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Abstract: When communicating their CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) activities many compa-
nies predominantly release positive information. However, relying solely on positive information
holds potential risks. Brands are consequently confronted with the dilemma of whether to exclusively
disclose positive details about their environmental CSR activities (i.e., one-sided messages) or opt
for voluntary disclosure of positive and negative information (i.e., two-sided messages). Existing
literature distinguishes moderately and highly relevant types of negative information. However, prior
research has predominantly overlooked the investigation of highly relevant negative CSR information.
Therefore, our primary objective is to explore the impact of two-sided messages encompassing highly
relevant negative CSR information in comparison to one-sided messages. We conducted four online
experiments in two countries with different brands (study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, n = 457);
study 2 (Germany, Porsche, n = 431); study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz, n = 468) and study 4 (USA,
Tesla, n = 465)). The results reveal that two-sided messages with the disclosure of highly relevant
negative CSR information lead to negative effects in comparison to one-sided messages with only
positive information. Consequently, brands should exercise caution in communicating highly relevant
negative CSR aspects. Our findings offer notable theoretical insights and practical implications.

Keywords: two-sided messages; CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility); message sidedness; attribution
theory; online experiment; automotive industry; highly relevant negative CSR information; transparency

1. Introduction
1.1. Practical Relevance

Due to the rising importance of environmental protection [1], sustainability has be-
come an important factor in the purchase decisions of consumers [2]. In response to this,
many companies take responsibility for their actions and their impact on society and the
environment [3]. This is called CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility [4]). When com-
municating about CSR activities, many companies follow the same strategy. Various
studies show that companies publish mainly positive sustainability information [5–7].
Hereby, they attempt to distract the recipients of the information from their irresponsible
behavior [8]. However, there could be a risk in communicating only positive sustainability
information [9]. If companies do not keep their promises, consumer attitudes towards the
company can be negatively influenced [10].

Volkswagen, for example, promoted the diesel vehicle “Passat TDI” as “clean” [11].
Subsequent investigations revealed that brands such as Volkswagen systematically ma-
nipulated the emission values of their diesel vehicles [12]. Behavior like this increased
consumer skepticism [3,9,13–15]. Therefore, consumers do not trust in environmental sus-
tainability claims of brands [16]. According to an international survey of 2171 consumers
by Futerra [17], 66% of Generation Y and 79% of Generation Z believe that brands are not
honest when it comes to the environmental sustainability of their products.
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As a result, brands are now expected to be more transparent [18]. We define envi-
ronmental transparency based on the definitions of Hopp and Fisher [19], Rawlins [20],
and Lin et al. [21]. Environmental transparency is the voluntary disclosure of relevant
and company-internal environmental information (positive and negative) with the aim of
conveying the brand’s motives to consumers in an understandable way. Companies thus
face the question of whether they should disclose only positive information about their
environmental CSR activities or voluntarily disclose negative information.

Message sidedness describes whether a target group perceives a message as one- or
two-sided [22]. One-sided messages refer to the exclusive disclosure of only positive infor-
mation. In contrast, two-sided messages are defined as voluntary disclosures containing
both positive and negative information [23,24]. Some brands already use two-sided mes-
sages in their CSR communication. For example, the fashion brand Nudie Jeans provides
positive and negative information on the supply chain of every product [25].

1.2. State of Research, Research Gaps and Main Research Questions

Due to the high relevance, several studies deal with the effect of message sidedness
in general. It is particularly noticeable that the results are mixed. Some authors con-
clude that two-sided messages can positively affect variables such as trustworthiness [22],
attention towards the advertisement [23], perceived fairness [26,27], credibility of the
message [23,27,28] and purchase intention [27]. However, other studies indicate adverse
effects of two-sided messages. They can lead to unfavorable evaluations of the advertised
products [29] or negatively influence the attitude towards the brand and the purchase
intention [23,30]. Based on a meta-analysis by Eisend [27], one explanation for the mixed
results can be related to the relevance of the disclosed negative attributes. While moder-
ately relevant negative attributes enhance purchase intentions, highly relevant negative
attributes diminish them.

