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Abstract: Social media has been receiving attention as a cost-effective tool to build corporate
brand image and to enrich customer relationships. This phenomenon calls for more attention
to developing a model that measures the impact of structural features, used in corporate social media
messages. Based on communication science, this study proposes a model to measure the impact
of three essential message structural features (interactivity, formality, and immediacy) in corporate
social media on customers’ purchase intentions, mediated by brand attitude and corporate trust.
Especially, social media platforms are believed to provide a good marketing platform for small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) by providing access to huge audiences at a very low cost. The findings
from this study based on a structural equation model suggest that brand attitude and corporate trust
have larger impacts on purchase intention for SMEs than large firms. This implies that SMEs with
little to no presence in the market should pay more attention to building corporate trust and brand
attitude for their sustainable growth.

Keywords: structural feature; social media; small and medium enterprise; SME; sustainability;
message attribute; marketing; structural equation model

1. Introduction

Technology has changed the way people communicate and make decisions [1]. The high
penetration rate of the Internet has led people to initiate new types of social interaction.
For example, social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook are now popular tools for everyday
communications. One study that surveyed Fortune 500 companies reported that 77% have active
corporate Twitter accounts, and 70% have Facebook accounts [2]. Social media marketing has become
an emerging trend for firms as a cost-effective tool to build their brand image and to enrich customer
relationships. In addition, social media has been adopted as a part of companies’ integrated marketing
communication strategy and as a new way of managing public relations. As relationship marketing is
defined as a process of identifying, establishing, maintaining, enhancing, and terminating relationships
with customers [3], within this context, corporate communication efforts via social media often take the
form of relationship marketing and are recognized as a revolutionary way to build relationships with
customers for sustainable growth. In addition, social media are believed to provide a good marketing
platform for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) by providing access to huge audiences at a very
low cost.

As opposed to the rapid speed of technological advances, the importance of the message itself
is often neglected by business practitioners and academics. This study attempts to apply findings
from communication science to corporate social media marketing. In marketing communication,
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the content of the message plays an important role in the formation of a customer’s attitude toward
the message source, which is corporate. Since language is used as a vehicle, linguistic structural
features of the language used become attributes of the message. For example, how formal the
language is, and what kind of vocabulary is used, are likely to affect customers in a number of
ways. According to the literature in communication research, there are many structural features in
text messages: the type of punctuation marks, symbols, and abbreviations used, as well as the font
type, color, and size are a few examples. These features are likely to affect the way messages are
processed, as message receivers are affected by the features both cognitively and emotionally [4].
For this reason, without strategically managing these message structural features for corporate social
media, it is impossible to acquire and maintain customers in a sustainable manner. The objective of this
research is to develop a model to examine the impact of three essential message attributes (interactivity,
formality, and immediacy) in social media on customers’ purchase intentions mediated by brand
attitude and corporate trust. In addition, this research investigated the moderating effect of firm size
(publicly known large corporates vs. unknown small and medium enterprises). This investigation is
especially meaningful for the sustainability of SMEs (small and medium enterprises) as it has been
argued that “some theories, tools and techniques of marketing are not as relevant or useful to SMEs in
application” [5]. Previous research found that firm size affects variables such as trust and behavioral
intent [6], but to the best of our knowledge there have been no other studies regarding whether and
which particular message structural features in marketing communication are more effective for SMEs.

To summarize, this study intends to find whether message structural features used in corporate
social media can affect corporate trust and brand attitude, and ultimately influence customers’ purchase
intention. Based on a structural equation model, this research provides managerial implications by
proposing effective communication styles on forming sustainable corporate trust, brand attitude,
and purchase intention. This study also provides guidelines on whether structural features work
differently for large, established firms versus SMEs. Given the lack of literature on the relationship
between message attributes and brand attitude, findings from this study are expected to fill the gap
in the literature. In addition, considering that SMEs play an essential role in the global economy
through innovation and job creation [7], this study is particularly meaningful for sustainability of
modern society.

