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One size does not fit all: How construal
fit determines the effectiveness of
organizational brand communication

Dennis Herhausen', Sven Henkel? and Petra Kipfelsberger?

Abstract

While increasing the organizational identification of employees has been described as the ultimate goal of internal
marketing and internal branding, one of its most common practices is to communicate organizational values both
internally and externally. However, very little is known about the relative effectiveness of different types of organizational
brand communication. Drawing from construal level theory, this research investigates whether the degree of construal
fit, defined as the extent to which the construal of communication matches an employee’s construal of headquarters,
determines the relative impact of organizational brand communication. A series of studies consisting of two cross-
industrial multilevel field studies and a lab experiment provide evidence that organizational brand communication with
low-level (high-level) construal is more effective to target employees with low (high) social distance to headquarters.
These findings suggest that construal fit qualifies the effectiveness of organizational communication.

JEL CLASSIFICATION: M3 Marketing and Advertising
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research

Increasing the organizational identification and commit-
ment of employees has been described as the ultimate goal
of internal marketing and employer branding (e.g.,
Fernandez-Lores et al.,, 2016; Knox & Freeman, 2006;
Wieseke et al., 2009). However, only 30% of employees
identify with the organization they work for (David, 2013).
This finding is alarming given that employees’ organiza-
tional identification, defined as the “perceived oneness with
an organization and the experience of the organization’s
successes or failures as one’s own” (Mael & Ashforth, 1992,
p- 103), not only predicts employees’ attitudes and behav-
iors in terms of their in-role performance, organizational
citizenship behavior, customer orientation, and performance
(e.g., Bell & Menguc, 2002; Lee et al., 2015; Wieseke et al.,
2007, 2009) but even motivates customers to spend more
money in retail stores (Lichtenstein et al., 2010).

The internal marketing and internal branding literatures
emphasize the importance of communicating organiza-
tional values and brand values to increase employees’

organizational identification (e.g., Alvarez-Gonzalez
et al., 2017; Berry & Parasuraman, 1992; Buil et al., 2016;
Cardador & Pratt, 2006). Indeed, besides leadership (e.g.,
Wallace et al., 2013; Wieseke et al., 2009), organizational
communication is acknowledged as “the most common
internal marketing application” (Ahmed & Rafiq, 2003, p.
1183) and as an important driver of organizational identifi-
cation (Cheney & Christensen, 1999). To date, research
focused on the effects of either internal communication
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(e.g., Malhotra & Ackfeldt, 2016; Smidts et al., 2001;
Wiesenfeld et al., 1999) or external communication (i.e.,
advertising; Gilly & Wolfinbarger, 1998; Hughes, 2013;
Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 1991) on employees. However, both
communication types occur at the same time and may
simultaneously influence employees. In consequence,
there is a need to “better understand the relative impact of
internal and external communication on employee atti-
tudes and behaviors” (Baker et al., 2014, p. 654). This is an
important gap because many marketers have to justify the
allocation of their communication budgets and need deci-
sion criteria on how to balance internal and external com-
munication (Forrester Research, 2014).

This study addresses this gap by investigating how
employees’ organizational identification is simultaneously
affected by both internal and external brand communica-
tion. Drawing from construal level theory (Trope &
Liberman, 2010), it is argued that social distance to head-
quarters determines an employee’s mental representation
of headquarters and thus also the construal level of head-
quarters. Moreover, the principles of construal level theory
suggest that internal brand communication will be more
likely associated with low-level construal (i.e., a concrete
representation of an object), while external brand commu-
nication will be more likely associated with high-level
construal (i.e., an abstract representation of an object).
Furthermore, it is postulated that the degree of construal
fit, defined as the extent to which an employee’s construal
of headquarters' matches the construal of organizational
brand communication, determines the relative impact of
internal versus external communication.

The example of Caterpillar illustrates the different levels
of construal used in organizational brand communication.
Caterpillar (2015) targets employees with a description of
how concrete behaviors represent the organizational brand
value “sustainability.” This internal communication further
includes detailed behavior guidelines, for example, that
employees should “focus on improving the quality and effi-
ciency of our operations while reducing our environmental
impact” (p. 33). On the contrary, Caterpillar (2015) com-
municates the same organizational brand value with high-
level construal in external communication and targets the
public with a description of why sustainability is important
with the claim “today’s work, tomorrow’s world.”

A series of preliminary studies empirically examine the
association between organizational brand communication
and construal level. Subsequently, two cross-industrial
multilevel field studies with 1,102 employees and a lab
experiment with 219 participants test for the effect of con-
strual fit between organizational brand communication
and social distance to headquarters on employees’ organi-
zational identification. All studies consistently support the
importance of construal fit, and the combination of multi-
ple data sets and complementary methods allows the estab-
lishment of causal relationships and valid results.

Therefore, this research advances the branding litera-
ture in several ways. The present studies are the first to
offer a theoretical integration and empirical investigation
of the combined effects of internal versus external brand
communication on employees’ organizational identifica-
tion. While doing so, the findings add to the emerging lit-
erature on the use of brand communication to ensure that
employees are identified and aligned with the organization
(e.g., Baker et al., 2014; Hughes, 2013). Moreover, this
study uncovers an association between the internal versus
external focus of organizational brand communication and
its level of construal. Uncovering this association is mean-
ingful to understand the relative impact of internal and
external brand communication because their construal
level qualifies the effectiveness of communication on dif-
ferent employees. The present studies reveal that organiza-
tional brand communication is only likely to exert the
desired effects on organizational identification when the
construal level of the communication matches the social
distance between an employee and headquarters. These
findings provide practical recommendations on how to
frame brand messages to effectively increase employees’
organizational identification.

