that attentional information processing and message elaboration are crucial determinants in 
decision-making (Guerreiro et al., 2015; Ketelaar et al., 2017), increasing skeptical consumers’ 
processing level is an important communication objective for marketers.

Although CRM practices are vulnerable to the negative effect of skepticism, there is little 
guidance on how CRM messages are transmitted without being deconstructed for their credibility 
by consumers who demand transparency and how different strategies affect processing engage-
ment and, ultimately, important brand outcomes such as driving traffic to brand locations on and 
offline (Ashley & Tuten, 2014).

Thus, this study enhances the field’s understanding of curbing the negative effects of CRM 
skepticism on Facebook brand pages. To better understand how to buffer consumer negative 
evaluations, this study identifies and tests the cognitive mechanisms underlying message elabora-
tion using eye movement data captured by an eye-tracking device; monitored visual attention has 
been considered a crucial indicator of the level of message elaboration (Pieters et al., 2010). Study 
1 provides initial evidence to support the assertion that the detrimental effects of consumer 
skepticism toward CRM ads can be lessened through emotional messaging and heuristic cues. 
Study 2 replicated Study 1 with different informational and emotional CRM claims on a Facebook 
brand page. Moreover, the second study explored whether the amount of attention paid and the 
level of information processing depends on the positive or negative emotional effect.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. CRM skepticism
Consumer CRM skepticism is defined as a consumer’s tendency to distrust cause-related marketing 
actions or messages (Singh et al., 2009; Webb & Mohr, 1998). Consumers utilize their knowledge of 
marketing tactics to interpret and evaluate such actions and messages. Thus, consumers acquire more 
knowledge and develop coping strategies, such as skepticism, to evaluate specific claims made by 
companies engaged in CRM (Friestad & Wright, 1994). Hence, these consumers are more resistant to 
marketing persuasion tactics and rarely believe company claims (Forehand & Grier, 2003).

A well-known CRM strength is the direct relationship between a company, cause, and consumer 
as the consumer’s product purchase leads to cause-benefiting donations. However, if consumers 
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feel mislead, they react with skepticism regarding sincerity and commitment (Bae, 2018; Gupta & 
Pirsch, 2006; Odou & Perchpeyrou, 2011). This skepticism is rooted in the fact that the relationship 
between the consumer and the charity is indirect; the company benefits first before any obligation 
to donate is accrued (Dean, 2004). Therefore, consumers may perceive CRM as exploitation of 
charity for self-interest rather than altruism (Dean, 2004). The contradiction between a for-profit 
company and a CRM amplifies CRM skepticism (Szykman et al., 2004). The discrepancies between 
the budget allocated to promote the campaign and the final donation also intensify consumers 
disbelief of CRM claims (Preston, 2011; Yoon et al., 2006). Consequently, consumers may view 
a CRM claim as just another promotional tactic to manipulate them (Odou & Perchpeyrou, 2011; 
Webb & Mohr, 1998). Thus, initially spiked good publicity can quickly reverse due to consumers’ 
perceptions of the companies as exploiters of causes and charities (Barone et al., 2000).

2.2. Skepticism and emotional appeals
While CRM offers can trigger consumer skepticism, selecting the best appeal type might lessen this 
impact. Previous studies have found that the extent of consumers’ CRM skepticism is important 
based on their responses to emotional and informational appeals (Obermiller et al., 2005) An 
informational CRM appeal is designed to appeal to the intellect by using detailed information about 
a sponsoring company’s socially responsible behavior and its benefits to a specific social cause 
(Matthens et al., 2014). However, an emotional CRM appeal communicates emotionally appealing 
contents, such sad images of needy persons or a story highlighting how the initiative enhanced the 
needy person’s life (Guerreiro et al., 2015; Small & Verrochi, 2009).

According to the dual-process models, message elaboration refers to the extent to which 
a person carefully scrutinizes an ad message (Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981). 
Message elaboration has been linked to information processing motives grounded in a desire to 
acquire and share information (Rubin, 1993). Highly skeptical consumers may not engage with the 
information presented by marketers (Darke & Ritchie, 2007). Therefore, the failure to engage in 
message elaboration is a predictable defense mechanism that triggers a detachment from the 
persuasive message (Friestad & Wright, 1994). Thus, emotional appeals may be more convincing 
for skeptical consumers than informational appeals (Bae, 2019; Matthes & Wonneberger, 2014; 
Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998).

Skeptical consumers’ detachment from the CRM message may be explained by the cognitive 
avoidance model (Hock & Krohne, 2004), which posits that skeptical consumers tend to avoid 
persuasive communications containing messages that contradict their existing beliefs and are, 
therefore, more inclined to avoid informational messages than emotional ones. Considering this 
informational message avoidance tendency, several studies have demonstrated the effectiveness 
of emotional appeals. Kanter and Wortzel (1985) suggested that since skepticism originated from 
disbelief in a company’s sincerity, an emotional touch rather than extensive information might be 
more effective in convincing consumers. Similarly, Matthes and Wonneberger (2014) found that 
emotional appeals curbed CRM skepticism. Thus, an emotional appeal might alleviate the low level 
of message elaboration (DeCarlo & Barone, 2009).