The rest part of the paper is organized as follows: first, we review the relevant literature.
Next, we describe the study design including measurement and data collection. Then, we discuss the
results from empirical analysis using a structural equation model and managerial implications for
SMEs for their sustainable growth.

2. Theoretical Development

2.1. Interactivity

According to communication science, interactivity is one of the structural features that may be
found in a mediated message [8]. The literature on interactivity in communications covers a broad
range of phenomena, such as human-to-human interaction (messages/signals are produced by humans
on both sides) and human-to-system interaction (system providing feedback according to human’s
input, which is often limited in variety and depth of responses), and whether the communication is
mediated or not. This study focuses only on human-to-human interaction, mediated by information
technology, which is regarded as a higher level of interactivity than human-to-system interaction [9].

According to the e-business literature, customer relationship management (CRM) is an integration
of technologies and business processes, whose goal is to satisfy customers with their needs during any
given interaction [10]. As customer interaction is one of the key processes in CRM, many companies
struggle with how to implement new media using information technology for their customer
interaction in a cost-effective and ubiquitous manner. As a matter of fact, the distinct difference
between traditional mass media (e.g., newspaper, radio, and broadcast TV) and the new media



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1167 3 of 14

is the “interactivity” [11]. According to Downes and McMillan, interactivity increases when
communication is two-way and the communication timing is kept flexible enough to meet the needs of
the communication [12]. It is also found that interactivity has the potential to influence brand-building,
since interactivity refers to the processes of forming relationships among customers, the company,
and its brand [13]. At the center of the relationship, there is trust, which is particularly critical to most
sales transactions [14]. This study focuses on corporate trust, which stems from the perceived or actual
relationships between firms and customers. Research in psychology and marketing demonstrates
how trust is formed as relationships become closer, and vice versa [15]. Social communication,
which facilitates relationships, also facilitates trust; this is especially the case in a relationship based on
computer-mediated communication [16]. While much is known about interactive communication and
trust, little is known about interactivity and brand attitude except that brand attitude and corporate
trust are likely to correlate. Therefore:

Hypothesis 1(H1). Corporate trust will be more positive (negative) when a firm is more (less) willing to engage
in interactive communications via social media with its customers.

Research Question 1: Will brand attitude be affected by firm’s efforts to engage in interactive communications
via social media with its customers?

2.2. Linguistic Formality

Variation in language formality occurs when one expresses an idea in different ways, usually when
addressing different audiences [17]. The use of formal language involves purposeful and overt
demonstrations of respect for the addressee through establishing seriousness and politeness [18].
On the contrary, the use of informal language (such as slang or less elegant vocabulary) may
signal the addresser’s wish to establish a closer relationship, even if it lacks seriousness and
shows less respect toward the addressee to a certain degree (which depends on how informal
the language is used). For such reasons, formal language is chosen when the speaker intends to
facilitate smooth social relationships [19]. For example, a study involving meta-discourse in CEOs’
letters concluded that CEOs using formal language were perceived as competent and trustworthy
because formal language usage elicits a sense of confidence and trust in shareholders and potential
investors [20]. Likewise, formal language influences consumers as they attempt to reduce risk and
establish confidence in their decision making [21]. Again, given that little is known about linguistic
formality and brand attitude, the following hypothesis and research question are proposed:

Hypothesis 2(H2). Corporate trust will be more positive (negative) when the messages via social media are
perceived to be more formal (informal or casual) than when they are perceived to be informal (formal).

Research Question 2: Will brand attitude be affected by how formally perceived the messages via social
media are?

