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Abstract

:

Drawing on motivating language theory (MLT), this paper aims to demonstrate the effects of strategic leader speech in the context of internal corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication. Specifically, the study (1) examines how leader motivating language strategies used in CSR communication influence employees’ CSR engagement and employee–organization relationships (EORs) and (2) identifies the mediator explaining the underlying psychological mechanism of the effects. Structural equation modeling was performed on a sample of 406 participants who are full-time and part-time employees in the U.S. The results showed that leader motivating language was positively associated with employees’ CSR engagement and EOR quality. Such relationships were significantly mediated by person–organization (PO) fit. This study advances CSR research and practice by explicating the impact of leaders’ oral communication in constructing employees’ CSR experiences and relationships with the employer.
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1. Introduction


Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become a core corporate value demanded by the younger generation of the workforce [1,2]. Recent statistics show that 88% of millennials are concerned about their companies’ CSR and 86% would consider leaving if their employers’ CSR initiatives are under their expectations [3]. Previous research has suggested that employees’ positive perceptions of and involvement in companies’ CSR activities can facilitate employee morale [4], enhance job satisfaction, foster positive attitudes towards the employer [5], and increase employee–organization identification and organizational commitment [6,7].



Given the importance of engaging employees in CSR, a more urgent and practical question would be how to better motivate employees in organizational CSR activities [8]. Yet, factors contributing to employee CSR engagement is still a relatively understudied area [9]. Previous studies also argued that CSR offers a pathway to build organization–public relationships [10,11], but less is known regarding how CSR communication contributes to employee–organization relationship management. Despite recognizing the importance of employee CSR engagement, previous studies rarely examined the role of leaders’ use of rhetorical skills and language in motivating employees’ CSR engagement and fostering quality employee–organization relationships (EORs). To address this gap, this study aims to address the overarching question: How do leaders’ languages in CSR communication affect employees’ multidimensional CSR engagement (i.e., emotional, cognitive, and behavioral) and relationship quality with their employers?



Internal communication refers to top-down communication between leaders and employees aiming to align employees with an organization’s values and objectives and enhance employee engagement [12,13]. Leaders play a critical role in initiating and facilitating the conversations on internal matters. Previous internal communication and CSR research has focused on the impacts of leadership styles and communication models in promoting CSR with internal stakeholders [14,15], but the linguistic or rhetorical aspects have been largely overlooked. This gap is concerning because leaders’ oral communication can powerfully affect employees’ psychological and relational states, ultimately motivating their behaviors and relationship building with companies [16,17]. Leaders’ languages also account for 70–80% of their managerial work [17], which is imperative to foster a supportive and motivating environment for employees to undertake initiatives for both jobs and non-job related organizational behaviors [16,17,18].



Drawing on motivating language theory (MLT), this study examines how leaders’ oral communication strategies (i.e., direction-giving language, empathetic language, and meaning-making language) affect employees’ CSR engagement and relationship with the employer. Rooted in speech act theory [19], MLT focuses on using strategic motivating languages to alleviate ambiguity and create social connections between the employer and employees [20]. While MLT has been studied in internal communication [21,22], few have examined its application in the CSR context, especially from a stakeholder’s perspective. Answering J. Mayfield and Mayfield (2017)’s call of specifying context in MLT research [23], this study contextualizes MLT in internal CSR and argues that leaders’ direction-giving language, empathetic language, and meaning-making language have great potential to enhance employee CSR engagement and foster EORs.



In addition, to reveal the mechanism through which MLT influences employee CSR engagement and EORs, this study argues that PO fit plays a mediating role. Focusing on value congruence, PO fit has been identified as an antecedent for employee engagement and positive relationships with companies [15,24,25]. Although previous literature suggested the influence of PO fit in fostering employee engagement and positive organizational outcomes [15,25,26], such effects have rarely been studied under the influence of internal communication strategies. By analyzing the mediating effect of PO fit, we can articulate the path through which leadership communication affects employees’ psychological and behavioral responses to CSR, as well as their perceived relationships with the employer.



This study is an early attempt to contextualize leader motivating language in CSR. As the glue that binds internal and external CSR stakeholders, CSR communication studied from a MLT perspective fills a gap in the literature through its multidimensional use of an interpersonal and rhetorical communication lens. Leaders’ persuasive oral communication about CSR can positively influence employees and generate an array of desirable outcomes. MLT applied to CSR could result in a deeper understanding of employee engagement in CSR programming and a stronger conceptualization of how leaders inspire a shared sense of values. Incorporating PO fit as a mediator, this study attempts to develop a model delineating how leader motivating language in CSR can, directly and indirectly, influence employees’ CSR engagement and EORs. Practically, our findings provide guidance for leaders to develop oral communication skills to better engage with employees through CSR activities.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Background: Internal CSR Communication


CSR encompasses a range of corporate positions on how to be socially responsible to society. Carroll’s (1991) long-standing CSR model defines it as four types of corporate initiatives for responding to societal expectations: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities [27]. While external CSR communication is well studied, communication about CSR internally is less understood. Internal CSR communication can be defined as employer-to-employee communication about CSR endeavors [28]. Internal CSR communication is a budding area of public relations research for recognizing the value in closing one-way information dissemination in favor of symmetrical communication between organizations and employees. Internal CSR communication has many potential benefits. Jiang and Luo (2020) found that internal CSR communication from leaders to employees via websites, newsletters, announcements, corporate events, or social media outlets can generate positive employee outcomes at attitudinal, affective, and behavioral dimensions [29]. Internal CSR communication has also been studied in the business leadership communication literature. In a study of 298 employees from a variety of industry sectors, Afsar et al. (2018) found that the managerial role of internal CSR communication could activate pro-environmental behaviors in employees [30].