2.3. Skepticism and heuristic cues
When consumers process brand information online, they assign greater credibility to information 
verified by other web users. It is known as an endorsement heuristic, where consumers believe 
that something is correct if others think it is correct (Metzger & Flanagin, 2015). Sundar (2008) also 
suggested that computer-generated content is perceived as free from bias; therefore, people trust 
machines more than humans as a source of information. Thus, likes and followers on SNSs may act 
as heuristic cues for people to deal with doubt (Westerman et al., 2012). Phua and Ahn (2014) also 
found that followers could make a company appear more credible to consumers.

As a mechanism of information processing, an individual allocates his or her mental energy to 
incoming stimuli or media messages through visual attention (Perse, 1990). There are no 
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noticeable gaps between what is seen and what is processed; eye fixation can be considered an 
indicator of intense cognitive processing (Rayner, 1998). Elaborate processing requires high levels 
of attention (Russo, 2011); thus, total fixation duration (TFD) is considered an indication of 
elaborate information processing.

Given that attention is a selection process, where some inputs are processed deeper than others, 
and is provoked by viewing motives (Perse, 1990), it may not make sense for highly skeptical 
consumers to select and scrutinize a plethora of untruthful messages concerning. Skeptical consumers 
may select and deeply engage in computer-generated content as a more reliable basis for their 
judgment by how others have verified and selected the contents on the company’s SNSs. Therefore, 
it would be reasonable to expect that when the brand’s SNS is full of information, highlighting the 
company’s CRM activities, highly skeptical consumers versus less skeptical consumers may pay more 
attention to those endorsement heuristic cues. Therefore, the following hypothesis was proposed: 

H1: When viewing an informational and an emotional CRM ad on a Facebook brand page, 
individuals with higher levels of skepticism will (a) exhibit shorter TFD on a text and (b) longer 
TFD on heuristic cues such as likes and followers.

H2: When viewing an informational and an emotional CRM ad on a Facebook brand page, 
individuals with lower levels of skepticism will (a) exhibit longer TFD on a text and (b) shorter 
TFD on heuristic cues such as likes and followers.

2.4. The mediating role of elaboration on message credibility
Message engagement, a state evoked by a particular message at a particular point in time 
(Laczniak et al., 1989), has been found to influence the consequences of message effects. When 
consumers became more involved in the content of companies, they considered them more 
credible and showed greater intention to purchase their product (Kim et al., 2009). Moreover, 
consumers who are more involved in processing advertising messages consider the message to be 
more believable (Wang, 2006). Westerman et al. (2014) also found that the amount of cognitive 
elaboration Twitter users engaged in plays a significant role in mediating the effect of Twitter 
contents that update their credibility perception.

Visual attention research has also provided evidence of the effect of message engagement on 
attitude formation and behavioral intention. Guerreiro et al. (2015) demonstrated that a higher 
duration of attention towards the cause-related target led consumers to donate to the charity 
cause. Moreover, perceived message credibility is a positive predictor of behavioral intention 
(Chang, 2011; Goldsmith et al., 2000).

Therefore, this study proposes that positive increases in consumer responses are a function of 
elaboration on the CRM message. Specifically, in an informational appeal, increased message 
credibility is due to the attention to heuristic cues, such as likes and followers, for highly skeptical 
consumers. Meanwhile, for less skeptical consumers, increased message credibility is due to the 
attention to central cues. Notably, the study predicted that this effect is conditional on CRM 
skepticism. Furthermore, this credibility perception will lead to greater intention to join the brand 
page and purchase the advertised product. 

H3: The interaction effect of CRM ad appeals and skepticism on consumer perception of message 
credibility is mediated by (a) TFD on a text and (b) TFD on heuristic cues.

H4: A greater perceived message credibility will generate a stronger intention to (a) join the brand 
page and (b) purchase the advertised company’s product.
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3. Methods

3.1. Sampling
A total of 215 undergraduate students at a large Midwestern university in the USA were recruited 
through an online SONA system: an online student participant pool. The participants received extra 
course credit as compensation for their participation. Students were selected as the sample 
because this demography is very responsive to cause marketing (Nielsen, 2016), shares social 
cause information on Facebook (Nielsen, 2014), and is homogeneous (Peterson, 2001).

Of the 215 participants, four were eliminated because of poor eye movement data, resulting in 
a total sample of 211: 113 females (53.6%) and 98 (46.4%) males aged 18 to 24, with a mean age 
of 19.81 (SD = 1.46). Most participants were Caucasian (65.9%), followed by Hispanic (9.5%) and 
Asian (7.6%). Participants’ demographic characteristics were insignificantly correlated with the 
dependent variables (all ps > 0.05).

3.2. Research design
To examine the effects of CRM ad appeal types on message elaboration and perceptual responses, 
a 2 (informational or emotional appeal type) × 2 (high or low CRM skepticism) between-subjects 
factorial design was employed.

3.3. Stimuli development
A fictitious non-profit organization (NPO) called “Hands for Hunger” was created as global con-
sumers ranked poverty and hunger as the most concerning social cause (Nielsen, 2014). In 
selecting a company, fifty students (outside the main study) assessed the perceived congruence 
of the social cause with three companies: a food retail company (FOODBAG), a bottled water 
company (ICIS), and a running shoe company (LeCaf). FOODBAG was evaluated as the most 
compatible with the hunger cause (F(2, 48) = 48.02, p < 0.01).

3.4. Manipulations of appeal type
Since this study examines the effect of CRM on consumer intention to join a brand fan page and 
purchase company products, a Facebook page was created for FOODBAG.