2.3. Immediacy

Immediacy measures the psychological distance between the speaker and the audience, as it
enhances closeness and nonverbal interaction with one another [22]. Gunawardena and Zittle
suggest that immediacy can be conveyed nonverbally by cues such as physical proximity and facial
expressions [23]. Some of the examples that reveal immediacy include smiling, gesturing, and eye
contact [24]. Doney and Cannon also argue that social interaction can engender trust, which is likely
to lead to an increase in intentions to purchase for the customer [6]. In the context of social media,
immediacy can be deployed with private talk to reduce personal distance and/or the use of the
emotional lexicon (a.k.a., emoticons) to express emotion or facial expressions [25]. Messages that
promote immediacy are not business-oriented in nature, and are meant to be more enjoyable than
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other serious messages. A user’s enjoyment of information systems is known to have a generally
positive effect on trust [26]. As personal friendships and customers’ perceived closeness to a firm and
its staff might increase brand loyalty and enhance such relationships [27], it is possible to postulate
that immediacy influences brand attitude and corporate trust as follows:

Hypothesis 3(H3). Corporate trust will be more positive (negative) when there is (no) immediacy in messages
via social media.

Research Question 3: Will brand attitude be affected by the level of immediacy in the firm’s messages via
social media?

2.4. Behavioral Outcomes: Purchase Intention

Purchase intention is important because it is highly correlated with actual purchase behavior [28].
Favorable brand relationships affect the purchase decisions of customers [29]. In particular,
Homer asserts that consumers’ attitudes toward brands can be transferred to their attitudes
toward products, which thus affect consumers’ choices in their purchase decisions [30]. From an
information-processing viewpoint, customers making purchases under uncertain circumstances are
likely to search for product information until they feel comfortable about making a decision, and the
brand of a product or service serves as a cue that influences this decision [31], which is the mechanism
of attitudes toward brands mediating purchase intentions.

As a mediating factor, corporate trust also plays an important role in purchase intention.
Research has found positive influences of trust on purchase intentions and actual purchase
decisions [32]. To put argument within the context of corporate trust, the notion of trust refers
to a set of beliefs about the company (the trustee), which leads the customer (the trustor) to assume
that the company’s actions will have positive consequences for the customer [33]. Corporate trust
formed through this mechanism influences the purchase intentions of consumers by promoting
personal connections between customers and company or brands [34]. Consistent with the literature,
it is predicted that brand attitudes and corporate trust affect the purchase intentions of consumers
as follows:

Hypothesis 4a(H4a): Purchase intentions will be higher (lower) when consumers have (un)favorable
brand attitudes.

Hypothesis 4(H4b): Purchase intentions will be higher (lower) when consumers have strong (weak)
corporate trust.

2.5. Firm Size as a Moderator

The literature on small and medium enterprises (SMEs) suggests that conventional or formal
marketing approaches are not appropriate for SMEs, primarily due to the constraints in their
resources [5,35]. In the minds of consumers, firm size can be an indication of how well it can
compensate them in the case of product or service failure [36]. Therefore, firm size affects how
they form trust toward the firm, as well as their purchase intentions [6].

While research in communication science provides knowledge on psychological effects of message
attributes, little, if any, is known how firm size will interact with them. Will the effect of using
formal/informal language on corporate trust be larger for well-known, established companies or
brand new companies? If interacting with others lead to change in brand attitude, will firm size make
a difference to this change? Hence the following research questions are devised:

Research Question 4: Will firm size have any effect on the impact of interactivity on corporate trust (RQ4a)
and/or brand attitude (RQ4b)?



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1167 5 of 14

Research Question 5: Will firm size have any effect on the impact of formality on corporate trust (RQ5a)
and/or brand attitude (RQ5b)?

Research Question 6: Will firm size have any effect on the impact of immediacy on corporate trust (RQ6a)
and/or brand attitude (RQ6b)?

Research Question 7: Will firm size have any effect on the impact of corporate trust (RQ7a) and brand attitude
(RQ7b) on purchase intention?