Theoretical background and
hypotheses

Organizational brand communication and
organizational identification

The marketing literature highlights that both internal and
external brand-related communication positively influence
organizational identification and related constructs (e.g.,
Baker et al., 2014; Malhotra & Ackfeldt, 2016; Wolfinbarger
& Gilly, 1991). Following Hughes (2013) and Smidts et al.
(2001), internal (external) brand communication is defined
as the formal, nonpersonalized internal (external) brand
communication executed by headquarters. Internal commu-
nication informs organizational members about organiza-
tional brand values and activities (e.g., Ahmed & Rafiq,
2003; Berry & Parasuraman, 1992). Such detailed informa-
tion should reduce uncertainties about the organization, help
comprehend, define, and reassure the organizational pur-
pose, and point out the salient characteristics that distinguish
the own organization from other organizations (e.g., Dutton
et al., 1994). Internal communication may further enhance
an employee’s intrinsic motivation to belong to a certain
organization (Smidts et al., 2001), increase favorable per-
ceptions of an organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989;
Malhotra & Ackfeldt, 2016), and retain talented staff (Knox
& Freeman, 2006).

In contrast, external communication primarily targets
an external audience such as customers. However, several
marketing researchers have argued that employees are an
important second audience for external communication
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(e.g., Celsi & Gilly, 2010; Hughes, 2013; Wentzel et al.,
2010; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 1991). Christensen (1997)
even claimed that external communication may be more
important for internal than external audiences. In line with
these notions, the communication literature suggests that
employees are receptive to external communication and
react in terms of interpreting and evaluating the messages
they receive via advertising (Drumwright, 1996). In par-
ticular, external communication may increase an employ-
ee’s knowledge about the identity of the organization
(Gilly & Wolfinbarger, 1998) and further help differentiate
an organization in competitive labor markets in order to
successfully attract talented staff (an important goal of
employer branding; Knox & Freeman, 2006).

Given the high plausibility and the previous support in
extant empirical research, the effects of internal and exter-
nal brand-related communication on organizational identi-
fication are used as a baseline when investigating the
moderating effect of construal fit. In the following, exist-
ing research on the association between organizational
communication and construal level theory is summarized
to argue how construal fit will determine the relative
impact of internal and external brand communication on
employees’ organizational identification.

A construal level perspective on internal and
external communication

Construal level theory differentiates between high-level
and low-level construal (Trope & Liberman, 2010). A
high-level construal implies that an individual mentally
represents a certain object abstractly. By doing so, the indi-
vidual focuses on the bigger picture and central features
that capture the core of the object. Such high-level,
abstract, context-independent representations emphasize
superordinate goals and primary features (e.g., “why”
goals). In contrast, a low-level construal implies that an
individual mentally represents a certain object concretely
and focuses on the peripheral, secondary features that are
less essential to the overall gist of the object. Such low-
level, concrete, context-dependent representations empha-
size subordinate goals and secondary features (e.g., “how”
goals). A large body of research indicates that the level of
construal has wide-ranging effects on multiple outcomes
(e.g., Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010;
Tsai & McGill, 2011; Zhu et al., 2017).

Previous construal level research differentiates between
high-level and low-level construal within organizational
communication in different ways, including vision com-
munication versus goal setting (Berson et al., 2015) and
abstract versus concrete calls for action (Berson & Halevy,
2014). The principles of construal level theory further sug-
gest that the construal level of internal and external com-
munication will likely be different, as illustrated with the
example of Caterpillar Inc. External communication will

be more abstract (as opposed to internal communication)
because (1) it takes a more distal perspective, (2) it is
directed toward a more heterogeneous audience, (3) it
addresses a more distal target group, and (4) it portrays an
organization in a more positive light.

First, individuals switch between abstract and concrete
representations as they move from distal to proximal per-
spectives. Berson et al. (2015) used the example of an
executive at Google who might construe a vision as organ-
izing the world’s information when talking to external
stakeholders, yet delineate concrete ways (e.g., upgrade
equipment, attract outstanding software engineers) and a
clear timeline when talking to employees about how to
implement such ideas. The external communication exam-
ple involves using a high construal articulation with a dis-
tant audience, while the internal communication example
involves using a low construal articulation with a more
proximate audience. This switch from high to low con-
strual is functional because it makes communication more
fluent and more readily comprehensible to the respective
audiences (Berson et al., 2015).

Second, Joshi and Wakslak (2014) found that communi-
cators use more abstract messages with high-level construal
when they encounter a heterogeneous audience and more
concrete messages with low-level construal when they
encounter a homogeneous audience. Internal communica-
tion is primarily directed toward employees which represent
a rather homogeneous target group in comparison to the
external audience because all employees share the same for-
mal membership to the organization (Cardador & Pratt,
2006). Therefore, organizations are expected to use more
concrete messages when they target their employees.

Third, Amit et al. (2013) found that a communicator’s
preference for using less (vs. more) abstraction is increas-
ingly higher when communicating with proximal (vs. dis-
tal) others. Since internal communication addresses a more
proximal target group—members of the organization—as
compared to external communication, which addresses a
more distal target group of nonmembers, organizations are
expected to focus on low-level, concrete construal in inter-
nal communication and on high-level, abstract construal in
external communication.

Fourth, Douglas and Sutton (2003) found that commu-
nicators who portray themselves in a positive light tend to
use more abstract statements. External communication
such as advertising is primarily an attempt to stimulate
consumers and other publics to engage in actions that are
favorable to the organization (Gilly & Wolfinbarger,
1998). Not surprisingly, most organizations communicate
as positive as possible to consumers and other publics,
whereas they adopt a more realistic stance toward their
employees (Wentzel et al., 2010). This suggests that exter-
nal communication is more abstract with a higher level of
construal compared to internal communication in order to
portray the organization in a more positive way.
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Taken together, prior research on construal level theory
suggests that external brand communication will be more
abstract with a higher level of construal compared to inter-
nal brand communication, which will be more concrete
with a lower level of construal.

Construal fit and organizational identification

Construal level theory highlights the relationship between
social distance and the extent to which an individual’s mental
representation of an object is abstract or concrete (Trope &
Liberman, 2010). Social distance is a subdimension of psy-
chological distance, which refers to “the extent of divergence
from direct experience of me, here and now along the dimen-
sions of time, space, social perspective, or hypotheticality”
(Liberman & Trope, 2014, p. 365). We focus on the social
dimension of distance because social distance is central to
social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), because
Joshi and Wakslak (2014) as well as Joshi et al. (2016) estab-
lished a clear association between social distance and the
construal level of communication, and because previous
research in intraorganizational settings used social distance
when investigating construal fit between different “actors”
and communication aspects (e.g., Berson & Halevy, 2014;
Cole et al., 2009; Herhausen et al., 2017).