2.2. Motivating Language Theory (MLT)


Motivating language theory (MLT) was initially termed “motivational language” by Sullivan (1988), highlighting the positive influence of leaders’ spoken messages on employees’ motivations in the workplace [31]. Sullivan (1988) posits that the content of messages in leadership communication is significantly associated with followers’ motivations [31], which ultimately affects their job performance, satisfaction, commitment, and other desirable outcomes [21]. J. Mayfield and Mayfield (1995; 2009; 2017) further advanced the theory and contend that MLT could engage employees with positive outcomes for both organizations and individuals [23,32,33]. MLT drives employees’ motivations by employing a wide spectrum of oral communication and is rooted in the linguistic dimensions of direction-giving, empathetic, and meaning-making language.



Direction-giving language is used by leaders to reduce the ambiguity of tasks and roles, encourage task-related behaviors, and explicate how employees benefit by doing so [23,32]. This dimension highlights clear job vision and goal setting, informational transparency, constructive feedback, and reward contingencies [23], which are conducive to enhancing employees’ work quality, effectiveness, and efficiency. This dimension posits that employees feel motivated when there is clear communication regarding goals and rewards attainment from leaders.



Empathetic language focuses on employees’ overall human caring rather than showing empathy toward task-related events alone. By demonstrating polite attitudes, understanding, and emotional support toward employees, leaders can forge interpersonal bonds with employees [23]. Empathetic language is congruent with the person-oriented behavioral management in leadership literature [34]. This dimension suggests that employees feel supported when leaders verbally put themselves into employees’ perspectives. While engaging with employees, an empathetic leader will actively listen to employees and share relevant stories, including both positive feedback and compassion in stressed situations.



Meaning-making language occurs when leaders fulfill an employee’s need to understand the meaningfulness of work and to transmit organizational vision, values, expectations, and cultural norms [31,32]. Meaning-making language can be informal, such as through the use of metaphors. This dimension informs employees that what they do is valued and informs how they contribute to the big picture of the organization’s development [23]. Rooted in sense-making theory [35], meaning-making language can motivate employees when they feel what they do is meaningful and significant. Meaning-making language also includes sharing cultural norms via stories [23]. This dimension is especially critical when organizations experience change and when leaders are required to introduce new cultural norms and visions [36].



The scale of three linguistic dimensions has been validated and operationalized in different countries, including the U.S., Mexico, and Mainland China [16,20,37]. As an effective antecedent in internal communication, MLT has shown positive effects on a variety of employee outcomes at an individual level, including job performance [22], employees’ perceived leadership communication competence [38], organizational commitment and job satisfaction [37], employee decision making [39], and self-leadership [21], as well as negative effects on absenteeism [40] and intent-to-turn-over [41]. Scholars have also advanced MLT applications to organizational outcomes. Holmes (2012) found a positive relationship between MLT and organizational performance [42], and Ling and Guo (2020) found a positive cross-level effect of motivating language at the team level on employees’ personal initiatives [16]. This study conceptualizes MLT in the context of CSR, highlighting how leaders’ oral communication in CSR influences desirable employee outcomes, employee CSR engagement, and EORs.




2.3. Employee CSR Engagement


Employee engagement has received increasing attention across disciplines, including management, psychology, and public relations. Although it has been variously defined for different research purposes [43,44,45,46], many later definitions were built on Kahn’s (1990) personal engagement [44,46,47]. Kahn (1990) defined personal engagement as “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” [44] (p. 694). Similarly, Sonae et al. (2012) identified three psychological dimensions of employee engagement: cognitive, emotional, and social (behavioral) [47]. Thus, conceptualizing employee engagement with three dimensions—emotional, cognitive, and behavioral—is widely accepted.



Even though employee engagement has been shown to be a positive outcome of internal CSR communication [28], specific investigation into employee CSR engagement as a concept has been limited. Operations of CSR engagement at the behavioral level only count frequencies and number of hours employees devote to CSR activities [9]. For instance, Chen and Huang-Baesecke (2014) suggested a positive link between leadership and employee CSR participation [14]. Lee et al. (2019) indicated that CSR awareness was positively related to employees’ CSR behavioral intentions [48]. Koch et al. (2019) extended CSR participation from the behavioral dimension to two perspectives, including both cognitive and behavioral [9]. Nejati et al. (2020) employed the term employee CSR engagement, but it only touched upon the emotional perspective [15]. Hurst and Ihlen (2018) proposed three dimensions of CSR engagement, including commitment, mapping of responsibilities, and closing the loop [49]. However, Hurst and Ihlen’s (2018) three dimensions lacked operationalizations for empirical studies [49]. A brief summary suggests a lack of development of conceptualization and operationalization of employee CSR engagement.