Based on the knowledge of the authors, only one study analyzed the effects of message
sidedness in the context of CSR communication [24]. Jahn and Brühl [24] investigated the
effects of two-sided messages in the context of CSR with one brand (fictitious cosmetics
manufacturer) and revealed only moderately relevant negative CSR information. They
conclude that the addition of negative CSR information has no positive or negative impact
on the outcome variable (CSR perception) [24]. However, the question arises to what extent
the disclosure of only moderately relevant negative information is perceived as trustworthy.
For example, an automotive brand that discloses negative information about a car’s steering
wheel could distract from more relevant problems (e.g., battery). Hence, the question arises
whether brands should disclose negative information about highly relevant sustainability
aspects in their environmental CSR communication. To say it in other words: should they
talk about the sustainability aspects that “really hurt”?

Previous research has not yet investigated the effectiveness of highly relevant negative
CSR information. Therefore, as the main contribution our paper aims to determine whether
brands should disclose negative CSR information with high relevance (e.g., information
about the battery of an electric car). Based on this, the main objective of our study is
to investigate the effect of two-sided messages including highly relevant negative CSR
information on purchase intention considering the mediator perceived environmental
friendliness (PEF) of the product aspect.

Furthermore, Jahn and Brühl [24] recommend analyzing in further studies whether
the effects of two-sided messages are stronger or weaker for different brands. To increase
the robustness of our results, we followed the recommendation of Jahn and Brühl [24] and
conducted our study with two different brands in two countries (USA and Germany). This
multi-study design is a further contribution of our paper.
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2. Conceptual Background

This study refers to the message sidedness research stream, which is primarily based
on attribution theory [24,28,30]. Attribution theory explains the processes that an individual
goes through to assign causes to behavior or events [27,31–33]. The goal is not to explain
what other people are doing, but rather why they are doing it [34]. In marketing research
attribution theory is therefore used to explain the behavior of consumers by identifying
cause-and-effect relationships [35,36]. For example, attribution theory can be used to
explain the responses and efficiencies of advertising measures [37–39]. Attribution theories
can thus be used to explain consumer decision-making processes that go beyond objective
criteria such as the price [35,40]. Thus, the theory is also frequently used in the context of
CSR [41–43].

Heider [44] concludes that people attribute observed actions either to the personal
characteristics of the acting person or to environmental conditions and the situation. Thus,
an attribution is distinguished by the attribution of internal (personal characteristics) and
external (situation and framework condition) reasons [31]. Internal causes are more likely
to be attributed when a brand shows an unexpected behavior, like the disclosure of negative
information [45]. Therefore, the brand violates existing norms, which is why an intrinsic
motivation can be assumed [32]. The consumer therefore assumes an inner conviction and
honest intentions, so the brand is telling the truth [46]. This is especially true for voluntary
disclosures [32,45]. In the context of CSR, intrinsic motivation pertains to consumers
deducting that a company is involved in CSR because of its inherent characteristics [47].

Situational influences are more likely to be attributed to external causes. For example,
the disclosure of positive information is not surprising. The consumer’s expectations are
met and it can be assumed that the brand wants to sell its product in order to survive in
the market [45]. The brand therefore primarily wants to increase its profits and reach a
greater market share [47,48]. In the context of CSR, this would mean that the brand only
implements CSR activities for external reasons [47]. Therefore, the behavior is attributed to
external causes [27].

3. Hypotheses

When communicating about CSR activities, many companies publish mainly positive
information [5–7]. On the one hand, the disclosure of exclusively positive information
would not be surprising. Therefore, the observer’s expectations are met [27]. Thus, external
causes could be attributed to this behavior.

On the other hand, it might be unexpected when brands disclose voluntarily infor-
mation about negative sustainability aspects concerning environmental CSR activities.
According to attribution theory, this could lead to the attribution of internal causes [45].
Consumers might therefore assume that the brand is telling the truth [27].

Various studies that have generally investigated the effect of two-sided messages
identified positive effects. Two-sided messages can for example positively affect the trust-
worthiness [22], attention towards the advertisement [23] and perceived fairness [26,27].
Due to the attribution of internal causes, various authors conclude that two-sided messages
increase the credibility of a message [23,27,28]. According to Eisend [27] this leads to an
increase in purchase intention. Various studies confirm this, concluding that an increased
credibility leads to an increased purchase intention [49–52]. Thus, we hypothesize:

H1: Two-sided messages lead to a more positive effect on purchase intention than one-sided messages.