Based on the general definition from construal level the-
ory, social distance to headquarters is defined as an employ-
ee’s social divergence from headquarters, evoked by the
amount of direct interaction with headquarters (Stephan
etal., 2011).2 The central notion of construal level theory is
that the more distant an object is from an individual, the
higher its construal level and the more abstract its mental
representation, while the closer an object, the lower its con-
strual level and the more concrete its mental representation
(e.g., Liberman et al., 2007; Soderberg et al., 2014).

Following this notion, employees’ social distance to
headquarters affects their representation of headquarters.
If employees’ construal of headquarters is high, employees
will mentally represent headquarters more abstract and
schematic, whereas if employees’ construal of headquar-
ters is low, employees will mentally represent headquar-
ters more concrete and detailed (e.g., Trope & Liberman,
2010). Thus, employees who have no direct or infrequent
interaction with headquarters due to their working envi-
ronment, for example, sales and service employees or
blue-collar workers, will experience high social distance to
headquarters (Wieseke et al., 2012). On the contrary,
employees with direct and regular headquarter interac-
tions, for example, managers or administrative staff, will
experience low social distance to headquarters.

Construal level theory further suggests that construal fit
determines the effectiveness of organizational communi-
cation. The reason is that construal fit increases psycho-
logical engagement (Berson & Halevy, 2014), enhances
perceived credibility of information (Hansen & Wanke,
2010), intensifies emotional reactions to messages (Lee

et al., 2009), and makes communication from a specific
source more effective (Herhausen et al., 2017). The com-
bined action of these mechanisms should enhance the
effectiveness of organizational communication.

Thus, it is proposed that employees’ organizational iden-
tification is influenced by the construal fit between their
mental representation of headquarters and the construal
level of organizational communication. Employees with
low social distance to headquarters have a more concrete
mental representation of headquarters and thus might be
more receptive to concrete, low-level construal. In such a
case, there would be a construal fit between internal com-
munication with low-level construal and low social distance
to headquarters. In contrast, employees with high social dis-
tance to headquarters have a more abstract mental represen-
tation of headquarters and thus might be more receptive to
abstract, high-level construal. In such a case, there would be
a construal fit between external communication with high-
level construal and high social distance to headquarters.

Hypothesis 1. Organizational identification of employ-
ees with low social distance to headquarters is more
strongly influenced by internal brand communication
with concrete, low-level construal than by external brand
communication with abstract, high-level construal.

Hypothesis 2. Organizational identification of employ-
ees with high social distance to headquarters is more
strongly influenced by external brand communication
with abstract, high-level construal than by internal brand
communication with concrete, low-level construal.

Methodology

The predictions are tested in several studies. A series of
three preliminary studies examine the association between
the internal versus external focus of organizational brand
communication and its level of construal. As expected,
companies use concrete, low-level construal in internal
brand communication and abstract, high-level construal in
external brand communication. Two multilevel field stud-
ies comprising the responses of 1,102 employees of an
industrial services firm and a retail company and one
experimental lab study with 219 participants test the pro-
posed effects of construal fit. Study 1 demonstrates the
proposed relationships for an industrial service firm; Study
2 extends these findings to a retail firm while controlling
for the potential effects of subgroup identification; and
Study 3 isolates and manipulates the construal level of
organizational communication.

Preliminary research

Although construal level theory suggests that communica-
tors will prefer low-level construal in internal communica-
tion and high-level construal in external communication,
both the managerial intention in designing organizational
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communication and the perceptions of receivers are exam-
ined to further establish this association. A survey among
18 marketing managers (mean organizational ten-
ure=6.5years) during an executive workshop pointed out
that 86% of the participants described the internal brand
communication of their company as more concrete than
the external brand communication.> These participants
were further asked to provide samples of “typical” internal
and external brand communication, both of which com-
municate the same brand values, although toward an inter-
nal versus external audience. Eight paired samples of
internal and external communication were received.* In a
next step, any information that referred to the internal or
external focus was excluded from the communication, and
a randomized sample of these materials was presented to
20 marketing managers in a different executive workshop.
The materials referring to the internal communication
were evaluated as more concrete than the material refer-
ring to external communication, mean internal=5.40,
mean external=3.33, #(1, 19)=5.78, p<.01, a=.61/.69.
Moreover, although the managers were blind to the inter-
nal or external focus, 75% (85%) of the participants sug-
gested that the internal (external) communication is better
suited to an internal (external) audience. Using the same
samples, this study was re-run with 97 business master stu-
dents from a Swiss university. The prior findings were rep-
licated: the internal communication was rated as more
concrete than the external communication, mean inter-
nal=5.00, mean external=3.62, #(1, 96)=8.07, p<<.0l,
a=.76/.76, and 78% (84%) of the participants suggested
that the internal (external) communication is better suited
to an internal (external) audience. Thus, consistent with
prior research on the interrelatedness of construal level
theory and communication, the results support the notion
that internal (external) communication is associated with
more concrete, low-level (abstract, high-level) construal.

Field studies

Study 1. Data for Study 1 were collected from 549 nonman-
agerial employees in 24 departments of a multinational
industrial service firm in Switzerland.> These employees
were located at the same site in a different city than the
firm’s headquarters, and all employees stated that they have
been exposed to both external and internal brand communi-
cations. Organizational brand values of the firm include
“sustainability” and “passion,” and the corporate communi-
cations department located at headquarters is responsible for
all organizational brand communications. Interviews with
communication managers revealed that internal brand com-
munication is typically more concrete than external brand
communication. For example, while internal communica-
tion focuses on how employees should behave in line with
the firm’ brand values, external communication focuses on
why the firm emphasizes certain brand values.®

Measures. All measures are displayed in Table 1.
Organizational identification was measured with Mael and
Ashforth’s (1992) well-established scale, and an objective
measure of social distance to headquarters obtained from
the HR department of the firm was used. Job profiles were
categorized as “low distance” (61% of employees), for
which the HR department indicated direct contact to head-
quarters, while all other job profiles without direct contact
to headquarters were categorized as “high distance” (39%
of employees). The measures of internal and external com-
munication quality were based on Hughes (2013). Depart-
mental size was used as a control variable because the
span of supervisor control may influence organizational
identification (Wiescke et al., 2009); tenure because the
time an employee spends in contact with an organization
may influence organizational identification (Cardador &
Pratt, 2006); perceived external prestige because employ-
ees identify with an organization partly to enhance self-
esteem (Mael and Ashforth, 1992); and perceived internal
competition because intraorganizational competition may
trigger a focus on the competing subunits (Mael and Ash-
forth, 1992). Table 2 presents descriptive statistics and
intercorrelations.