In the emotional appeal, a seven-year-old girl, Melinda, was introduced. The headline, “Hunger 
Hurts Melinda Every Day,” was presented with a picture of a girl followed by a description of her 
situation (see Appendix 1). In the informational appeal, “Melinda” was replaced with “Kids” in the 
headline. The description presented general facts about the challenges faced by children in the U.S. 
Further details on the CRM initiative was added at the end of the description. Other factors, such as 
message sequence, visual image, and Facebook layout, were identical for the two conditions. The 
company’s likes and followers were featured on the bottom right of the page in both conditions.

Additional 67 undergraduate students confirmed a significant mean difference between the two 
conditions (Memotional = 5.87, SD = 0.59; Minformational = 3.57, SD = 0.89, F (1,66) = 34.40, p < 0.001 for 
an emotional condition; Minformational = 5.30, SD = 0.76; Memotional = 3.02, SD = 0.99, F (1,66) = 56.38, 
p < 0.001 for an informational condition), indicating that the manipulation was successful.

3.5. Procedure
The participants were invited to a laboratory and provided with an informed consent form. They were 
then guided to sit in front of a Tobii Pro 60 eye-tracking device, connected to a 22-inch LED monitor.

One condition was randomly presented to each participant, and participants’ eye movements 
while viewing the ad were recorded. After finishing the eye-tracking portion of the experiment, 
participants completed an online questionnaire via Qualtrics, which measured the appeal type 
manipulation check, their level of CRM skepticism, perceived message credibility, and their 
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intention to join the brand page and purchase the advertised company’s product. Their demo-
graphic information was recorded. After the approximately 20 minutes experiment, the partici-
pants were debriefed and thanked.

3.6. Measures
Consumers’ CRM skepticism was assessed by a modified nine ad skepticism scale (Obermiller & 
Spangenberg, 1998) on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 
(“strongly agree”). High (M = 4.79, SD = 0.61) and low groups (M = 3.11, SD = 0.49) were 
distinguished based on the median value of 3.80. The TFD from the eye-tracking device measured 
the message elaboration. A fixation is a measure of eye position when the eyes rest for a brief 
moment and visual information is gathered (Wolfe & Horowitz, 2004). TFD is the length of the 
fixation (in seconds) for a CRM ad. Longer TFD indicates greater message elaboration. Thus, to 
produce the TFD data, two separate areas of interest (AOIs) regarding the text and heuristic cues 
were drawn.

Message credibility was measured using six items on a seven-point scale (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; 
Yoo & MacInnis, 2005). Intentions regarding joining the brand page were measured using three items 
on a seven-point scale developed by Muk and Chung (2014). Purchase intention was measured using 
three items on a seven-point scale (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). Table 1 provides an overview of all 
items, average variance extracted (AVE), construct reliability (CR) and factor loadings.

4. Results

4.1. Scale verification
A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) evaluated the psychometric properties of the latent constructs 
using AMOS 22. Two items measuring CRM skepticism were eliminated due to poor factor loadings 
(e.g., “Companies pretend to care more about society than they really do” and “Most CRM 
messages from companies are intended to mislead consumers rather than inform them”). The 
loadings for the other latent constructs were statistically significant, and convergent validity was 
achieved. The CR suggests internal consistency ranging from 0.66 to 0.96, and the AVE of each 
construct exceeded the minimum criteria of 0.50, confirming convergent validity (Anderson & 
Gerbing, 1988). The /df ratio was below 2.0, and CFI, GFI, NFI, and TLI values exceeded the 0.90 
threshold for model fit (McDonald & Marsh, 1990). All AVE estimates were larger than the squared 
pairwise correlations, thus confirming discriminant validity (Fornell & Larker, 1981). Table 2 reports 
the correlations of the latent constructs.

4.2. Manipulation check
An independent samples t-test demonstrated that the manipulation of the appeal type was 
successful (Minformational = 4.66, SD = 1.21, Memotional = 4.31, SD = 1.13, t (209) = 2.15, p < 0.05 for 
informational condition; Memotional = 4.89, SD = 1.26, Minformational = 4.02, SD = 1.52, t (209) = 4.46, 
p < 0.01 for emotional condition).

4.3. Hypotheses tests

4.3.1. Effect of CRM ad appeal on message elaboration 
A two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) revealed a significant interaction effect 
between skepticism and ad appeal (Wilk’s = 0.85, F (2, 206) = 17.58, p < 0.001, partial = 0.15). 
A univariate analysis demonstrated that the interaction between skepticism and ad appeal was 
significant on the TFD regarding text (F (1, 207) = 14.69, p < 0.001, partial = 0.07) and peripheral 
cues (F (1, 207) = 18.97, p < 0.001, partial = 0.08). As predicted, when viewing an informational 
appeal, highly skeptical consumers give more attention to heuristic cues (M = 2.04, SD = 0.72) than 
to text (M = 1.99, SD = 0.52) (see Table 3). They give more attention to central cue (i.e., text, 
M = 2.18, SD = 0.53) than to heuristic cues (M = 1.65, SD = 0.43) when processing emotional appeal. 
However, regardless of ad appeals, less skeptical consumers showed a greater elaboration on 
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central cue (Minformatioanl = 3.12, SD = 0.84; Memotional = 2.64, SD = 0.56) than heuristic cues 
(Minformatioanl = 1.06, SD = 0.48; Memotional = 1.33, SD = 0.50). Hypotheses 1 and 2 were thus 
supported.