3. Experimental Design and Data Collection

To test the proposed hypotheses and answer the research questions, we designed and implemented
a study using Twitter. Twitter lets its users write messages (“tweets”) within a limit of 140 characters,
either publicly or privately. Public messages are displayed on the screen of users who subscribe to the
writer’s account (“followers”). In Twitter, one can address another user by including the user’s ID in
their messages (“mentioning”)—the creation of such messages are notified to the target user by the
system, but it is also accessible by anyone who browses the writer’s account.

A total of 200 college students in Daejeon, Korea, having prior experience using Twitter,
participated in this experiment for cash (KRW 20,000, equivalent to USD 18.00). The mean age
of the subjects was 23.7 years (S.D. = 3.9), and 58% were male. The experiment was conducted in
a laboratory equipped with four desktop computers. Upon arrival, the subjects were instructed to
complete an online survey. After the experiment was over, the subjects were debriefed, thanked,
and dismissed.

3.1. Experimental Design

The manipulated stimuli were created by using a factorial design of firm size (2: large vs. SMEs)×
interactivity (2: with interactivity vs. without interactivity) × formality (2: with formality vs. without
formality)× immediacy (2: with immediacy vs. without immediacy). Firm size was a between-subjects
factor and the rest were within-subjects factors. That is, each subject was exposed to 8 (=interactivity
(2) × formality (2) × immediacy (2)) different corporate Twitter profiles in total. Among the 200
respondents, half of them were randomly assigned to evaluate large firms, and the remaining half
were assigned to evaluate SMEs: the industry where these firms came from was limited to the
information technology/high-tech sector in order to control for industry-specific effects. Among 1600
(=200 participants × 8 corporate Twitter profiles) observations, two had defects (i.e., missing values)
and 1598 observations (half for large firms and the remaining half for SMEs) were analyzed to test the
proposed model. Eight Tweet messages for each company were shown on one screen as a stimulus,
as shown in Figure 1 in random order. The presentation order of companies was also randomized for
each participant.

There were two levels for interactivity. For the with-interactivity level, three of the eight messages
were written as a response to a specific user on Twitter with the use of the “mentioning” function
(quoting the other user’s name and his/her message in the response). All responding messages
took the form of answering another user’s question. In an effort to make the messages look realistic,
the other five messages were created as statements, usually about the company’s product or other
subjects, depending on the condition. Hence, the study participants would see the company doing its
normal marketing activity and would occasionally respond to other (potential) consumers. For the
without-interactivity level, all messages were statements without “mentioning” function.

There were two levels of formality. Since this experiment used Korean language, the level of
formality was manipulated by having verbs written either in Hapsyo-che, which is most formal,
or Heyo-che, which is less formal than the other type, but still polite [37].
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Figure 1. Examples of Corporate’s Twitter Messages.
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Immediacy also had two levels, which was manipulated by the use of emoticons and the
writer’s personal, self-disclosing information included in the messages. For with-immediacy, four of
the eight messages carried personal thoughts by the account manager unrelated to corporate
activities (e.g., the weather is cold today, I do not like cold weather), combined with the use of
“emoticons”. For without-immediacy, none of the Tweet messages included personal thoughts
or emoticons.

Firm size, the only between-subjects factor, was manipulated by using easily recognizable large
companies with a strong presence in Korea for large firms (e.g., Philips, Canon, Nokia, and LG) and
unknown fictional companies for SMEs, both from the information technology/high-tech sector in
order to control for industry-specific effects. A description of the company was provided on the same
screen with Tweet messages to ensure that subjects would notice whether the firm is an established,
large one or an unknown SME.

3.2. Procedure

The subjects were exposed to one corporate Twitter profile at a time, showing eight Tweet
messages per company, as shown in Figure 1. After being exposed to each stimulus, the subjects were
asked to rate how much they agreed or disagreed with statements based solely on the Twitter profile
not relying on their previous knowledge and/or experience regarding the following measures.