Andlysis and results. Squared correlations were lower
than the average variance extracted for any pair of con-
structs. A confirmatory factor analysis of the measurement
model indicated a good fit of the model with the data,
v2%(203)=468.73, comparative fit index (CFI)=.97, root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)=.05. Mul-
tilevel modeling with robust maximum likelihood estima-
tion was used to accommodate the multilevel nature of the
study, i.e., that employees are nested in departments. Log-
likelihood difference tests were used to compare the nested
models, and all predictor variables were grand mean-cen-
tered. The intraclass correlation coefficient indicates that
8% of the variation in organizational identification was
related to departmental membership.

Table 3 displays the results of the structural models.
Both internal and external communication quality were
positively related to organizational identification. Results
show a negative effect of the interaction between internal
communication quality and social distance to headquarters
on employees’ organizational identification (y=-0.23,
p<<.01) and a positive effect of the interaction between
external communication quality and social distance to
headquarters on employees’ organizational identification
(y=0.28, p <.01). Organizational identification of employ-
ees with low social distance to headquarters is more
strongly influenced by internal (y=0.38, p<.01) than by
external communication quality (y=-0.02, n.s.), and a chi-
square difference test for parameter equality provides sup-
port for Hypothesis 1 (Ax*=16.73, df=1, p<.01).
Organizational identification of employees with high
social distance to headquarters is more strongly influenced
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Table I. Measurement of constructs.

Construct and measurement items Study | Study 2

ao/AVE Loadings o/AVE Loadings
Organizational identification (Mael and Ashforth, 1992) .89/.62 911.67
| am interested in what others think about [x]. .88 91
| usually say “we” rather than “they” when speaking about [x]. .70 .90
| feel as part of the successes of [x]. .64 .70
| feel complimented when someone praises [x]. .84 .80
| would feel embarrassed if someone criticizes [x]. .87 .78
Internal communication quality (based on Hughes, 2013) .95/.76 .85/.51
The internal brand communication that | receive from [x] is informative. 74 8l
The internal brand communication that | receive from [x] is complete. .84 .89
The internal brand communication that | receive from [x] is useful. .88 .95
| like the internal brand communication of [x]. .92 .38
The internal brand communication that | receive from [x] is clear. 93 .39
The internal brand communication that | receive from [x] is satisfactory. 91 .64
External communication quality (based on Hughes, 2013) .93/.69 .94/.75
The external brand communication that | receive from [x] is informative. .78 .89
The external brand communication that | receive from [x] is complete. 77 .88
The external brand communication that | receive from [x] is useful. .83 .88
| like the external brand communication of [x]. .84 -
The external brand communication that | receive from [x] is clear. .87 .86
The external brand communication that | receive from [x] is satisfactory. .89 8l
Social distance to headquarters NA NA NA NA
Objective measure of the functional role of the employee obtained from the
HR department (i.e., role with and without direct headquarters contact)
Perceived external prestige (Mael and Ashforth, 1992) .89/.63 NA NA
[x] has a good reputation. .84
[x] is looked upon as a prestigious company to work for. 74
[x] has a good reputation in my surrounding. .83
[x] is considered one of the best companies in its industry. 8l
Customers think highly of [x]. 73
Perceived internal competition NA NA - -
The competition between different departments at [x] is intense.
Identification with the store - - NA NA
| feel strong ties with the store | am working for.
Physical proximity to headquarters - - NA NA
Measured as the absolute physical distance in miles between each store’s
location and the location of the headquarters.
Perceived social distance to headquarters - - NA NA

How would you rate the amount of contact with [x]’s headquarters?

Translated items. All standardized loadings are significant at p <.0l. NA=not applicable.

by external (y=0.26, p <.01) than by internal communica-
tion quality (y=0.15, p<.01; Ay?>=2.79, df=1, p<.10),
supporting Hypothesis 2.

Robustness analyses. To test for the robustness of the
results, it was tested whether employees with low and high
social distance to headquarters differ in their attention to
internal and external organizational communication. There-
fore, all employees were asked whether they are able to
recall the last time they encountered each type of organiza-
tion communication. Employees with low (high) social dis-
tance recalled internal and external communication equally

well (low distance: internal=99% vs. external=89%, n.s.;
high distance: internal=69% vs. external=69%, n.s.).
Thus, it is unlikely that the observed effects occur due to
systematic differences in the attention to internal and exter-
nal brand communication.

Study 2. Study 2 replicates Study 1 in a different context—
with 553 nonmanagerial employees from 108 stores of a
German retailer. Organizational brand values of the firm
include “customer focus” and “responsibility.” The corpo-
rate communications department at headquarters is respon-
sible for all organizational brand communication and
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations in the field studies.