4.3.2. Moderated mediation analysis 
The SPSS macro PROCESS (model 7) was applied for moderated mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013). 
This macro generates higher power and a lower Type 1 error (Hayes, 2013). The variables were 
centered to avoid potentially problematic high multicollinearity with the interaction term. The 
results demonstrated significant moderated mediation. Table 4 specifies the 95% confidence 
interval (CI) of the conditional indirect effects of CRM ad appeals on message credibility through 
TFD on text and TFD on peripheral cues for high- and low- skepticism consumers (1 for informa-
tional appeal and 2 for emotional appeal).

The indirect effect of ad appeals on credibility through TFD on heuristic cues was significant for both 
highly and less skeptical consumers (βhigh = 0.11, SE = 0.05, 95% CI: 0.03 to 0.24, βlow = −0.07, SE = 0.03, 
95% CI: −0.17 to −0.02). However, the indirect effect of ad appeals on credibility through TFD on text 
was insignificant for both types of consumers (βhigh = −0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI: −0.07 to 0.01, βlow 

= 0.03, SE = 0.04, 95% CI: −0.04 to 0.14). The index of moderated mediation was significant for TFD on 
heuristic cues (β = 0.18, SE = 0.08, 95% CI: 0.05 to 0.37). TFD on text was insignificant (β = −0.04, 
SE = 0.06, 95% CI: −0.20 to 0.06). For both types of consumers, the effect of CRM ad appeals on 
message credibility worked through TFD on heuristic cues. Therefore, H3b was supported.

4.3.3. Effect of perceived message credibility on intentions 
To test the hypotheses, a general linear regression was conducted. The regression results demon-
strated significant positive effects of message credibility on intention to join a brand page 
(β = 0.55, t = 8.35, p < 0.001, = 0.26) and purchase an advertised product (β = 0.61, t = 10.49, 
p < 0.001, = 0.36). These findings supported H4a and H4b.

5. Discussion
This study finds that when viewing an informational CRM communication, avoidance occurred 
during information processing for highly skeptical consumers regarding detailed information. 
However, high-skepticism consumers give more attention to central cues than peripheral cues 
when processing the emotional ad. Low-skepticism consumers, however, relied more on the 
central cue than peripheral cues regardless of the appeal. Moreover, message elaboration on 
heuristic cues was found to mediate the CRM effect on message credibility. This study also 
found that once consumers consider the CRM message to be credible, they are more likely to 
join the brand page and purchase a product.

6. Study 2
Study 2 was designed to validate Study 1 with a different sample and ascertain whether different 
emotional appeals (i.e., positive versus negative) draw highly skeptical consumers’ attention and 
message elaboration differently. Thus, this study extends the research on CRM skepticism by showing 
that a certain type of emotional appealing strategy can alleviate the negative effects of CRM skepticism.

Table 2. Construct correlations and AVE on diagonal
Skepticism Credibility IJ PI

Skepticism 0.52

Credibility −0.39** 0.52

IJ −0.34** 0.44** 0.75

PI −0.29** 0.50** 0.59** 0.75

Note: IJ = intention to join a brand fan page; PI = purchase intention. 
**p < 0.01. 
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6.1. Positive versus negative emotional appeals
Several studies have found that positive emotional appeals inhibit individuals’ abilities to care-
fully examine persuasive messages (Fiedler, 2001; Myers & Sar, 2015). For example, the mood- 
and-general-knowledge model (Bless, 2000) posits that, in a positive affective state, people are 
more likely to rely on existing schemas and stored general-knowledge structures. In a negative 
affective state, people are less likely to do so, resulting in increased attention to and retention of 
external information in a more accommodative, detailed, and systematic manner (Schwarz & 
Bless, 1992). Thus, when highly skeptical consumers encounter CRM messages that induce 
positive emotions, they may retrieve their existing persuasion knowledge and CRM skepticism, 
which in turn triggers reliance on heuristic information. However, when highly skeptical consu-
mers are exposed to CRM campaigns that elicit negative emotions, they may systematically 
process central details from a CRM campaign. Homer and Yoon (1992) have already asserted that 
negatively framed advertisements reduced the negative effect of skepticism on both ad attitudes 
and brand attitudes. Therefore, a needy person’s sad image and story may alleviate skeptical 
consumers’ resistance and facilitate their transition to information processing, which in turn 
generates greater message credibility and additional positive outcomes. Therefore, the following 
hypotheses were proposed: 

H5: Individuals with higher levels of skepticism will exhibit (a) a longer TFD on text, (b) a longer TFD 
on an image, and (c) a shorter TFD on heuristic cues when viewing a CRM ad with a negative rather 
than positive emotional appeal and an informational appeal.

H6: Individuals with lower levels of skepticism will exhibit (a) a longer TFD on text, (b) a shorter TFD on 
an image, and (c) a shorter TFD on heuristic cues when viewing a CRM ad regardless of the appeal type.

Table 5. Construct correlations and AVE on diagonal
Skepticism Credibility IJ PI

Skepticism 0.54

Credibility −0.25** 0.62

IJ −0.28** 0.51** 0.83

PI −0.33** 0.46** 0.60** 0.81

Note: IJ = intention to join a brand fan page; PI = purchase intention. 
**p < 0.01. 