The single presentation of additional CSR information might not directly affect the
purchase intention for a product, especially in the context of real brands. Thus, the question
arises to what extent the effect of message sidedness on purchase intention is mediated.
As already described, the usage of two-sided messages could lead to the attribution of
internal causes. This results in positive effects on many different target variables (as
already described, e.g., trustworthiness [22], attention towards the advertisement [23] and
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perceived fairness [26,27]). If a brand is perceived as telling the truth [27], this could also
positively affect the PEF of the product aspect. Simon-Kucher and partners [2] have shown
that sustainability is an important factor in the purchase decision of consumers. If the PEF
of the product aspect increased by using two-sided messages, this could lead to a positive
effect on the purchase intention. This leads to the following mediation hypothesis:

H2: Two-sided messages lead to a higher PEF (perceived environmental friendliness) of the prod-
uct aspect than one-sided messages and the PEF of the product aspect has a positive effect on
purchase intention.

The conceptual model is illustrated in Figure 1.
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4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Experimental Design

This study aims to investigate the relationship between message sidedness (one-
sided vs. two-sided), the mediator (PEF product aspect) and the dependent variable
purchase intention. Due to the high level of control and therefore high internal validity,
an experimental design is well suited for this purpose. Online experiments are relatively
inexpensive, and participants remain in their everyday environment. If the stimulus can be
presented online in a realistic way, online experiments are recommended [53]. This study
uses a mobile e-commerce shop as stimuli, therefore, an online experiment is appropriate.

In the first step, wo conducted two pretests. Pretest 1 was conducted in Germany and
the USA and had the aim to identify one highly relevant product aspect in the automotive
industry, about which environmental CSR information will be disclosed. Pretest 2 was
also conducted in Germany and the USA and had the aim of testing the questionnaire and
stimuli as well as the manipulation and realism check.

In the main study a 1 × 2 between-subject design (one- vs. two-sided messages)
was applied. Group one saw only positive environmental CSR information (one-sided
message). The second experimental group saw a two-sided message. Thus, both positive
and negative information about the product aspect was revealed. The participants were
randomly assigned to one of the two groups.

To increase the robustness of our results, we conducted four main studies in
two countries with different brands: study 1 (participants from Germany, brand: Mercedes-
Benz), study 2 (participants from Germany, brand: Porsche), study 3 (participants from
USA, brand: Mercedes-Benz) and study 4 (participants from USA, brand: Tesla). The
participants in Germany and the USA were randomly assigned to one of the two brands.

The same study design was used for each of the four main studies. In the next step,
we describe the detailed study design in the context of main study 3 (participants from
USA, brand: Mercedes-Benz).

To make the experimental survey as comprehensible as possible, a short scenario
description was presented to all participants. Here, the participants received some fictional
background information on the environmental CSR activities of Mercedes-Benz. They
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obtained the information that Mercedes-Benz intends to partner only with suppliers who
adhere to international environmental standards. Since cars consist of many parts, checking
each supplier is very time-consuming. The testing organization TÜV SÜD first checked
the compliance with environmental standards at all battery suppliers (with a view on the
entire supply chain including raw materials). Suppliers receive a TÜV-certificate when
they produce in an environmentally friendly way (e.g., use of recycled materials and green
electricity). Suppliers without a certificate must meet the standards by 2035 at the latest,
otherwise, the cooperation will be ended. The brand wants to offer its customers full
transparency in their purchasing decisions. Therefore, Mercedes-Benz voluntarily discloses
for each vehicle information about the environmental friendliness of the battery.

In the second step, we presented a realistic screenshot of a mobile e-commerce shop
as a first stimulus. The screenshot showed a picture of the vehicle, its name, the price,
important vehicle data, and a “transparency” button. After the first stimuli, participants
were asked to imagine they had clicked on the transparency button. In the third step,
participants of the first experimental group saw a one-sided message. They saw a fic-
tional diagram showing that 100% of the battery suppliers had been inspected by TÜV
and certified as environmentally friendly. Participants of the second experimental group
saw a two-sided message. They saw a fictional diagram in which 60% of the suppliers
are environmentally friendly and 40% of the suppliers are not environmentally friendly
(checked, but no certificate received). Furthermore, a “Read Report” button indicated
that interested persons would receive more in-depth information on the TÜV report (see
Figure 2).
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group 1 and 2 (Note: the number of environmentally friendly/not environmentally friendly suppliers
is fictional.).