Variables I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Level 2: department/store®

|. Size (number of employees) .10 .0l -.04 - -.06 .02 .00 .05 -.08
2. Physical proximity (in miles) - -.20 .03 - .0l .04 .06 -.04 .03
Level I: employee

3. Tenure (years) .07 - .09 - -.20 -23 -.24 - -.13
4. Identification with the store - - - - 27 .18 .35 -.28 43
5. Perceived internal competition =11 - .05 - - - - - - -

6. Perceived external prestige .09 - .07 - -.12 27 42 -.28 .36
7. Internal communication quality -.17 - -.03 - -.06 22 .33 -.28 .32
8. External communication quality .07 - .02 - -.15 .52 21 -.36 44
9. Social distance .37 - .0l - =11 .10 -.36 19 -.34
10. Organizational identification -.18 - .05 - -.05 A5 A7 .34 -.29

Study I:' M 35.55 - 4.25 - 4.68 5.18 442 438 0.61 5.15
Study |: SD 16.62 - 1.99 - 1.69 1.22 1.51 1.33 0.49 1.29
Study 2: M 13.38 39381 2.67 4.53 - 4.81 424 419 0.57 4.66
Study 2: SD 11.38 188.36 1.49 1.33 - 1.03 1.10 1.14 0.50 I.16

2Correlations are based on scores disaggregated per employee. Study | (2) correlations are reported below (above) the diagonal. For Study I,
|r| =.09 is significant at p <.05 and |r| =.11 is significant at p <.0| (two-tailed tests), and all scales have been measured with six-point Likert-type
scales (except size, tenure, and social distance). For Study 2, |r| =.09 is significant at p <.05 and |r| =.11 is significant at p <.0| (two-tailed tests),

and all scales have been measured with seven-point Likert-type scales (except size, physical proximity, gender, age, tenure, and social distance).

StUdy I: NDepar[ment=24’ NEmponee=549; StUdy 2: NStore= |08‘ NEmponee

confirmed that the internal communication of brand values
is typically more concrete than the external communica-
tion. Data were collected from employees of various stores,
while controlling for physical proximity of the stores to
headquarters and employees’ identification with the store.
We had to exclude 14 employees from the initial sample of
567 participants because these employees stated that they
have not been exposed to external brand communication, a
prerequisite to assess the quality of communication.

Measures. The same measures as in Study 1 were used
(see Table 1). In addition, Study 2 also controlled for
physical proximity to headquarters because, with increas-
ing physical distance, the organization as a whole may
become less attractive as a target for employees’ identifi-
cation (Wieseke et al., 2012); identification with the store,
because identification might exist at multiple levels inde-
pendently from each other, and identification with proxi-
mal entities may be inductive to identification with more
distal collectives (Wieseke et al., 2012). Furthermore,
employees’ perceived social distance to headquarters was
measured to validate the objective measure obtained from
the HR department of the retailer.

Analysis and results. Squared correlations were lower
than the average variance extracted for any pair of con-
structs. A confirmatory factor analysis of the measurement
model indicated good fit to the data, x*(101)=276.40,
CFI=.97, RMSEA=.06. The intraclass correlation coef-
ficient indicated that 6% of the variation in organizational
identification was related to store membership.

=553.

It can be seen from Table 3 that both internal and exter-
nal communication quality were positively related to
organizational identification. Results further include a
negative interaction between internal communication
quality and social distance to headquarters on employees’
organizational identification (y=-0.23, p <.01) and a pos-
itive interaction between external communication quality
and social distance to headquarters on employees’ organi-
zational identification (y=0.11, p <.01). While organiza-
tional identification of employees with low social distance
to headquarters is more strongly influenced by internal
(y=0.42, p<.01) than by external communication quality
(y=0.14, p<.05; Ayx*=8.57, df=1, p<.01), organiza-
tional identification of employees with high social distance
to headquarters is more strongly influenced by external
(y=0.36, p<.01) than by internal communication quality
(y=-0.04, n.s.; Ay?=22.08, df=1, p<.01). Thus, both
Hypotheses 1 and 2 are supported.

Robustness analyses. Participants in the low-distance
condition rated perceived social distance to headquar-
ters lower than those in the high-distance condition,
F(1,548)=575.51, p<.01, providing support for the
objective measure. We replicated our analyses with the
perceived social distance to headquarters measure. As pre-
dicted, we found a negative effect ofthe interaction between
internal brand communication and perceived social dis-
tance to headquarters on employees’ organizational iden-
tification (y=-0.11, p<.01) and a positive effect of the
interaction between external brand communication and
perceived social distance to headquarters on employees’
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Table 3. Results of the field studies.

Level and variable Study | Study 2
Model I: Model 2: Model 3: full Model 4: Model 5: main Model 6: full
controls main effects model controls effects model
Y SE v SE vy SE v SE % SE % SE
Intercept 5.15% 0.07 5.15% 0.06 5.06% 0.07 4.66** 0.05 4.65% 0.05 4.69%  0.05
Level 2: department/store
Size -0l* .00 —.0|%kx .00 -0k .00 -.0lI .00 -0l .0l =.01® 00
Physical proximity - - - - - - .00 .04 .00 .04 .00 .04
Level I: employee
Tenure .02 .02 .03 .02 .03 .02 -.07* .03 -.02 .03 -.02 .03
Identification with the - - - - - - 3 .04 24 .04 23k .03
store
Perceived internal -.03 .03 .00 .03 -.0lI .03 - - - - - -
competition
Perceived external LY ko .05 35k 04 34%* 04 23k .05 2%k .05 10* .05
prestige
Social distance —29% 04 -—23%* .04 —.|8%* .04 -20%* .05 -.10* 05 —0I* .04
Internal communication 2% .03 24%* .03 A7 .04 2%k .04
quality
External communication A 7% .04  I5%* .04 27%* .04 23%* .04
quality
Interaction effects
Internal communication —23%* .07 —.23%* .04
quality X social distance
External communication 28%* .07 R .04
quality X social distance
Log-likelihood -803.92 -767.84 -758.17 -765.26 -735.40 =719.31
(—2LL change) 36.08%* (df=2) 9.67%* (df=2) 29.86** (df=2) 16.09%* (df=2)
AlIC 1,623.85 1,555.68 1,540.34 1,548.52 1,492.80 1,464.63
BIC 1,658.31 1,598.76 1,592.03 1,587.29 1,540.17 1,520.61
AIC: Akaike information criterion; BIC: Bayesian information criterion.
Significance is based on two-tailed tests. Effects with robust standard errors are reported. Study |: NDepmmem= 24, NEmployee=549; Study 2:

NStore= |08' NEm lo; ee=553'
p < 05; #p <.01; #5p < 10,

organizational identification (y=0.10, p<.01). A further
test examining whether subgroup identification affects the
postulated relationships revealed no significant effects of
identification with the store on the effectiveness of internal
communication quality (y=—0.03, n.s.) and external com-
munication quality (y=—0.04, n.s.).