Table 4. Moderated multiple mediation analysis, indirect effects on message credibility
95% CI

Mediator Moderator value Effect LL UL
TFD on body text Hi −0.01 −0.0726 0.0142

Low 0.03 −0.0447 0.1470

TFD on heuristic 
cues

Hi 0.11 0.0262 0.2370

Low −0.07 −0.1708 −0.0172

Index TFD on body 
text

−0.0396 −0.1998 0.0606

Index TFD on 
heuristic cues

−0.1791 0.0512 0.3733

Note: 5000 bootstrap samples, CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit., TFD = total fixation duration. 
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When a needy person expresses sadness, a viewer shares that pain; this emotional conver-
gence of sadness facilitates further information processing, resulting in high charitable behavior 
(Baberini et al., 2015). As Study 1 found, a positive increase in consumer response is a function of 
attention and elaboration on the CRM message. For more skeptical consumers, attention to the 
text and the sad image may lead to greater message credibility. For less skeptical consumers, 
attention to central cues may enhance message credibility. Therefore, it is expected that CRM 
receptivity will work as follows: 

H7: The interaction effect of CRM ad appeals and skepticism on consumer perception of message 
credibility is mediated by (a) TFD on text, (b) TFD on image, and (c) TFD on heuristic cues.

It has been found that more credible information alleviates consumer concerns that the company’s 
initial intention is in some way suspect (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). Once consumers considered the 
sponsoring company to be more credible, they foavorably evaluated the comapany’s CRM ad on 
a Facebook brand page, resulting in greater intention to join the company’s brand page (Bae, 2018). 
Lin and Lu (2010) also found that credibility motivates consumers to join brands’ Facebook fan pages. 
Joining a brand page featuring CRM may allow consummers to indirectly control the impression they give 
off simply by associating themselves with brand that is sponsoring the given cause (Bae, 2019) since 
supporting causes may provide them with an opportunity to demonstrate good citizenship behavior 
(Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Thus, consumers are likely to consider joining a Facebook brand page featur-
ing CRM.

Previous studies have found that compared to nonmembers, members of Facebook brand 
pages spent more money on the brands for which they were members. For example, members of 
Starbucks’ Facebook page spend more and transact more frequently relative to nonmenbers 
(Lipsman et al., 2012). Manchanda et al. (2015), demonstrated a significant increase in expendi-
tures from customers that joined the company’s social network brand page. Given that credibility 
perception increases a consumer’s willingness to join a brand’s membership, which in turn lead to 
greater purchase intention, the following hypothesis was proposed: 

H8: Intention to join the brand page will mediate the relationship between perceived message 
credibillity and intention to purchase the advertised company’s product.

7. Methods

7.1. Sampling
A total of 201 undergraduate students at a large Midwestern university in the USA were recruited 
through an online SONA system. The participants received extra course credit as compensation for their 
participation. Four were eliminated because of poor eye movement data, resulting in a total sample size 
of 197: 98 males (44.7%) and 109 females (55.3%) aged 19 to 29, with a mean age of 24.03 (SD = 2.74). 
Most participants were Caucasian (68.5%), followed by Hispanic (10.7%) and African American (7.1%). 
Participants’ demographic characteristics had no impact on the dependent variables (all ps > 0.05).

7.2. Research design
The experiment was a 3 (informational, positive emotional, or negative emotional appeal type) × 2 
(high or low CRM skepticism) between-subjects factorial design.

7.3. Manipulations of appeal type
The stimulus for the informational CRM ad was like that of the first study. For the positive appeal, the 
headline was replaced with “Hunger Will Never Hurt Melinda,” and a picture of a smiling girl was 
presented. The text was replaced with “Melinda, a seven-year-old girl, could receive the nourishment 
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she needs to learn thanks to the help of people like you. She is dreaming of one day becoming 
a doctor.” Stimuli for the negative emotional CRM ad employed the same message content as that of 
Study 1, except the image of a girl (see Appendix 1).

To select positive and negative images, after selecting five images of girls per each condition by two 
research assistants, 50 participants (outside the main study) rated one image among the five positive 
images as the most positive (F(4, 46) = 11.08, p < 0.001) and another among the five negative images 
as the most negative (F(4, 46) = 9.23, p < 0.01).

7.4. Procedure and measurement
The experiment procedure and measures were like Study 1, except for a dependent measure. To 
ensure the effect of different image types on visual attention, one more AOI was drawn for the 
image. The rest of the scales and items were based on the measures used in the first study. Table 1 
reports the results of the CFA, including the scale items. Table 5 reports the correlations of the 
latent constructs. All items had significant loadings on their respective constructs, confirming 
convergent validity. The χ2/df ratio was below 2.0 (χ2/df = 1.365), and all the goodness-of-fit 
indices were sufficient (CFI = 0.979, TLI = 0.974, GFI = 0.901, NFI = 0.924, RMSEA = 0.042).

All AVEs were greater than the squared interconstruct correlations, confirming discriminant validity.