Given that one of this study’s interests lies in examining the relationship between leader motivating language and employee CSR engagement, this study employs definitions of employee CSR engagement from Kahn (1990) and Sonae et al. (2012) [44,47], and conceptualizes employee CSR engagement covering the spectrum of three psychological dimensions: emotional, cognitive, and behavioral. Emotional CSR engagement refers to employees’ positive affect relating to CSR initiatives. Cognitive CSR engagement refers to employees’ mindful and intellectual attention to CSR initiatives. Behavioral CSR engagement refers to employees’ physical connections with CSR initiatives [47].



Internal communication from management levels has been identified as an important driver of employee engagement [50,51,52]. Mayfield and Mayfield (2016) proposed that motivating language can increase employee engagement, connecting with employees’ better decision-making at the workplace [39]. Recently, Rabiul and Yean (2021) conducted a survey which found positive associations between direction-giving, empathetic, and meaning-making language and work engagement, respectively, which confirmed that leader motivating language in reducing task-related uncertainties, emotional support, and meaning-making could produce positive employee outcomes [53]. However, work engagement was a uni-dimension measure in their study. Rodell (2013) explained that behavioral participation alone cannot fully present the engagement dimension [54]. We believe our multidimensional conceptualization and operationalization of employee CSR engagement can complement previous studies.



Consistent with the positive relationship between leader motivating language and employee engagement, we expect that the better leader motivating language in CSR is, the more engaged employees are with CSR. Direction-giving language articulates tangible goals and rewards that help employees understand what they are expected to accomplish and how they will be rewarded for CSR engagement. Empathetic language makes employees feel emotionally supported in CSR engagement. Being involved in CSR activities has potential conflicts with family responsibilities and work-related performance [55]. Employees who engage with CSR need leaders to communicate their emotional support. Finally, meaning-making language shows employees how their CSR engagement could fit cultural norms and align with the larger organizational goals, thus encouraging them to engage in the company’s CSR initiatives. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 1a (H1a).

Leader motivating language in CSR is positively associated with employees’ CSR engagement.






2.4. Employee–Organization Relationships (EORs)


The concept of organization–public relationships (OPRs) originated from public relations focusing on building and maintaining relationships with different stakeholders [56]. Huang (1998) defined OPR as “the degree that the organization and its publics trust one another, agree [that] one has rightful power to influence [the other], experience satisfaction with each other, and commit oneself to one another” [57] (p. 12). Relationship management theory contends that managing organization–public relationships shares common interests for both organizations and the public [58]. Thus, fostering high-quality relationships with stakeholders is crucial to organizations. As one of the most important internal stakeholders, an organization’s relationship management with employees is imperative to the organization’s reputation and success. On the one hand, good EORs can influence employees’ productivity, ultimately affecting the organization’s financial performance and development [59]. On the other hand, employees are regarded as credible sources for external stakeholders to know the organization [60]. What employees say about an organization influences others’ impressions of the organization [51]. Thus, high-quality EORs are conducive to the relationships between organizations and external stakeholders [61].



Aligning with previous research in public relations [50,60,62], this study contextualizes OPR in the employee relations as EORs. Specifically, this study adopted Hon and Grunig’s (1999) conceptualization and Kang and Sung’s (2017) operational definitions of three dimensions of trust, satisfaction, and commitment for EOR [50,63]. Trust highlights how reliant employees on their organization; commitment focuses on how employees feel belonging to their organization; and satisfaction detects how satisfied employees feel with their relationship with their organization [50].



Although recent years have shown research exploring the relationships between employees’ CSR perceptions and the quality of EORs, little is known about how leader motivating language can influence EORs. Internal communication has been identified as an important antecedent for positive EORs [64]. Previous research has demonstrated the positive effects of leaders’ communication competence and style on EORs [51,60,65,66]. Madlock and Sexton (2015) examined MLT in Mexican organizations and suggested MLT was positively associated with leaders’ communication competence, employees’ job satisfaction, and organizational commitment [37]. Leaders paying attention to relationship-oriented outcomes are employee focused, who are more likely to empower and motivate employees through emotional support and fulfilling employees’ special needs [67]. Since MLT highlights employee-centered communication, it can be inferred that leader motivating language in CSR helps lead to more employee trust, commitment, and satisfaction with their company, ultimately forming high-quality EORs:



Hypothesis 1b (H1b).

Leader motivating language in CSR is positively associated with employee–organization relationships (EORs).






2.5. Person–Organization Fit (PO fit)


PO fit is defined as “the compatibility between people and organizations that occurs when at least one entity provides what the other needs, they share similar fundamental characteristics, or both” [68]. PO fit concerns whether there is consistency between an employee’s personal values and an organization’s values, cultures, and goals [69]. The theoretical underpinning of PO fit is that employees’ attitudinal and behavioral outcomes do not result from the individual or the organization alone, but rather from the relational interactions between the two [70]. Therefore, value congruence between an employee and an organization is imperative for an employee to make decisions in work attitudes and behaviors [70,71]. In our study, a theoretical explanation is that employees receive information about CSR, leading to their judgment of value congruence between them and their organization, which turns into their perceived PO fit. MLT suggests that leaders use motivating language to provide clear guidance, emotional support, and meaningfulness for employee CSR engagement, which could form the basis of PO fit. Therefore, this study proposes a positive link between leader motivating language related to CSR and PO fit:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Leader motivating language in CSR is positively associated with PO fit.