Interactivity: Perceived interaction intent of the firm on Twitter was measured by asking the
subjects to rate on a seven-point Likert scale (1 for strongly disagree and 7 for strongly agree),
their reaction to the statement, “The XYZ Company seems to have a strong willingness to communicate
with their customers”.

Formality: Perceived formality of the firm on Twitter was measured by asking the subjects to rate
on a seven-point bipolar scale anchored with formal/informal.

Immediacy: Perceived immediacy of the firm on Twitter was measured by asking the subjects to
rate on a seven-point bipolar scale anchored with socially close/distant.

Brand Attitude: Impression of the brand was measured using three seven-point bipolar scales
anchored with “favorable/unfavorable”, “good/bad”, and “satisfactory/unsatisfactory” [38].

Corporate Trust: To measure the level of perceived corporate trust, the subjects were asked to
rate their extent of agreement on seven-point Likert scales with the following statements: “I trust XYZ
Company”; “The XYZ Company makes truthful claims”; “The XYZ Company is honest”; and, “I do
believe what the XYZ Company tells me” [39]. The statements were presented in fully randomized
order in the survey to reduce any bias.

Purchase Intention: The subjects were asked how likely it would be that they would consider
buying the brand for their next purchase occasion. We used three seven-point bipolar scales,
anchored with “very likely/very unlikely”, probable/improbable”, and “possible/impossible” [40].

4. Analysis and Results

4.1. Manipulation Check, and Reliability and Validity of the Measurement

The ANOVA (analysis of variance) results confirm that the manipulation was successful:
two levels of interactivity (M = 4.14 vs. 5.58, F = 569.21, p < 0.001), formality (M = 3.68 vs. 4.36,
F = 66.88, p < 0.001), and immediacy (M = 3.98 vs. 5.25, F = 333.65, p < 0.001) showed significant
differences as in Table 1.
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Table 1. ANOVA table of test results for manipulation check.

Independent Variable (IV) M low IV (S.D.) M high IV (S.D.) F p η2

All (Subject N = 200)
Interactivity 4.14 (1.387) 5.58 (1.006) 569.21 <0.001 0.263

Formality 3.68 (1.580) 4.36 (1.720) 66.88 <0.001 0.040
Immediacy 3.98 (1.513) 5.25 (1.242) 333.65 <0.001 0.173

Large corp. (Subject N = 100)
Interactivity 4.11 (1.360) 5.61 (0.989) 316.38 <0.001 0.284

Formality 3.83 (1.597) 4.44 (1.630) 28.11 <0.001 0.034
Immediacy 3.93 (1.519) 5.17 (1.285) 155.21 <0.001 0.163

SMEs (Subject N = 100)
Interactivity 4.16 (1.415) 5.55 (1.023) 255.35 <0.001 0.243

Formality 3.53 (1.551) 4.28 (1.805) 39.25 <0.001 0.047
Immediacy 4.03 (1.508) 5.32 (1.196) 179.55 <0.001 0.184

All latent variables are internally consistent, as Cronbach’s alpha (the threshold value is
Cronbach’s alpha > 0.6) for brand attitude, corporate trust, and purchase intention are 0.89, 0.79,
and 0.88, respectively, as shown in Table 2. The average variance extracted (AVE) values are 0.74,
0.50, and 0.71 for brand attitude, corporate trust, and purchase intention, respectively, which confirm
adequate convergent validity, since the validity threshold is AVE > 0.50.

Table 2. Reliability and Convergent Validity Statistics.