4.2. Measures

After exposure to the stimulus material, respondents completed the survey. Unless
otherwise mentioned, all variables were measured on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree;
7 = strongly agree). The dependent variable was purchase intention. It was measured by
an adapted scale from Grewal et al. [54] (1 = very low, 7 = very high). The mediator PEF of
the product aspect was measured on an adapted scale from Chen et al. [55] (“The vehicle
[Model] from [Brand] contains an environmentally friendly battery”). The manipulation
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check for message sidedness relied on an adapted scale from Veirman and Hudders [56]
(“With reference to the [Model] as seen in the online store shown; [Brand] disclose positive
as well as negative information about the environmental friendliness of their battery
suppliers.”). The realism check was based on an adapted scale from Karande et al. [57]
(1 = not at all realistic, 7 = very realistic).

In addition, various covariates were included. To measure brand familiarity, we
adapted the scale from Simonin and Ruth [58] (“Please indicate how familiar you are with
the brand [Brand]; 1 = unfamiliar, 7 = familiar). Product involvement was measured by the
scale of Simonin and Ruth [58] (“I think electric cars are important.”). Our measurement of
attitude towards electric mobility was also adapted by the scale of Simonin and Ruth [58]
(“My attitude towards electric mobility is good.”). The measurement of environmental
concerns was based on three items, adapted from the scales of Abdul-Muhmin [59] and
Bohlen et al. [60] (“Issues relating to the environment are very important to me.”; “The
increasing destruction of the environment is a serious problem.”; “We are not doing enough
in this country to protect the environment.”). Message comprehensibility was measured
by an adaption of the scale of Yang and Battocchio [61] (“The online shop of [Brand]
confused me, when I viewed it.” (reverse coded)). The variable liking of the online shop
was measured by an adapted scale of Mitchell et al. [62] (“The online shop shown:”; 1 = I
dislike it very much, 7 = I like it very much). Frequency of online shopping was measured
by the item “During the last year, how often did you shop online on a scale from 1 (very
rarely) to 7 (very often)?”. The measurement for the liking of the product was adapted
from Mitchell et al. [62] (“The product shown:”; 1 = I dislike it very much, 7 = I like it very
much). Adequacy of price was measured by the single-item “The price of the [Model] is
adequate.” and brand trust of TÜV was measured by an adapted scale from Chaudhuri
and Holbrook [63] (“I trust this brand.”).

To ensure that we disclose information about a highly relevant product aspect, we
additionally measured the perceived relevance of the environmental impact of the product
aspects “battery”, “tires”, “steering wheel”, “painting” and “display”. The participants
had to allocate a total of 100 points to the different aspects. More points should be allocated
to aspects with a more relevant environmental impact for them.

4.3. Participants

The participants of the two pretests and four main studies were recruited with the
support of an online panel provider. To survey a suitable target group, we only interviewed
participants with a driver’s license and the intention to buy a car within the next five years
in all studies. All subjects answered the questionnaire on their own mobile devices. The
survey on mobile devices was fitting, as the mobile screenshots shown were as close to
reality as possible.

The final sample (after screen-outs) for pretest 1 contained 105 participants (Ger-
many: n = 49, USA: n = 56). For pretest 2, the final sample contained 162 participants
(Germany: n = 76, USA: n = 86). After data cleansing, the final sample of the four main
studies contained: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, one-sided: n = 229, two-sided:
n = 228); study 2 (Germany, Porsche, one-sided: n = 219, two-sided: n = 212); study 3
(USA, Mercedes-Benz, one-sided: n = 231, two-sided n = 237) and study 4 (USA, Tesla,
one-sided: n = 237, two-sided: n = 228). Table 1 shows the average age, percentage of
female participants and percentage of people with an annual gross household income of
more than 40,001 Euro/USD for the four main studies.
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Table 1. Average age, percentage of female participants and percentage of people with an annual
gross household income of more than 40,001 Euro/USD in study 1, 2, 3 and 4.