Previous research has suggested positive effects of PO fit on employees’ relationships with the organization, including organizational commitment and satisfaction [26,72] as well as trust in top management [25]. A value-congruent organization could enhance employees’ favorable attitudes toward the organization [73]. PO fit has also been found to express positive relationships with employee behavioral outcomes, including job performance [24], organizational citizenship behavior [26], and employee CSR engagement [15]. Nejati et al. (2020) surveyed 142 employees in Malaysia and found that a higher PO fit led to better employee CSR engagement [15]. When employees believe their values are congruent with an organization’s values and goals, they feel more engaged with the organization [24]. Based on previous literature, this study proposed the following two hypotheses:



Hypothesis 3a (H3a).

PO fit is positively associated with employees’ CSR engagement.





Hypothesis 3b (H3b).

PO fit is positively associated with EORs.






2.6. Mediating Role of PO fit


An important element of the integrative framework of the relationship between leader motivating language in employee outcomes is that it considers a mediating mechanism to explain the effects. Leader motivating language in CSR can reinforce employees’ values and beliefs of CSR promoted by the organization, which can enhance the PO fit. Such a fit can subsequently motivate employees to engage in CSR activities and foster a high-quality relationship with the organization. The underlying mechanism can be explained by the self-fulfilling prophecy [74,75] since CSR culture informed by leaders and shared values of employees enhance connection with the organization. This study, therefore, proposes the following hypothesis (see Figure 1):



Hypothesis 4a (H4a).

PO fit mediates the effect of leader motivating language in CSR on employee CSR engagement.





Hypothesis 4b (H4b).

PO fit mediates the effect of leader motivating language in CSR on EORs.
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Figure 1. The conceptual model. 
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3. Method


3.1. Data Collection


To test the hypotheses, an online Qualtrics survey hosted on Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) was administered between 13 November and 15 November 2020. Participants with full-time and part-time jobs were randomly recruited. Participants who completed the survey (N = 548) received $1.60 monetary incentive. MTurk has been widely used to recruit national samples across varying demographic variables (e.g., educational background, ethnicity, gender, and income) [76]. The researchers then reviewed and excluded some data points because of incorrect answers for attention checks, insufficient completion time, and duplicated responses. Specifically, we removed 46 responses for duplications, 79 responses for failing any of the attention checks, and 17 responses for insufficient survey completion time (less than 300 s) (M = 917.58, SD = 925.11). Finally, data from 406 participants were used for analysis.




3.2. Measurement


This study adopted 12 items from J. Mayfield and Mayfield (2007) to measure leader motivating language, including direction-giving language (M = 3.2, SD = 1.2, Cronbach’s α = 0.92), empathetic language (M = 3.4, SD = 1.6, Cronbach’s α = 0.90), and meaning-making language (M = 2.8, SD = 1.4, Cronbach’s α = 0.93) [41]. Sample items are, “My boss/manager gives me clear instructions about solving CSR participation related problems” (direction-giving language), “My boss/manager expresses his/her support for my CSR participation” (empathetic language), and “My boss/manager offers me advice about how to behave at the organization’s CSR events” (meaning-making language). Following J. Mayfield and Mayfield (2007), this construct was originally measured on a 5-likert scale [41]. Then, we converted it to a 7-likert scale to align with our other constructs for data analysis convenience. Eight items were used from the scale from Rich et al. (2010) to measure employees’ CSR engagement, including emotional CSR engagement (M = 5.2, SD = 1.4, Cronbach’s α = 0.93), cognitive CSR engagement (M = 5.3, SD = 1.4, Cronbach’s α = 0.93), and behavioral CSR engagement (M = 4.9, SD = 1.7, Cronbach’s α = 0.93) [77]. Sample items are, “I am excited about my organization’s CSR activities’’ (emotional CSR engagement), “My mind will be focused when I am involved in my company’s CSR activities” (cognitive CSR engagement), and “I will actively participate in CSR activities at my company in the next 12 months” (behavioral CSR engagement). To measure PO fit, four items (M = 5.0, SD = 1.5, Cronbach’s α = 0.96) were employed from Cable and DeRue (2002) [24]. A sample item is “My personal values match my organization’s values and culture.” Eight items were adopted from Hon and Grunig (1999) to measure EORs, including three dimensions: trust (M = 4.8, SD = 1.5, Cronbach’s α = 0.9), satisfaction (M = 5.4, SD = 1.3, Cronbach’s α = 0.84), and commitment (M = 5.1, SD = 1.4, Cronbach’s α = 0.91) [63]. Sample items are, “My employer can be relied on to keep its promises” (trust), “I am happy with my employer” (satisfaction), and “I can see that my employer wants to maintain a relationship with me” (commitment). Correlations between the observed variables in this study were displayed in Table 1, ranging from 0.46 to 0.84.