8. Results

8.1. Manipulation checks
Participants exposed to the informational appeal rated significantly higher on the measure for 
informative and rationality (Minformational = 4.92, SD = 1.01; Mpositive = 2.55, SD = 0.54; Mnegative = 2.45, 
SD = 0.97, F(2, 194) = 389.89, p < 0.001; Tukey post hoc tests, p < 0.001). Positive appeals were rated as 
most positive (Mpositive = 4.62, SD = 0.59; Mnegative = 2.46, SD = 0.66; Minformational = 2.67, SD = 0.78, F(2, 
194) = 93.18, p < 0.001; Tukey post hoc tests, p < 0.001), and negative appeals, most negative (Mnegative 

= 4.98, SD = 0.62; Mpositive = 3.14, SD = 0.71; Minformational = 3.91, SD = 0.83, F(2, 194) = 107.72, p < 0.001; 
Tukey post hoc tests, p < 0.001).

8.2. Hypothesis test

8.2.1. Effects of CRM ad appeal on message elaboration 
Highly skeptical and less skeptical consumers were grouped based on median values 
(Median = 3.33; high (n = 98, M = 4.42, SD = 0.79), low (n = 99, M = 2.70, SD = 0.48). A two-way 

Table 7. Moderated multiple mediation analysis, indirect effects on message credibility
95% CI

Mediator Moderator value Effect LL UL
TFD on body text Hi 0.03 −0.0074 0.0971

Low −0.01 −0.0479 0.0212

TFD on image TFD 
on heuristic cues

Hi 
Low 
Hi 

Low

0.28 
0.27 
–0.20 
-0.01

0.2860 
0.2500 
0.1206 
–0.0447

0.5348 
0.4448 
0.4374 
0.0282

Index TFD on body 
text Index TFD on 
image

0.0154 
0.1830

−0.0044 
0.0221

0.0505 
0.1227

Index TFD on 
heuristic cues

0.0094 −0.1437 0.1763

Note: 5000 bootstrap samples, CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit., TFD = total fixation duration. 
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MANOVA demonstrated significant interaction effects between skepticism and CRM appeal 
(Wilk’s = 0.51, F (8, 376) = 18.86, p < 0.001,partial η2 = 0.29). The effect of CRM appeal on the 
combined dependent variables is not the same for highly and less skeptical consumers, such as the 
main effects of CRM skepticism (Wilk’s = 0.58, F (4, 188) = 33.96, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.42) and 
CRM appeal (Wilk’s = 0562, F (8, 376) = 16.12, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.26).

Univariate results demonstrated interaction effects between skepticism and appeal types on 
a central cue (i.e., text) (F (2, 191) = 4.88, p < 0.01, partial η2 = 0.05), image (F (2, 191) = 4.54, p < 
0.05, partial η2 = 0.05), and heuristic cues (F (2, 191) = 7.32, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.07).

As Table 6 illustrates, highly skeptical consumers paid greater attention to text when they 
viewed a negative compared to positive and informational appeals (Mnegative = 11.20, SD = 4.25; 
Mpositive = 10.23, SD = 2.61, Minformational = 9.13, SD = 3.59) (F (2, 191) = 4.88, p < 0.01, partial η2 = 
0.05). Therefore, H5a was supported. Negative images held highly skeptical consumers’ visual 
attention longer than informational and positive images (Mnegative = 7.25, SD = 3.30; Minformational 

= 4.97, SD = 3.11; Mpositive = 3.10, SD = 2.81) (F (2, 191) = 4.54, p < 0.05, partial η2 = 0.05). Thus, H5b 
was supported. Heuristic cues did not hold highly skeptical consumers’ attention for both negative 
(M = 0.89, SD = 0.44) and positive appeal (M = 0.83, SD = 0.48), unlike informational appeal (M = 
1.28, SD = 0.72). However, the difference between negative and positive appeals was insignificant 
(p >.05). Thus H5 c was not supported.

Less skeptical consumers paid more attention to text (Minformational = 14.54, SD = 2.86; Mnegative = 
13.55, SD = 3.58, Mpositive = 12.33, SD = 2.96) than heuristic cues (Minformational = 0.49, SD = 0.22; 
Mnegative = 0.63, SD = 0.45, Mpositive = 0.78, SD = 0.80) and image (Minformational = 1.44, SD = 2.30; Mnegative 

= 3.28, SD = 0.63, Mpositive = 2.02, SD = 2.11) regardless of the appeal type. Thus, H6 was supported.

8.2.2. Moderated mediation analysis 
A macro PROCESS (model 7) was applied for moderated mediation analysis (Hayes, 2018) to test 
the moderated mediation hypothesis. Table 7 illustrates the 95% CI of the conditional indirect 
effects of CRM ad appeals on message credibility through TFD on text, TFD on images, and TFD on 
heuristic cues for highly and less skeptical consumers (1 for informational appeal, 2 for positive 
appeal, 3 for negative appeal).

The conditional effects analysis demonstrated that the indirect effect of ad appeals on credibility 
through TFD on image was significantly positive among highly skeptical consumers (β = 0.28, SE = 0.07, 
95% CI: 0.28 to 0.53) and less skeptical consumers (β = 0.27, SE = 0.15, 95% CI: 0.25 to 0.44). The indirect 
effect of ad appeals on credibility through TFD on text was insignificant for both types of consumer (βhigh = 
0.03, SE = 0.03, 95% CI: −0.04 to 0.09, βlow = −0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI: −0.04 to 0.14). The indirect effect of 
ad appeals on credibility through TFD on heuristic cues was significantly negative among highly skeptical 
consumers (β = −0.20, SE = 0.08, 95% CI: 0.12 to 0.43), but insignificant for less skeptical consumers (β = 
−0.01, SE = 0.01, 95% CI: −0.04 to 0.14). The index of moderated mediation was significant for TFD on 
image (β = 0.18, SE = 0.08, 95% CI: 0.02 to 0.12). TFDs on text and heuristic cues were insignificant 
(βbody text = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI: −0.01 to 0.05, βheuristic cues = 0.02, SE = 0.07, 95% CI: −0.14 to 0.18). 
Therefore, H7b was supported, unlike H7a and H7 c.