Discussion of the field studies

Two field studies support the postulated effect of construal
fit. When social distance to headquarters is high (low), the
quality of external (internal) brand communication is more
important than the quality of internal (external) brand
communication to increase organizational identification of
employees. However, these findings are based on cross-
sectional data, and the research design did not differentiate
between the construal level and the internal versus external
focus of the brand communication. To address these limi-
tations, the following experimental study isolates and

manipulates the construal level of organizational brand
communication.

Experimental study

Study 3 examines the causal effect of construal fit between
organizational brand communication and social distance to
headquarters on organizational identification using an
experimental study with 219 participants. Actual organiza-
tional brand communication of the multinational industrial
service firm from Study 1 was used as stimuli to increase
the external validity of the study.

Method

Study 3 used a 2 X2 X2 ([low vs. high social distance to
headquarters] X [internal vs. external brand communica-
tion] X [brand communication with low-level construal vs.
high-level construal]) between-subject design, yielding
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eight different scenarios. The experimental design was pre-
tested with six participants who did not take part in the
main study. These respondents were interviewed, and the
wording of some of the manipulations was adjusted. A total
of 223 business master students from a Swiss university
were recruited to participate in the study (44% female,
mean age=25.10years). Importantly, 81% of these students
were employed for more than 6 months prior to starting
their master studies, while half of them are currently
employed part-time. Notably, the average working experi-
ence of our sample is 1.35years. Accordingly, we are con-
fident that these students have already gathered some
essential work experience that allowed them to realistically
step into the given scenarios and provide answers with
meaningful explanatory power (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014).
Extant research in the field of economics provides evidence
that the results of laboratory studies comparing students
versus professionals are largely the same, concluding that
the standard experimental subject pool, that is, students,
can be generalized to professionals (Frechette, 2015).

As an incentive, participants were entered into a lottery
for movie gift cards. Participants were randomly assigned
to read one of the eight scenarios. Because the experiment
was designed with the multinational industrial service firm
which participated in Study 1, the experimental setting
may confound with students’ prior experiences and knowl-
edge about that firm. Accordingly, participants were asked
how they evaluate the perceived external prestige of the
firm, whether they had known the firm prior to the study
(all participants), and whether they were or are currently
employed by the firm (n=4; excluded from all analyses).

The stimuli are displayed in Figure 1. Participants were
exposed to specific information about their situation at
work to manipulate social distance to headquarters. They
were told to have direct contact with headquarters and a
picture of the management board was presented (low dis-
tance), or they were told to have no direct contact with
headquarters and a picture of the headquarters building
from the outside was presented (high distance). To manip-
ulate organizational brand communication, either an
intranet article (internal brand communication) or adver-
tisement (external brand communication) was presented
which communicated one of the organizational brand val-
ues of the firm. Both internal and external brand commu-
nication either used concrete “how” messages (low-level
construal) or abstract “why” messages (high-level con-
strual) referring to the same brand value. Both messages
have actually been used by the firm.

After participants had read one of the scenarios, they
completed a short survey and responded to manipulation
checks. Measures include organizational identification
(Mael & Ashforth, 1992; a.=.90), perceived social distance
to headquarters (“How would you rate the amount of direct
contact with [x]’s headquarters?”’), communication type
(“internal vs. external”), abstractness of the communication

(“The brand communication is abstract”), perceived quality
of the communication (Hughes, 2013; o=.82), and per-
ceived external prestige (Mael & Ashforth, 1992; o.=.83).

Results

Table 4 displays means and standard deviations across all
experimental conditions. The manipulation checks con-
firmed that all experimental conditions were introduced
successfully. Participants in the low distance conditions
rated social distance to headquarters lower than those in
the high distance conditions, F(1,218)=75.08, p <.01, all
participants correctly indicated the type of communica-
tion, and participants in the low-level construal conditions
rated abstractness of communication lower than those in
the high-level construal conditions, F(1, 218)=145.32,
p<<.0l. A three-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
revealed significant effects of social distance to headquar-
ters, F(1, 218)=9.80, p<.01, perceived quality of the
communication, F(1, 218)=6.01, p<.05, and the pre-
dicted two-way interaction between social distance to
headquarters and construal level of communication, F(1,
218)=20.33, p<<.0l, on organizational identification.
Importantly, neither construal level of communication, nor
type of communication, nor any other interaction is sig-
nificantly related to organizational identification.

Planned contrasts displayed in Figure 2 revealed that
concrete brand communication had a stronger impact on
organizational identification compared to abstract brand
communication when social distance to headquarters was
low, mean concrete=5.43, mean abstract=4.99, F(1,
109)=7.19, p<.0l. A reverse pattern was found when
social distance to headquarters was high: Organizational
identification was affected more by abstract than by con-
crete brand communication, mean concrete=4.55, mean
abstract=5.24, F(1, 108)=14.69, p<<.01. These effects
occurred regardless of whether internal or external com-
munication was used. Therefore, the experimental study
provides support for the causality of the hypothesized
effects of construal fit on organizational identification.

General discussion

Theoretical contributions

The aim of this research was to investigate the relative
effects of internal versus external brand communication on
organizational identification and to test for the moderating
role of social distance to headquarters. Using a multiple
methods approach, findings across three studies in differ-
ent settings were consistent: organizational brand commu-
nication is most effective to increase employees’
organizational identification in case if there is construal fit
between an employee’s construal of headquarters and the
construal of the brand message.
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Initial Background Information

Please imagine that you have graduated from university and that you started to work as a junior manager responsible for business development
of a strategic business unit of [x] six months ago. [X] is a worldwide leader in providing power and automation technologies. The firm provides
products and services to its customers in the fields of energy, industry, transport, and infrastructure which enable its customers to improve their
performance while reducing environmental damages. [x] employs approximately 105,000 employees in more than 80 countries. In Switzerland,
[x] employs approximately 5'000 employees. The firm focuses on the two core areas of power and automation technology and delivers systems
and solutions for utilities and industrial companies. In addition, [X] is one of the leading firms for charging large diesel and gas engines using
turbochargers. The management board tries to differentiate [x] from competitors by focusing on the core value "sustainability".