Construct Indicator Indicator Loadings Cronbach’s Alpha AVE No. of Items

Brand attitude
BA1: unfavorable (1)–favorable (7) 0.88 0.89 0.74 3

BA2: bad (1)–good (7) 0.91
BA3: unsatisfactory (1)–satisfactory (7) 0.86

Corporate trust

CT1: The XYZ Company makes
truthful claims (1–7) 0.62 0.79 0.50 4

CT2: I trust XYZ Company (1–7) 0.52
CT3: I do not believe what the XYZ

Company tells me (1–7) 0.80

CT4: The XYZ Company is honest (1–7) 0.93

Purchase
intention

PI1: very unlikely (1)–very likely (7) 0.88 0.88 0.71 3
PI2: improbable (1)–probable (7) 0.93
PI3: impossible (1)–possible (7) 0.88

To verify the discriminant validity, which involves the items measuring only the intended
construct, we checked whether the AVE for each construct was greater than the squared correlations
(r2) with the other constructs, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Discriminant Validity.

Brand Attitude Corporate Trust Purchase Intention

Brand attitude 0.74
Corporate trust 0.05 0.50

Purchase intention 0.64 0.07 0.71

Note: The bold scores along the diagonal are the average variance extracted (AVEs) of the individual constructs and
off-diagonal elements are the squared correlations between constructs. The diagonal elements should be greater
than its corresponding off-diagonal elements.

4.2. Structural Equation Model

The structural equation model (SEM) was tested using AMOS 18.0. Eight structural paths were
estimated for the model containing six constructs, and the standardized path coefficients (β) are shown
in Figure 2. In summary, all of the tested paths were statistically significant (p < 0.001), and all of
the hypotheses were accepted. To test the goodness of fit of the proposed model, multiple measures
were used: χ2 = 1290.89, p < 0.001; χ2/df = 22.65; GFI = 0.90; AGFI = 0.85; CFI = 0.91; NFI = 0.91;
IFI = 0.91; TLI = 0.88. All of the measures consistently suggest that our proposed model provides
an acceptable fit. As in multiple regressions, squared multiple correlations (R2) indicate the amount
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of variance explained by exogenous variables. To prove the effectiveness of our proposed structural
model, squared multiple correlations (R2) were computed: 21.3 for brand attitude, 22.8 for corporate
trust, and 64.5 for purchase intentions.

As shown in Table 4, corporate trust is stronger when the structural features (interactivity,
formality, and immediacy) in social media messages are perceived to exist within the message (H1, H2,
H3 are all supported). In terms of relative influence, formality is the highest (β = 0.36, p < 0.001) and
immediacy is the lowest (β = 0.16, p < 0.001). Likewise, findings confirm that brand attitude is more
positive when the structural features mentioned above are perceived (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3 are all significant
with positive results). In terms of relative influence, However, the relative influence is different
from corporate trust: interactivity is the highest (β = 0.31, p < 0.001), and immediacy is the lowest
(β = 0.18, p < 0.001). These results provide empirical support for the phenomenon that companies
increasingly recognize in terms of the importance of active two-way communication via social media.
Along with the effect of perceived interactivity on brand attitude, we confirm that customers have
stronger corporate trust when companies disseminate messages with formality. While its impact
is smaller than interactivity and formality, the findings also support the notion that immediacy is
necessary in order to enhance brand attitude and corporate trust. In addition, the model also confirms
that brand attitude and corporate trust positively influence purchase intention.

Figure 2. Estimated Model (standardized estimates).

In the structural equation model, the effects from one variable to other variables can be direct or
indirect. So far, we discussed the direct effects. In the proposed structural model, there exist indirect
effects, which come from the two variables connected by more than one path (e.g., interactivity→
brand attitude→ purchase intention). When the paths from each of the message attributes (interactivity,
formality, and immediacy) in social media through brand attitude and corporate trust to purchase
intention are indirect effects, the total effect of interactivity on purchase intention is 0.269 (p < 0.001),
that of formality on purchase intention is 0.235 (p < 0.001), and that of immediacy on purchase intention
is 0.158 (p < 0.001). That is, the return on one unit of interactivity is the highest, compared with one
unit input of either formality or immediacy.
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Table 4. Hypotheses and Research Question Testing.