Study Average Age Percentage of Female
Participants (%)

Percentage of People with an Annual
Gross Household Income of More

Than 40,001 Euro/USD (%)

Study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz) 41.16 49.9 88.2

Study 2 (Germany, Porsche) 41.94 48.0 85.2

Study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz) 45.94 63.7 89.7

Study 4 (USA, Tesla) 42.93 65.1 84.3

5. Results
5.1. Pretest Results

The main objective of our study is to explore the impact of two-sided messages
encompassing highly relevant negative CSR information. We therefore conducted pretest 1
to identify one highly relevant product aspect, about which environmental CSR information
will be disclosed. The results showed that the participants perceived the environmental
impact of the battery to be highly relevant (MGermany = 43.63, SD = 27.566; MUSA = 36.95,
SD = 24.305). In both countries, the relevance of the battery differs significantly from the
other product aspects (p < 0.007).

Pretest 2 had the aim of testing the questionnaire and stimuli as well as the manipula-
tion and realism check. Regarding the manipulation check, we could not identify significant
differences between the one-sided and two-sided groups. This was the case in Germany
(pMercedes-Benz = 0.143, pPorsche = 0.713) and in the USA (pMercedes-Benz = 0.346, pTesla = 0.151).
Thus, the manipulation check was not successful. Therefore, the stimuli were adjusted
(simplified and negative information more clearly emphasized) and the manipulation check
was formulated more precisely. Regarding the realism check, the mean scores were signifi-
cantly above the scale midpoint (p < 0.001) in Germany (MMercedes-Benz = 5.30, SD = 1.183;
MPorsche = 5.23, SD = 1.198) and the USA (MMercedes-Benz = 5.66, SD = 1.504; MTesla = 5.30,
SD = 1.549). Beyond that, the relevance of the environmental impact of the product as-
pect was tested again. Here, the significant differences to the other aspects identified in
pretest 1 were confirmed (p < 0.001). Therefore, the environmental impact of the battery is
highly relevant.

5.2. Realism and Manipulation Checks

The participants perceived the scenario in all four main studies as realistic as the mean
scores are significantly higher than the scale midpoint: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz,
M = 5.07, SD = 1.442, t = 15.918, p < 0.001), study 2 (Germany, Porsche, M = 5.08, SD = 1.411,
t = 15.758, p < 0.001), study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz, M = 5.33, SD = 1.430, t = 20.111,
p < 0.001) and study 4 (USA, Tesla, M = 5.44, SD =1.425, t = 21.708, p < 0.001).

Our manipulation of message sidedness (one- vs. two-sided) was successful. The
manipulation check confirms our manipulation due to significant differences between
one- and two-sided messages: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, Mone-sided = 4.33,
SD = 1.877; Mtwo-sided = 5.48, SD = 1.427; t = −7.245, p < 0.001), study 2 (Germany, Porsche,
Mone-sided = 4.44, SD = 1.775; Mtwo-sided = 5.75, SD = 1.370; t = −8.421, p < 0.001), study 3
(USA, Mercedes-Benz, Mone-sided = 5.26, SD = 1.404; Mtwo-sided = 5.60, SD = 1.331; t = −2.667,
p = 0.008) and study 4 (USA, Tesla, Mone-sided = 5.20, SD = 1.491; Mtwo-sided = 5.67, SD = 1.497;
t = −3.333, p < 0.001). This shows that our adaptions after the second pretest were effective.
As in pretest 1 and 2, the relevance of the product aspect was tested again. We found
significant differences (p < 0.001) between the battery and the other product aspects in the
four main studies. The environmental impact of the battery is therefore highly relevant.
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5.3. Hypotheses Tests

For the analysis of the four main studies, we conducted a mediation analysis using
Model 4 in Hayes’ [64] PROCESS macro (5000 bootstrap samples, 95% confidence interval).
Message sidedness was entered as an independent variable. In the data, one-sided messages
were coded as 1 and two-sided messages as 2. We entered purchase intention as a dependent
variable and the PEF of the product aspect as a mediator. Additionally, brand familiarity,
environmental concern, product involvement, message comprehensibility, liking of the
online shop, frequency of online shopping and brand trust TÜV were added as covariates in
the four main studies. Furthermore, in main study 1 and 2 the covariates “attitude towards
electric mobility” and “adequacy of price” were also included. These two covariates were
not considered in study 3 and 4 due to significant differences between the two brands in
the USA (attitude towards electric mobility (p = 0.014) and adequacy of price (p = 0.010)).
In study 3 and 4, the covariate “liking of the product” was also included. This covariate
was not considered in study 1 and 2 due to significant differences between the two brands
in Germany (p = 0.007).