3.3. Analysis


To examine direct (H1–H3) and indirect effects (H4), a two-step structural equation modeling (SEM) technique was employed with the lavaan R package. The first step was a measurement model with all key variables, among which leader motivating language, employees’ CSR engagement, and EORs are second-order variables. The second step was to use a structural model to test all hypotheses. Using cross-sectional data is a common data collection approach in CSR communication research [28,78,79]. However, there is the potential issue of common method bias for cross-sectional data [80]. We addressed this issue through multiple approaches. First, following the previous research’s guidelines [81], the authors placed the independent and dependent variables in different sections in the questionnaire, and employed well-established measures from existing studies. In addition, to detect the common method bias issue, we compared the current CFA model (CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.06 (90% CI: 0.05–0.06); SRMR = 0.04; χ2 = 1059.83 ***; df = 449, χ2/df = 2.36; n = 406) with a one-factor CFA model (CFI = 0.58; TLI = 0.55; RMSEA = 0.19 (90% CI: 0.18–0.19); SRMR = 0.12; χ2 = 6902.739 ***; df = 464, χ2/df = 14.87; n = 406). The model fit in our current study was much better than the one-factor model fit. In addition, we compared the chi-square of the unconstrained model (χ2 = 1059.83, df = 449) and the chi-square of the fully constrained model (χ2 = 2307.5, df = 489). The results showed that the difference between these two models was significant (χ2 = 1247.7, df = 40, p < 0.001). Therefore, the common method bias issue was taken care of in our dataset.





4. Results


4.1. Tests on Socio-Demographic Variables


Prior to testing the proposed model, a series of linear regression analyses were conducted to investigate how relevant demographic variables (i.e., gender, management level, and organizational size) could affect the measured relationships in the SEM model. Results suggested that the management level (βnon-management = 0.55, p < 0.05) was a significant predictor for leader motivating language in CSR (βnon-management = 0.55, p < 0.05), and gender for CSR engagement (βfemale = 0.41, p < 0.01) and PO fit (βfemale = 0.41, p < 0.01). Based on the results, we controlled for the management level and gender in the SEM model for hypothesis testing.




4.2. The Measurement Model Fit


Following the guidelines of two-step SEM analysis [82], the first step in this study was a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the measurement model using the lavaan package in R. CFA suggested leader motivating language in CSR, employee CSR engagement, and EORs formed as second-order constructs with their corresponding first-order factors. The test of the measurement model indicated good data–model fit (CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.06 (90% CI: 0.05–0.06); SRMR = 0.04; χ2 = 1059.83 ***; df = 449, χ2/df = 2.36; n = 406). Table 2 displays the standardized loadings of each construct.




4.3. Structural Model Results


The hypothesized structural model (Figure 2) showed good fit to our data: CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.05 (90% C.I.: 0.05–0.06); SRMR = 0.07; χ2 = 1299.17 ***; df = 604, χ2/df = 2.15; n = 406. Standardized path coefficients were presented in Figure 2. To identify the best fitting model, two other theoretically plausible models were compared with our hypothesized model. To highlight the mediator of PO fit, in our alternative Model 1, the link between leader motivating language and EORs was removed. In our alternative Model 2, both links between leader motivating language and EORs and that between leader motivating language and employee CSR engagement were removed. As displayed in Table 3, the χ2 differences of the two alternative models ranged from 10.9 to 72.23 (both with p < 0.01) and supported the superiority of our hypothesized model. Given the model fit indices, the hypothesized model was kept and used for further analysis.
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Table 3. Fit indices of the hypothesized model and alternative models.
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Models




	
Fit Indices

	
Hypothesized Model

	
Alternative Model 1

	
Alternative Model 2






	
χ2

	
1299.17

	
1310.07

	
1371.39




	
df

	
604

	
605

	
606




	
χ2/df

	
2.15

	
2.17

	
2.26




	
Δ χ2

	
—

	
10.90

	
72.23




	
Sig. of Δ

	
—

	
0.001

	
0.000




	
CFI

	
0.96

	
0.95

	
0.95




	
RMSEA

	
0.05 (90% CI = [0.05:0.06])

	
0.05 (90% CI = [0.05:0.06])

	
0.06 (90% CI = [0.05:0.06])




	
SRMR

	
0.07

	
0.07

	
0.10








Note. CFI = Comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; CI = confidence interval.
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Figure 2. Estimated standardized effects in the structural modeling equation. CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.05 (CI: 0.05–0.06); SRMR = 0.07; χ2 = 1299.17 ***; df = 604, χ2/df = 2.15; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
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4.4. Hypotheses Testing (Direct and Indirect Effects)


Leader motivating language in CSR demonstrated a positive effect on employee CSR engagement (β = 0.44, p < 0.001) (Table 4). This indicated that employees who felt motivated by leaders’ language in CSR were more likely to engage with CSR activities, supporting H1a. In addition, employees who identify with leaders’ use of motivating language in CSR are more likely to foster positive relationships with the organization (β = 0.13, p < 0.01). Therefore, H1b was supported. Employees reported greater PO fit when leaders employed motivating language in CSR (β = 0.63, p < 0.001), supporting H2. In addition, employees’ perceived PO fit was positively associated with EORs (β = 0.79, p < 0.001) and employees’ CSR engagement (β = 0.36, p < 0.001), supporting H3a and H3b.