Hypothesis Standardized Path Coefficient (β) p-Value Result

H1 Interactivity → Corporate trust 0.289 < 0.001 Accepted
H2 Formality → Corporate trust 0.357 < 0.001 Accepted
H3 Immediacy → Corporate trust 0.163 < 0.001 Accepted

RQ1 Interactivity → Brand attitude 0.312 < 0.001 Accepted
RQ2 Formality → Brand attitude 0.261 < 0.001 Accepted
RQ3 Immediacy → Brand attitude 0.184 < 0.001 Accepted
H4a Brand attitude → Purchase intention 0.779 < 0.001 Accepted
H4b Corporate trust → Purchase intention 0.089 < 0.001 Accepted

Note: All of the regression weight reported here are significantly different from zero at the 0.001 level (two-tailed).

A multi-group structural equation model was used to test the differences of paths in two groups:
large firms and SMEs, as shown in Table 5. Based on the multi-group comparison results from AMOS
18.0, the unconstrained model (M1) and the invariant structural weight model (M2) are compared:
the structural weights for the models are not significantly different.

Table 5. Multi-group Comparison Models.

Model χ2 df χ2/df ∆df ∆χ2 p

M1 Unconstrained 1361.24 114 11.94 - - -
M2 Invariant structural weight 1383.40 129 10.72 15 22.17 0.104

While large firms and SMEs are not different at the model level, they may be different at the path
level. Table 6 provides pairwise parameter comparisons, where all paths except the path between
corporate trust and purchase intention (corporate trust→ purchase intention) are significant at the
0.001 level. The impact of interactivity on corporate trust is significantly different (p < 0.05): 0.338 for
large firms and 0.243 for SMEs (RQ4a), though the impact of interactivity on brand attitude does not
differ by firm size (RQ4b).

Although the impact of formality and immediacy on brand attitude and corporate trust are not
different across large and SMEs (RQ5 and RQ6), the impact of brand attitude and corporate trust
on purchase intention are different for large firms and SMEs (RQ7). This suggests communication
techniques should be different for large firms and SMEs for optimal results, which is further discussed
in the following section.

Table 6. Multi-group Pairwise Parameter Comparisons (standardized estimates).

Research Questions Paths χ2 ∆χ2 Large SMEs

RQ4a Interactivity –> Corporate Trust 1378.82 4.586 * 0.338 *** 0.243 ***
RQ4b Interactivity –> Brand Attitude 1383.28 0.128 0.296 *** 0.329 ***
RQ5a Formality –> Corporate Trust 1381.27 2.135 0.313 *** 0.384 ***
RQ5b Formality –> Brand Attitude 1382.94 0.463 0.227 *** 0.282 ***
RQ6a Immediacy –> Corporate Trust 1381.05 2.355 0.211 *** 0.133 ***
RQ6b Immediacy –> Brand Attitude 1382.90 0.503 0.176 *** 0.213 ***
RQ7a Corporate Trust –> Purchase Intention 1379.07 4.334 * 0.054 * 0.134 **
RQ7b Brand Attitude –> Purchase Intention 1377.91 5.499 * 0.769 *** 0.784 ***

* (p < 0.05), ** (p < 0.01), *** (p < 0.001).

5. Conclusions and Discussion

The purpose of the current research is to apply findings from communication science to explore
the impact of structural features used in corporate social media messages on consumers’ attitude and
behavioral intent. The model proposed demonstrates that different types of structural features indeed
affect brand attitude and corporate trust, which ultimately lead to changes in firm performance on the
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basis of purchase intention. The findings from this study suggest that companies should engage in
active dialogues with their customers, not only to provide adequate information to involved customers,
but also to convey the idea that companies are willing to communicate with their customers for their
sustainable growth. Companies should also avoid using informal expressions in their communications,
and should promote to customers a perceived sense of closeness to the firm. Particularly with linguistic
formality, the literature suggests that formal communication increases social distance between people
who are engaged [41,42]. However, given that a company is not a person, customers are likely to have
different expectations in the communication process. It might be the case that customers want to keep
the company at arm’s length, rather than getting too close to it.