In the first step, we tested for the existence of multicollinearity in all four main
studies. Since the VIF is below 5 for all integrated control variables, multicollinearity is not
present [65].

In the second step, we tested for non-presence of heteroskedasticity. According to
Hayes [64] heteroscedasticity can affect the validity of the results, which is why homoscedas-
ticity is an important assumption. The results of the Levene-test reveal that homoscedasticity
is given in all four main studies: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, pPEF product aspect = 0.087,
ppurchase intention = 0.454), study 2 (Germany, Porsche, pPEF product aspect = 0.370, ppurchase intention
= 0.080), study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz, pPEF product aspect = 0.973, ppurchase intention = 0.080)
and study 4 (USA, Tesla, pPEF product aspect = 0.469, ppurchase intention = 0.663).

Furthermore, the results of the mediation analysis reveal that the overall model is
significant in all four main studies: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, F (11, 411) = 42.03,
p = 0.0000), study 2 (Germany, Porsche, F (11, 361) = 25.04, p = 0.0000), study 3 (USA,
Mercedes-Benz, F (10, 418) = 42.33, p = 0.0000) and study 4 (USA, Tesla, F (10,404) = 45.43,
p = 0.0000). Additionally, the R2 for the dependent variable purchase intention is acceptable
in all four main studies: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, R2 = 0.5294), study 2 (Germany,
Porsche, R2 = 0.4328), study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz, R2 = 0.5031) and study 4 (USA, Tesla,
R2 = 0.5293).

The mediation analysis shows a significant indirect negative effect on purchase in-
tention through the PEF of the product aspect in study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz,
effect = −0.0628, 95%-CI [−0.1459,−0.0028]) and study 2 (Germany, Porsche, effect = −0.0837,
95%-CI [−0.1604, −0.0244]). These effects are statistically different from zero since the
95% bootstrap confidence interval is below zero in both studies. The negative effect is
caused by the coding of the variable message sidedness (1 = one-sided, 2 = two-sided).
Therefore, a high value of message sidedness leads to a lower PEF of the product aspect.
The relationship of message sidedness and purchase intention is fully mediated because the
direct effect is not significant in study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, c’ = −0.0803, p = 0.5714)
and study 2 (Germany, Porsche, c’ = 0.0413, p = 0.7919) (see Figure 3 and Table 2). Therefore,
H1 and H2 are not supported in study 1 and 2.

The mediation analysis in study 3 and 4 (USA) shows different results. In study 3 and
4, message sidedness does not lead to a significant indirect effect on purchase intention
through the PEF of the product aspect for study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz, effect = −0.0048,
95%-CI [−0.0454, 0.0284]) and study 4 (USA, Tesla, effect = −0.0098, 95%-CI [−0.0564,
0.0206]). One-sided messages lead to an increase in PEF of the product aspect compared to
two-sided messages, but this does not lead to an increase in purchase intention. Beyond that,
the direct effect of message sidedness on purchase intention was also not significant in study
3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz, c’ = −0.1398, p = 0.3151) and study 4 (USA, Tesla, c’ = −0.0098,
p = 0.9407; see Figure 3 and Table 2). Therefore, H1 and H2 are not supported in study 3
and 4.
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Figure 3. Regression coefficients for the relationship between message sidedness and purchase
intention, mediated by PEF product aspect. (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001).

Table 2. Indirect and total effects for a mediation analysis with message sidedness as an independent
variable, PEF of the product aspect as a mediator and purchase intention as a dependent variable.

Study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz) Effect SE LLCI ULCI

Indirect effect Message sidedness→ PEF of product
aspect→ Purchase intention −0.0628 0.0374 −0.1459 −0.0028

Total effect Message Sidedness→ Purchase intention 0.0803 0.1417 −0.1913 0.3589

Study 2 (Germany, Porsche) Effect SE LLCI ULCI

Indirect effect Message sidedness→ PEF of product
aspect→ Purchase intention −0.0837 0.0350 −0.1604 −0.0244

Total effect Message Sidedness→ Purchase intention 0.0413 0.1565 −0.2665 0.3492

Study 3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz) Effect SE LLCI ULCI

Indirect effect Message sidedness→ PEF of product
aspect→ Purchase intention −0.0048 0.0178 −0.0454 0.0284