A test of mediation effects with a bootstrapping procedure (N = 5000 samples) was employed to test H5. Results revealed a significant indirect effect of leader motivating language in CSR on employee CSR engagement via PO fit (β = 0.22, 90% CI: [0.18:0.47], p < 0.001), supporting H4a. Similarly, we found a significant indirect effect of leader motivating language in CSR on EORs via PO fit (β = 0.50, p < 0.001, 90% CI: [0.82:1.46]), supporting H4b. PO fit partially explained the positive effect of leader motivating language on the quality of relationships between employees and organizations, and employee CSR engagement. We also contrasted those two indirect effects and found that the motivating language in CSR’s indirect effect on EORs was more salient than its indirect effect on employee CSR engagement (β = 0.28, p < 0.001). Thus, PO fit was a stronger mediator in the relationship between leaders’ CSR motivating language and EOR as compared to employee CSR engagement.




4.5. Additional Analyses on the Effects of Each MLT Dimension


Given the significant effect of leader motivating language on employee outcomes, we also conducted three separate path analyses to examine how each dimension of leader motivating language (i.e., direction-giving language, empathetic language, and meaning-making language) was associated with employee CSR engagement and EORs. Results (see Table 5 for coefficients) showed that each dimension of leader motivating language had a significant positive effect on cultivating employees’ PO fit, engaging employees in CSR development, and developing quality EORs.





5. Discussion


Rooted in the conceptual framework of motivating language, the present study examined leaders’ oral communication in CSR and its connection with employees’ CSR engagement and relationships with the organization. This study advances the theory via contextualizing MLT dimensions of direction-giving, empathetic, and meaning-making languages to CSR-related initiatives. Overall, our conceptual model was fully supported by an online survey among employees (N = 406), showing that leader motivating language in CSR is significantly associated with the short-term outcome of employees’ engagement and the long-term relational outcome with the organization, and that such effects are explained by a significant underlying mechanism, PO fit.



First, this study found that leader motivating language in CSR was conducive to employees’ CSR engagement. Our finding indicates that leaders’ task-related (i.e., direction-giving) and relational (i.e., empathetic and meaning-making) languages are pertinent to maximizing employees’ motivations to engage CSR at emotional, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions. As a result, employees will be more proactive to emotionally attach with, cognitively perceive, and behaviorally participate in their organization’s CSR initiatives with a high level of leader motivating language in CSR. Our finding confirms the effectiveness of leader–subordinate oral communication on employees’ engagement [28], and the current study is among the first to explain such a positive association in the CSR context. Since transparency is the cornerstone in driving engagement [83], leaders’ direction-giving language in clarifying ambiguities improves transparency in information, goal attainment, and procedure in CSR engagement, which ultimately make employees aware of what they are expected to achieve and benefit from engaging in their company’s CSR initiatives. Simply asking an employee to engage in CSR can be overwhelming, but asking someone to help develop a specific CSR policy or a CSR activity could generate better outcomes. In addition, once employees know the benefits of CSR engagement, such as emotional benefits (e.g., pride and pleasure) and functional benefits (e.g., skills acquisition), they are more likely to get involved with a company’s CSR at both the cognitive and behavioral levels [9]. Empathetic language in CSR enables leaders to reinforce social connections with employees by maintaining a supportive emotional bond. Engaging in CSR involves psychological risk since employees might have to sacrifice some work and personal time [55]. Therefore, leaders’ language to show their emotional support can eliminate employees’ concerns and create emotional ties providing employees with psychological safety in engaging with CSR, leading to a gain in employees’ confidence and comfort in CSR engagement. Sometimes, employees simply do not know why they need to engage with their company’s CSR initiatives, which makes them hesitant to either emotionally and cognitively recognize the importance of the company’s CSR or participate in CSR-related activities. Leaders’ language on meaning-making not only lets employees know that their CSR engagement is valued, but it also shows them how their personal contributions tie in with larger organizational goals in CSR development, thus encouraging them to explore more CSR engagement opportunities.



Second, our study confirms that leader motivating language, especially in the CSR context, can foster the quality of EORs. Unlike CSR communication from the organization’s perspective alone, empathetic and meaning-making languages in CSR allow leaders to put employees at the center of CSR communication. By providing social connections and emotional support in communicating CSR, employees could feel more affiliated with, valued, and respected in the organization, and could drive employees to demonstrate higher levels of trust, satisfaction, and commitment towards the organization.



Third, we identified PO fit as an important psychological mechanism explaining the effects of leader motivating language in CSR. Consistent with previous literature [26,68], our findings suggest that value congruence between employees’ personal values and the organization’s values was more likely to be formed when leaders employed motivating language in CSR. Leader motivating language in CSR communicates significant information about a company’s CSR, especially how CSR is encouraged and supported among employees. Consequently, such motivating languages could factor into employees’ evaluations about how their own values and needs might be satisfied by the organization [25]. Employees could match their values and the goals with those promoted by the organization, which are communicated via leaders, enhancing employees’ PO fit. In turn, the fit subsequently encourages employees to generate both better relational outcomes and engagement outcomes with the organization as a way to enhance their value congruence and reflect their leaders’ oral communication. Situated in a CSR context, these findings extend the literature on PO fit as a significant mediator between internal CSR communication and employee outcomes [25].