Manipulation of Social Distance to Headquarters

Low Social Distance to Headquarters
< Picture of the M t Board [ 1y

vy T
-

ized] >

“

While the management board of [x] is located at the headquarters in
[City 1], you are located at [X]’s site in [City 2]. You are responsible for
the business development of your business unit. As part of your job,
you directly report to the management board at the headquarters in
[City 1]. Although you started to work for [x] only six months ago, you
are well informed about the processes within [x], and you already got to
know many members from the management board in [City 1]
personally. Moreover, you have regular personal contact with the
"corporate communications" department, which is responsible for
internal and external communication.

High Social Distance to Headquarters
< Picture of the Headquarter Building [anonymized] >

While the management board of [x] is located at the headquarters in
[City 1], you are located at [X]’s site in [City 2]. You are responsible for
the business development of your business unit. As part of your job,
you directly report to the senior management of your business unit in
[City 2]. Although you started to work for [x] only six months ago, you
are well informed about the processes within [x] but you do not know
any members from the management board in [City 1] personally.
Moreover, you do not have personal contact with the "corporate
communications" department, which is responsible for internal and
external communication.

Manipulation of Organizational Brand Communication

Internal Concrete Communication

You receive the following intranet article from the headquarters in
[City 1]. This article describes how you could comply with the brand
value "sustainability” at [x]. Please read this article carefully.

< Picture of the intranet article with concrete “How” messages
regarding sustainability [anonymized] >

Sustainability

External Abstract Communication

You spot the following advertisement on your way home. This
advertising describes why the brand value "sustainability" has a great
importance for [x]. Please read this advertising carefully.

< Picture of the advertisement with abstract “Why” messages
regarding sustainability [anonymized] >

| Sustainabiiity

Internal Abstract Communication

You receive the following intranet article from the headquarters in
[City 1]. This article describes why the brand value "sustainability" has
a great importance for [x]. Please read this article carefully.

< Picture of the intranet article with abstract “Why” messages
regarding sustainability [anonymized] >

Sustainabllity

External Concrete Communication

You spot the following advertisement on your way home. This
advertising describes how you could comply with the brand value
"sustainability" at [x]. Please read this advertising carefully.

< Picture of the advertisement with concrete “How” messages
regarding sustainability [anonymized] >

o ;

e \

Figure |. Stimuli in the experimental study.

Translated stimuli. Due to a nondisclosure agreement, the presented experimental stimuli are anonymized.

The present studies are the first to offer a theoretical inte-
gration and empirical investigation of the combined effects
of internal versus external brand communication on employ-
ees’ organizational identification. Historically, separate lines
of research investigated the effect of organizational commu-
nication and focused on either internal or external commu-
nication only. This research combines those perspectives

and point out that both types of brand communication may
explain employees’ organizational identification above and
beyond the effects of perceived external prestige and other
control variables. Therefore, it adds to the emerging litera-
ture on the use of brand communication to ensure that
employees are identified and aligned with the organization
(e.g., Baker et al., 2014; Hughes, 2013), and provides a
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Table 4. Means and standard deviations across experimental
conditions.

Low social distance to headquarters

Internal brand communication Concrete Abstract

M SD M SD

Social distance to headquarters 362 136 380 1.78

Perceived abstractness of 2.16 090 504 1.70
communication

Quality of communication 426 1.07 472 0.75
Perceived external prestige 502 081 433 083
Organizational identification 543 071 492 1.05

External brand communication Concrete Abstract

M SD M SD

Social distance to headquarters 381 1.30 338 1.24

Perceived abstractness of 208 120 5.02 1.29
communication

Quality of communication 358 105 366 .16
Perceived external prestige 449 1.12 479 088
Organizational identification 544 093 505 0.84

High social distance to headquarters

Internal brand communication Concrete Abstract

M SD M SD

Social distance to headquarters ~ 4.81 1.7 529 0.66
Perceived abstractness of 273 1.54 407 1.63
communication

Quality of communication 396 088 4.60 0.85
Perceived external prestige 539 086 5.00 0.89
Organizational identification 466 1.00 520 093

External brand communication Concrete Abstract

M SD M SD

Social distance to headquarters 504 081 511 1.3
Perceived abstractness of 248 140 454 140
communication

Quality of communication 439 1.18 443 096
Perceived external prestige 468 096 534 084
Organizational identification 443 1.00 529 089

The possible range of scores for the listed values is 1-7, with higher
values indicating a more positive response.

novel and insightful perspective on employer branding (e.g.,
Knox & Freeman, 2006).

In line with construal level theory, this study uncovers an
association between the internal versus external focus of
organizational brand communication and its level of con-
strual. The present findings suggest that organizational com-
municators prefer low-level construal to address an internal
audience and high-level construal to address an external
audience. Uncovering this association is meaningful to

A: Relative Impact of Organizational Communication with Low Social Distance to Headquarters

6.00 -

550 543 544

500 - 4.92

4.50 1

Organizational Identification

4.00

Internal Communication External Communication

Concrete B Abstract

=

: Relative Impact of Organizational Communication with High Social Distance to Headquarters

6.00 -

550 4

5.00 4

450 443

Organizational Identification

4.00

Internal Communication External Communication

Concrete M Abstract

Figure 2. Relative impact of organizational brand
communication.

understand the relative impact of internal and external brand
communication. The studies suggest that both types of
organizational brand communication do not per se lead to
different outcomes, but rather that the construal level quali-
fies the effectiveness of organizational communication on
different employees. This is important because marketing
scholars have repeatedly suggested using external commu-
nication to address an internal audience (e.g., Gilly &
Wolfinbarger, 1998; Hughes, 2013; Wentzel et al., 2010).
However, when doing so, the different levels of construal
used in messages need to be explicitly considered because
external communication with high-level construal is not
equally effective for all employees.