8.2.3. The mediating role of intention to join the brand page 
The mediating role of intention to join the brand page was tested with Model 4 of the PROCESS 
macro of Hayes (2013). As predicted, each antecedent factor had significant effects on the 
subsequent factor (perceived message credibility ! intention to join a brand page, β = 0.55, t 
(195) = 8.35, p < 0.001; intention to join a brand page ! intention to purchase advertised product, 
β = 0.51, t(194) = 7.59, p < 0.001). A bootstrap analysis with a 10,000 sample and a confidence 
level of 0.05 confirmed a positive (0.28) and significant (confidence interval: 0.18 to 0.40) indirect 
effect, supporting H8.
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9. Discussion
Highly skeptical consumers were likely to pay more attention to message details and an image that 
primarily induces sadness. However, less skeptical consumers paid more attention to detailed CRM 
messages regardless of the appeal type. The second study found a significant mediating role of 
elaboration regarding an image, but the attention paid to text and heuristic cues did not mediate 
the effect of the appeal on credibility perception. Intention to join a brand page was found to mediate 
the effect of perceived message credibility on intention to purchase the advertised company’s product.

10. General discussion
This study hypothesized that skepticism toward companies’ CRM initiatives leads to variations in 
how CRM ad appeals influence consumers’ message elaboration. This study identified the cognitive 
mechanism underlying message elaboration to understand how it works to shield consumer 
evaluations against the negative effect of CRM skepticism.

The main finding is that when viewing an informational CRM communication, consumers with 
high CRM skepticism did not devote time and effort to central cues because they distrust the 
company’s sincerity and devalue its CRM claims (Matthens et al., 2014; Obermiller et al., 2005). 
Avoidance occurred during the information processing for highly skeptical consumers when pre-
sented with detailed information on CRM initiatives.

When viewing a negative emotional CRM appeal, highly skeptical consumers allocated their 
attention primarily to the text than when viewing a positive appeal. High-skepticism consumers 
paid more attention to an image of a sad child (a negative appeal) than that of a smiling child (a 
positive appeal). Negative emotional appeals led consumers to process information in a more 
accommodative, detailed, and systematic manner; it leads to a more careful analysis of the 
specific information. Although highly skeptical consumers detach themselves from CRM messages 
for not being worth processing (Darke & Ritchie, 2007) and that they contradict their existing 
beliefs (Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009), when facing CRM messages that are written to 
primarily induce sadness, highly skeptical consumers may be less likely to rely on stored general-
ized knowledge structures, resulting in attention to message details (Bless, 2000; Schwarz & Bless, 
1992). Sadness induced by the negative message might allow consumers to engage in more 
thoughtful scrutiny when deciding whether to help someone in need or purchase an advertised 
product (Erlandsson et al., 2018).

A complementary mechanism that can explain skeptical consumers’ elaboration in processing 
negative emotive contents is narrative transportation (Escalas, 2007). The child’s plight might 
evoke narrative processing, which transports viewers into the needy child’s story rather than 
analytically thinking about motive (J. H. Nielsen & Escalas, 2010). Engaging and transportation 
stories might be valuable for reducing resistance by producing emotional effects that create 
a stronger message involvement.

Moreover, the degree of cognitive elaboration that participants engage in when confronted with 
different appeal types has a crucial mediating role in the CRM appeal effect on credibility judg-
ment. The results demonstrated that consumers who paid more attention to the heuristic cues 
(Study 1) and images (Study 2) consider the CRM message to be more credible. It is consistent with 
previous studies; consumers involved in processing advertising contents consider the message to 
be believable (Guerreiro et al., 2015; Wang, 2006; Wei et al., 2010).

Although the mediating role of cognitive elaboration on heuristic cues is not consistent across the 
two studies, for more skeptical consumers, when viewing an informational appeal, attention to 
heuristic cues coherently enhances the perception of message credibility. Furthermore, it encourages 
consumers to join the brand page, which leads to greater purchase intentions. Although highly 
skeptical consumers do not thoroughly engage with the central element of CRM initiatives in detailed 
informational CRM claims that are fact-based, they still consider the message credible via close 
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attention to the heuristic cues. This finding supports endorsement heuristics; people assign greater 
credibility to information verified by others (Sundar, 2008); thus highly skeptical consumers might rely 
more on heuristic cues as a source of credibility judgments (Jin & Phua, 2014; Lee et al., 2019; Metzger 
& Flanagin, 2015). This study provides more evidence that credibility perception is a powerful pre-
dictor of consumers’ behavioral intention (Bae, 2018; Jeong et al., 2013).