5.1. Theoretical and Practical Contributions


The findings of this study provide both theoretical and practical contributions to internal CSR communication in the realms of public relations and management. Theoretically, first, by demonstrating positive associations between leader motivating language and employee outcomes, this study suggested MLT as an effective conceptual construct in internal CSR communication research. Understanding the role and impact of leader motivating language in the context of internal CSR communication advances the theoretical development of CSR communication. Unlike Morsing and Schultz’s typology (2006) emphasizing interactivity in CSR communication with stakeholders [84], and Kim’s (2019) typology focusing on the utility and effectiveness of organizational CSR communication strategies, we argue that leaders’ rhetorical skills are key in CSR communication [79]. By examining leaders’ ML impacts, this study links CSR communication research to internal communication, answering scholarly calls for more internal CSR research [28].



Second, as researchers in MLT have noted the necessity of contextualizing its theory [23], our study advances MLT by focusing on CSR. CSR is the best approach to humanize a company [85], and leaders’ language use in clarifying, emotionally supporting, and valuing employees’ CSR can enhance the irreplaceable role of employees in a company’s overall CSR development. This study advances MLT by examining its impact on employees’ CSR engagement rather than work engagement or job performance [22,37]. Thus, our empirical evidence provides valuable insights into MLT’s impacts in the context of CSR, which helps develop specific strategies for internal CSR promotion.



Third, given the call for understanding the mediating mechanism to explain through which motivating language operates [23], this study extends the literature by adding PO fit. Leader motivating language in CSR builds employees’ relevant values and goals, which, in turn, fosters high-quality EORs and enhances employee CSR engagement. This study contributes to internal communication literature by adding PO fit as an effective mediator. Although PO fit has been widely used as a mechanism to explain the relationships between employees’ perceptions and their attitudinal and behavioral performances in the management literature [26,72], little is known about its role in internal CSR engagement. By examining the mediating effects of PO fit, we are able to explain the underlying psychological mechanism driving employees’ CSR engagement and relationship with the employer.



This study also has practical implications for CSR communication. First, this study provides guidance for leaders on how to take advantage of their language use in motivating employees in CSR engagement and maintaining quality relationships with employees. Based on the positive effects of ML found in our study, we provide three recommendations for managers to foster internal CSR engagement and build positive relationships with employees. For example, managers may use more direction-giving language in CSR communication by providing clear directions to CSR participations and articulating the benefits that employees can gain through CSR participations.



Second, recognizing the significant effects of leader MLT in internal CSR promotion, leadership training programs should emphasize speech and oral communication skills more. Managers can also employ empathetic language by encouraging employees to share their stories about CSR engagement and by showing emotional support to employees’ CSR engagement. Adopting the meaning-making language, leaders should consider adding CSR into their company’s vision and long-term objectives and work together with HR departments and employees to co-create an internal CSR culture, which enhances employees’ sense-making of CSR through normative CSR engagement.



Third, given the mediating role of PO fit, companies should regularly promote the company’s values and goals in CSR development in leadership and employee training. In this way, employees’ congruent values can be invoked to assess when they are stimulated by leaders’ languages in CSR.




5.2. Limitations and Future Research


Despite the contributions, this study encountered several limitations. First, the sample was obtained in MTurk, which might not properly represent the overall larger U.S. population [86]. Therefore, findings of this study should be interpreted with caution due to a lack of generalizability. Future research should recruit more representative and diverse sample groups to explore how leader motivating language operates. Second, this study did not examine the link between employee CSR engagement and EORs. Based on the role of reciprocity [87,88], individuals who have trust in, feel satisfied with, and have a mutual commitment to the organization are more likely to be motivated to have better CSR engagement. Thus, future research could examine how engagement and relationships are related when employing leader motivating language as an antecedent. Finally, this study did not include moderators. Future research may consider individual factors, such as employees’ positive emotions, employees’ felt obligation, perceived CSR importance, and issue relevance, as potential moderators influencing the relationship between leader motivating language and employees’ CSR engagement.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics (Cronbach’s alpha, mean, standard deviation, correlations).
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	Cronbach’s α
	M
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9





	1
	0.92
	3.2
	1.2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2
	0.90
	3.4
	1.6
	0.84 ***
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3
	0.93
	2.8
	1.4
	0.81 ***
	0.79 ***
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4
	0.93
	5.2
	1.4
	0.57 ***
	0.56 ***
	0.50 ***
	
	
	
	
	
	



	5
	0.93
	5.3
	1.4
	0.57 ***
	0.52 ***
	0.50 ***
	0.83 ***
	
	
	
	
	



	6
	0.93
	4.9
	1.7
	0.61 ***
	0.58 ***
	0.53 ***
	0.82 ***
	0.78 ***
	
	
	
	



	7
	0.96
	5.0
	1.5
	0.56 ***
	0.57 ***
	0.54 ***
	0.59 ***
	0.56 ***
	0.53 ***
	
	
	



	8
	0.90
	4.8
	1.5
	0.55 ***
	0.54 ***
	0.57 ***
	0.53 ***
	0.50 ***
	0.49 ***
	0.78 ***
	
	