To account for the relative effectiveness of organiza-
tional brand communication, the concept of construal fit
was introduced and the interplay of organizational com-
munication and social distance to headquarters was
investigated. Previous research assumed that—depend-
ing on the research focus—either internal or external
communication is effective across multiple contexts
(e.g., Gilly & Wolfinbarger, 1998; Smidts et al., 2001).
However, based on construal level theory, the present
findings revealed that organizational communication is
only likely to exert the desired effects on organizational
identification when the construal level of the communi-
cation matches the social distance between an employee
and headquarters. Thus, this research identified an impor-
tant contingency factor, social distance to headquarters,
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which determines the effectiveness of organizational
brand communication.

Practical implications

Complementing the theoretical implications, the present
findings also provide important insights for brand managers
and employer branding. To date, previous studies have
advised managers to use organizational communication to
fuel organizational identification’s “perpetual work in pro-
gress” (Ashforth, 1998, p. 213). However, the research find-
ings highlight that this effect might be more complex than
previously assumed. In order to increase organizational
identification among employees with low social distance to
headquarters, managers should focus on brand communica-
tion with low-level construal. On the contrary, in order to
increase organizational identification among employees
with high social distance to headquarters, managers should
focus on brand communication with high-level construal.

Because companies typically use more abstract mes-
sages with high-level construal in their external brand com-
munication, the present results provide striking arguments
for marketing managers to convince the top management to
keep or increase external communication budgets in order to
address not only potential customers but also employees
who are psychologically distant to headquarters. Therefore,
it is recommended that managers consider the internal
effects of external brand communication when deciding on
their communication budgets. Moreover, managers should
take employees’ perception of external communication into
consideration when briefing agencies on new communica-
tion campaigns. For example, the multinational industrial
service firm from Study 1 communicated its sustainable
energy solutions to consumers and other publics with adver-
tisements consisting of the message “we are able to reduce
energy consumption of cities by 30%.” By doing so, a very
complex technological solution is translated to an abstract
statement, which communicates the firm’s organizational
brand value “sustainability.” However, the firm internally
communicated the same organizational brand value by an
intranet article consisting of much more detailed informa-
tion that covers technical and economic aspects as well as
more specific examples on how and where its energy-saving
products and services are applied. While such a procedure
may successfully address psychologically close employees,
the external communication could complement the internal
communication to address psychologically distant employ-
ees more effectively.

In addition, both field studies revealed that social dis-
tance to headquarters is negatively related to organizational
identification. Thus, it appears to be a managerial priority to
address employees with high social distance to headquarters
in order to increase their organizational identification. The
results reveal a substitution effect between organizational
brand communication with high-level construal and social

distance. From a managerial perspective, this substitution
effect suggests that employees’ organizational identification
can be enhanced by allocating resources either to abstract
brand communication or to decrease social distance.
However, considering that some employees have positions
with infrequent or no exchange with headquarters (e.g.,
employees low in the organizational hierarchy), using brand
communication with high-level construal to target these
employees might be easier to prosecute than to decrease
social distance for all employees. Managers might decide,
for instance, to specifically target this internal audience with
abstract advertisement.

Limitations and directions for future research

This research is not without limitations, which also suggest
promising avenues for future research. Regarding the two
field studies, the theoretical model was tested by analyzing
data collected in highly developed, de-regulated markets
with strong competition. As organizational identification
may be influenced by environmental factors (Wiescke et al.,
2012), the generalizability of the findings beyond the popu-
lation is limited. Hence, future studies may replicate the find-
ings in different environmental conditions. Regarding the lab
experiments, although the study samples cover a sampling
domain (i.e., business master students) closely related to the
sample of the field studies (i.e., actual employees), the differ-
ent samples do not overlap. This shortcoming might reduce
the external validity of these studies to some extent. Thus,
future research should investigate the suggested causal rela-
tionships via a longitudinal or quasi-experimental study with
actual employees of an organization.

More generally, while high construal level may dominate
in internal brand communication and low construal level in
external brand communication, the level of construal largely
depends on specific goals for organizational communication
campaigns. Although research on construal level theory
would suggest otherwise (i.e., that the audience influences
the construal of communication; Joshi & Wakslak, 2014;
Joshi et al., 2016), different types of organizational commu-
nication may use different construal levels. For example,
companies may potentially use internal communications to
inform about a change in values with a high construal level
or external communications to inform customers about how
to use the products with low construal level. Thus, our find-
ings only hold for organizational brand communication
where construal level is used in line with the audience.
Moreover, it would be interesting to understand why
employees who feel a greater social distance from the com-
pany are more influenced by communication that is more
abstract. This relationship could result from the process of
building the brand image and provides an important research
area for subsequent studies. Finally, the underlying cogni-
tive processes of construal fit, which strengthen the brand
communication—organizational identification link, were not
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explicitly examined. For instance, it would be interesting for
future research to investigate the nature of employees’ men-
tal organizational representation (including the strength and
diversity of attributes) in conjunction with various levels of
distance to the organization. Analyzing these mechanisms
may yield deeper insights into the process of how construal
fit affects organizational identification and thus would be a
fruitful avenue for future research.
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Notes

1. In line with Wieseke et al. (2012) and Wiesenfeld et al.
(1999), distance to corporate headquarters is particularly
likely to determine organizational identity. Moreover, the
CEO is one representative of corporate headquarters but
not the only one, and corporate headquarters represent a
clear subgroup that possesses multiple interfaces with other
organizational members (Reade, 2001).

2. It is important to note that identification can exist in the
absence of direct interaction (Cardador & Pratt, 2006).
Thus, employees do not need to directly interact with head-
quarters in order to identify with the organization.

3. Measured based on three dimensions along seven-point
scales: the internal (external) communication of my com-
pany is (1) concrete versus abstract, (2) detailed versus gen-
eral, and (3) specific versus nonspecific (o.=.69/.73)

4. Data were sampled in the following organizations: four
manufacturers, two service providers, one retailer, and one
university. The samples are available from the authors.

5. For this study, we had intentionally chosen only nonmana-
gerial employees because managers or any employees with
higher responsibilities in our sample may have responded
differently (e.g., more favorably) to internal communi-
cations not because of its low construal level, but simply
because of their higher engagement with the organization.

6. Due to a nondisclosure agreement, the authors are not
allowed to display examples of internal and external brand
communication.
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