11. Theoretical implications
This study extends the literature by examining consumers’ visual attention along with the sub-
jective experience of message elaboration as an underlying cognitive mechanism that can help 
predict favorable responses to a Facebook brand page featuring CRM. The study supports the 
persuasion knowledge model by providing robust evidence of how the defense mechanism during 
information processing shapes consumer responses (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

However, how dispositional CRM skepticism guides consumer message elaboration (and how this 
message elaboration induces consumer trust in marketing communications) has been ignored. 
This study addressed this gap and secures an obvious link between skepticism, message elabora-
tion, and message credibility, illustrating that consumers’ level of CRM skepticism controls the 
extent to which they are likely to be defensive against detailed information, which results in failed 
message elaboration. Eventually, this detachment from the CRM message results in greater 
disbelief in the company’s CRM communications (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

The study also extends the literature on the dual-process model. Highly skeptical consumers are 
less likely to be motivated to devote cognitive processing to comprehensive CRM information. This 
low engagement when viewing a company’s CRM information leads skeptical consumers to adopt 
heuristic processing; thus, they rely strongly on peripheral cues to process informational appeal 
CRM communications (Obermiller et al., 2005; Petty & Cacioppo, 1983).

The findings are also consistent with the literature, emphasizing the beneficial processing effects 
of negative appeals for CRM communications (Bless, 2000; Bless & Fiedler, 2012). Highly skeptical 
consumers presented with a negative appeal (unlike a positive or informational appeal) seem to 
devote more cognitive effort in message elaboration. The cognitive benefits of a negative appeal 
can be understood in terms of the more accommodative, externally oriented processing style it 
induces (Bless & Fiedler, 2012) that allows consumers to rely less on existing persuasion knowl-
edge and improves the efficacy of strategic communications.

The study demonstrates that the narrative and transportation models might serve as 
a theoretical framework for the level of message elaboration triggered by negatively framed 
CRM communications. Engaging, transporting stories may be valuable as they reduce skeptical 
consumers’ resistance, encourage them to process CRM information, and produce cognitive and 
emotional effects that create stronger attitudes and intentions (Escalas, 2007; Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 
2011; Murphy et al., 2013).

The study also found that the social information processing approach and dual processing model of 
credibility (Metzger, 2007) are applicable in understanding the heuristic information processing involved 
in skeptical consumers’ decision-making. The finding indicates that computer-generated content can be 
used to possibly endorse a communication (Metzger et al., 2010) or trigger a bandwagon cue (Sundar, 
2008) to help consumers judge a company’s sincerity regarding a particular social cause.

12. Managerial implications
Understanding the contextual appeal to use on SNSs will help marketers enhance skeptical 
consumer engagement with their brand pages and build consumer relationships. The findings 
suggest that negative appeals seem to motivate skeptical consumers toward greater CRM mes-
sages elaboration. Particularly, the sad image of a child is a powerful force, motivating them to 
engage in thorough information processing rather than relying on their predisposition to be 
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skeptical of CRM. Therefore, the negative effect of CRM skepticism can be curbed by integrating 
a negatively framed emotional CRM message with an image of a sad child.

Moreover, even though skeptical consumers still regard the company as credible based on heuristic 
cues, they do not thoroughly engage in the main element of CRM commitment in the informational 
claims. As long as the SNS page has system-generated heuristic or bandwagon cues, skeptical 
consumers may still perceive social approval of the CRM initiatives, triggering a sense of credibility. 
Hence, skeptical consumers may join the brand community. A social media strategy enables the brand 
to be part of an active community that maintains constant connections with consumers anywhere and 
anytime. Thus, marketers should continue to include Facebook and other social media platforms in 
their cause-marketing strategy because social media users are highly engaged with brands on their 
sites, exhibiting strong brand preference. Marketers should also maximize consumer engagement on 
SNSs through attention-grabbing posts and relevant updates on brand pages and encourage content 
sharing by users to facilitate reciprocal liking and following of brand pages.

13. Limitations and future research
First, the eye-movement data do not reveal whether participants are absorbed or are transported 
into the narrative world of the needy child’s sad story. Future studies should include a narrative 
transportation variable as a distinct mental process to differentiate the greater cognitive rigor, 
which invites skeptical consumers to process the content more analytically.

Second, this study failed to explore the potential mediating effect of message-induced emotions 
when consumers are processing CRM messages. Future studies should examine their role in 
motivating consumers to process information.

Third, this study examined a CRM campaign developed at the corporate level to avoid the 
complexity of selecting a product category relevant to the sample group. There may be different 
implications for brands on Facebook based on product categories. Future studies should examine 
a wider variety of product categories relevant to the research participants. Similarly, other proso-
cial causes and forms of charity should be explored as well.

Fourth, screenshots of fictitious Facebook brand pages were digitally manipulated to test the 
effectiveness of different CRM appeal types. There may be variations in the effectiveness of appeal 
types, image valence, and heuristic cues according to each social media vehicle. Future studies 
should test whether the effectiveness of negative CRM appeals is consistent among online photo- 
video sharing media such as Instagram, YouTube, and Twitter.

Finally, the effect of bandwagon heuristics may differ based on whether the number of likes or 
followers is high or low. Therefore, future studies should explore how the difference between a higher 
and lower number of computer-generated information items influences consumers’ information pro-
cessing. 
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Study 1 

Informational appeal 

Emotional appeal 

Bae, Cogent Business & Management (2020), 7: 1787737                                                                                                                                                
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2020.1787737

Page 22 of 24



Study 2 
Positive emotional appeal 

Negative emotional appeal 
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