The only occasion when firm size served as a significant moderating factor for the impact of
structural features was interactivity affecting corporate trust. Results for RQ4a shows that the impact
of interactivity on corporate trust was larger for large corporates than for SMEs. An individual might
expect large corporates not to “talk to” individuals while they expect that SMEs would, and when
large corporates do so, people may value it more than when SMEs do. Firm size as a moderator played
a significant role on how corporate trust and brand attitude affects purchase interest. Results for
RQ7a show that the impact of corporate trust on purchase intention for large corporates is significant
but small, while that for SMEs is larger. This makes sense since large corporates are generally
seen as trustable, and the impact from additional trust built through social media may be marginal.
But for unknown SMEs, corporate trust is critical for convincing customers to purchase their product.
Since the experiment’s participants saw the SMEs for the first time during the experiment, the body of
trust was built while they were exposed to the social media messages, and nowhere else. This implies
that SMEs with little to no presence in the market should pay more attention on building corporate
trust than large corporates do.

The main managerial implication from this research is, for marketing communications, that small
details, such as structural features in messages, can have significant effects on customers’ attitudes
and purchase intention. Although Twitter was used as a context for this study, virtually all marketing
communication using text, from e-mails to bulletin boards on the Web, may apply the findings from
this study. Social media (e.g., Facebook, Linkedin) in particular encourages any potential consumers
to see messages, including their interaction with other people. For this reason, it is a good idea to
have guidelines for communicating with customers that cover such details. The findings can also be
applied to mobile advertising, which still relies heavily on SMS (Simple Message Service) and delivers
messages in a text-only format, similar to the settings for this study.

Another managerial implication is for SMEs. Social media are believed to provide a good
marketing platform for SMEs by providing access to huge audiences at a very low cost. The findings
from this study suggest that brand attitude and corporate trust have larger impacts on purchase
intention for SMEs than large firms. Especially, the impact of corporate trust on purchases was
very large for SMEs, compared to that for large firms. Building trust generally requires significant
investment [43]. Although such investment may be hard for SMEs with few resources, SMEs may be
able to get a head start by forming trust with initial impressions on social media, or any other media
where interaction with customers takes place. While formality and immediacy of messages were not
significantly different for large firms and SMEs, interactivity had different impacts when moderated by
firm size. Given that applying structural features, or manipulating the writing style of messages cost
little, SMEs can take advantage of the fact that all three message attributes can be used to positively
influence customers’ attitudes, and they can increase their activity on social media to compete with
large competitors.

One limitation of this study was that only Twitter was used as the context for collecting data.
Twitter was selected for this study not only because its popularity, but because it has an emphasis on
delivering text-only messages (Facebook, another popular social media, tends to have more emphasis
on sharing images and videos than Twitter does). While the use of this particular medium did help the
study to focus on the effects of language used in the message, it still leaves questions as to whether
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the use of different fonts, animated images, or sound effects would have had a different impact.
Whether uploading personal images of the social media operators would have also had a positive
impact from social immediacy, as it “puts a face” on a person instead of remaining an anonymous
employee, is another question that remains unanswered. Since Facebook and many other popular
social media platforms allow users to upload rich, multimedia content, future studies should take this
into account for developing research questions. In addition, it is possible that participants’ responses
are influenced by their product category involvement or prior attitudes toward corporates (large
corporates are selected from the existing top corporates). In order to avoid this, large corporates which
were receiving negative news coverage at the time were excluded, and products/services that are
popular among college students were selected. Nevertheless, it still is a concern that future studies
should consider. Lastly, a limitation comes from the cultural homogeneity of our subjects, as we
collected the data in Korea. For countries with different cultures and languages, the results may vary.
This opens opportunities for future research to study this topic from a cross-cultural perspective.
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