	9
	0.84
	5.4
	1.3
	0.48 ***
	0.48 ***
	0.45 ***
	0.54 ***
	0.51 ***
	0.45 ***
	0.75 ***
	0.76 ***
	



	10
	0.91
	5.1
	1.4
	0.53 ***
	0.54 ***
	0.52 ***
	0.53 ***
	0.53 ***
	0.47 ***
	0.80 ***
	0.80 ***
	0.83 ***







Note. N = 406; 1 = direction-giving language; 2 = empathetic language; 3 = meaning-making language; 4 = emotional CSR engagement; 5 = cognitive CSR engagement; 6 = behavioral CSR engagement; 7 = PO fit; 8 = trust; 9 = satisfaction; 10 = commitment; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) results.
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	Latent Variable
	Indicator Variable
	Std. Loadings





	Leader motivating language in CSR
	Direction-giving language
	0.96 ***



	
	Empathetic language
	0.93 ***



	
	Meaning-making language
	0.90 ***



	CSR engagement
	Emotional CSR engagement
	0.97 ***



	
	Cognitive CSR engagement
	0.90 ***



	
	Behavioral CSR engagement
	0.91 ***



	EORs
	Trust
	0.92 ***



	
	Satisfaction
	0.95 ***



	
	Commitment
	0.97 ***







Note. N = 406. CFA model fit indices: χ2 = 1059.83 ***; df = 449; χ2/df = 2.36 < 3; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.06 (90% CI: 0.05–0.06); SRMR = 0.04. *** p < 0.001. All standardized factor loadings are significant at p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Results of direct effects and indirect effects.
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BC 95% CI




	
Hypotheses

	
Unstandardized Estimate

	
S.E.

	
Std.

	
Z

	
Lower

	
Upper






	
H1a: Leader motivating language in CSR -> Employee CSR engagement

	
0.62

	
0.09

	
0.43

	
7.11 **

	
0.45

	
0.79




	
H1b: Leader motivating language in CSR -> EORs

	
0.30

	
0.09

	
0.14

	
3.49 ***

	
0.13

	
0.46




	
H2: Leader motivating language in CSR -> PO fit

	
0.81

	
0.07

	
0.63

	
11.58 ***

	
0.67

	
0.95




	
H3a: PO fit -> EORs

	
1.30

	
0.11

	
0.79

	
12.08 ***

	
1.09

	
1.51




	
H3b: PO fit -> CSR engagement

	
0.31

	
0.11

	
0.28

	
2.85 **

	
0.10

	
0.52




	

	

	

	

	

	
BC 95% CI




	

	
Unstandardized Estimate

	
S.E.

	
Std.

	
Z

	
Lower

	
Upper




	
Total effect

	
2.32

	
0.20

	
1.30

	
11.82 ***

	
1.99

	
2.78




	
Total indirect

	
1.40

	
0.19

	
0.72

	
7.44 ***

	
1.09

	
1.83




	
Direct

	
0.92

	
0.14

	
0.58

	
6.51 ***

	
0.66

	
1.21




	
H4a: Leader motivating language in CSR -> PO fit -> CSR engagement

	
0.32

	
0.08

	
0.22

	
4.23 ***

	
0.18

	
0.48




	
H4b: Leader motivating language in CSR -> PO fit -> EORs

	
1.08

	
0.16

	
0.50

	
6.71 ***

	
0.82

	
1.47




	
Contrast of indirect effects

	
0.76

	
0.17

	
0.28

	
4.54 ***

	
0.48

	
1.14








Note. N = 406; CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.05 (CI: 0.05–0.06); SRMR = 0.07; χ2 = 1299.17 ***; df = 604, χ2/df = 2.15; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. BC 95% CI: Bias-corrected 95% bootstrapped confidence interval (CI) based on 5000 resamples.
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Table 5. Direct effects and mediation effects of leader motivating language factors.
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Leader Motivating Language Dimensions

	
Mediator

	
Employee Outcomes






	

	
PO fit

	
Employee CSR engagement

	
EORs




	
Std. Coeff.

	
Z

	
Std. Coeff.

	
Z

	
Std. Coeff.

	
Z




	
Direction-giving language

	
0.60

	
11.09 ***

	
0.43

	
7.57 ***

	
0.12

	
3.16 **




	
PO fit

	
-

	
-

	
0.22 [CI: 0.19:0.47]

	
4.39 ***

	
0.48 [CI: 0.77:1.31]

	
7.17 ***




	
Empathetic language

	
0.60

	
9.87 ***

	
0.37

	
5.57 ***

	
0.11

	
2.52 *




	
PO fit

	
-

	
-

	
0.24 [CI: 0.21:0.50]

	
4.57 ***

	
0.49 [CI: 0.79:1.34]

	
7.15 ***




	
Meaning-making language

	
0.56

	
11.49 ***

	
0.45

	
5.42 ***

	
0.14

	
3.86 ***




	
PO fit

	
-

	
-

	
0.25 [CI: 0.23:0.49]

	
5.19 ***

	
0.45 [CI: 0.73:1.25]

	
7.31 ***








Note. N = 406. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Values in the square brackets are BC 95% CI: bias-corrected 95% bootstrapped confidence interval (CI) based on 5000 resamples.
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