Total effect Message Sidedness→ Purchase intention −0.1398 0.1390 −0.4131 0.1334

Study 4 (USA, Tesla) Effect SE LLCI ULCI

Indirect effect Message sidedness→ PEF of product
aspect→ Purchase intention −0.0143 0.0189 −0.0564 0.0206

Total effect Message Sidedness→ Purchase intention −0.0098 0.1309 −0.2671 0.2476

Note: LLCI = lower limit confidence interval, ULCI = upper limit confidence interval, confidence interval = 95%.
The effects are calculated by applying Hayes Model 4. We used message sidedness as an independent variable,
PEF of the product aspect as a mediator and purchase intention as a dependent variable.

6. Discussion and Implications
6.1. Discussion and Theoretical Implications

This study extends the scarce literature investigating the effect of two-sided messages
in the context of CSR and provides several contributions. The main goal and contribution
of our study was to investigate the effect of two-sided messages including highly relevant
negative CSR information. First, in our study, one-sided messages lead to a significantly
higher PEF of the product aspect compared to two-sided messages. To conclude, the disclo-
sure of highly relevant negative CSR information leads to negative effects in comparison to
one-sided messages with only positive information. Brands should therefore not talk about
the sustainability aspects that “really hurt”.
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This can be explained by the several phases of the attribution process [66,67]. In
the first phase, automatically generated attributions tend to lead to the attribution of
internal reasons. Through the attribution of internal reasons, a positive effect on credibility
arises [66–68]. In the second phase, contextual information is also used. For example,
consumers process the negative information in more detail. However, this requires a higher
cognitive effort [66–68]. People will only make this effort if their involvement is high. If
the recipients enter the second phase, highly relevant negative information could equal or
even outweigh the positive credibility effect of the first phase [30].

In our study, we disclosed information about cars, which are high-involvement prod-
ucts due to their high prices. This is also reflected in the covariate “Product involvement”.
For this variable, the mean values are significantly above the midpoint of the scale (4) in all
of the four main studies: study 1 (Germany, Mercedes-Benz, M = 4.53, SD = 2.002; t = 5.614,
p < 0.001), study 2 (Germany, Porsche, M = 4.60, SD = 1.996; t = 6.201, p < 0.001), study
3 (USA, Mercedes-Benz M = 5.02, SD = 1.937; t = 11.339, p < 0.001) and study 4 (USA,
Tesla, M = 5.20, SD = 1.820; t = 14.191, p < 0.001). Overall, it can therefore be assumed
that the participants’ involvement was high. Thus, they may have entered the second
phase and processed the negative information in detail. The positive credibility effect
of the two-sided message was outweighed by highly relevant negative information [30].
This leads in our study to a negative effect on the PEF of the product aspect for two-sided
messages compared to one-sided messages in all four main studies.

In relation to prior research, our study confirms the results of the meta-analysis of
Eisend [27] in the context of CSR communication. The disclosure of highly relevant negative
information has a negative impact on outcome variables like the PEF of the product aspect.
Consequently, the effect of two-sided messages does not differ between CSR communication
and other contexts.

Moreover, our findings extend those of Jahn and Brühl [24]. We were unable to validate
a positive effect of two-sided messages within the context of disclosing highly relevant
negative CSR information. This discrepancy could be explained by the distinction that Jahn
and Brühl [24] only disclosed moderately relevant negative information, while our study
disclosed highly relevant negative information.

Our second contribution and goal was to increase the robustness of the results by
using a multi-study design with two different brands in two countries (USA and Germany).
On the one hand, two-sided messages lead in all four main studies to a significant negative
effect on the PEF of the product aspect. Thus, we can affirm the robustness of this rela-
tionship. On the other hand, the PEF of the product aspect only has a significant positive
effect on purchase intention in study 1 and 2 (Germany). One reason for this could be
the higher relevance of the environmental impact of the product aspect in Germany. Our
results show that the German participants attribute a significantly higher relevance to the
environmental impact of the battery than the American participants (MGermany = 60.334,
SD = 22.459; MUSA = 54.82, SD = 20.946; t = −5.423, p < 0.001). A study by Deloitte [69]
shows similar results. According to their results, Germans are more concerned about the
environmental friendliness of an electric vehicle compared to Americans. Beyond that,
the main factors for acquiring an electric vehicle differ. For Germans, the main factor are
concerns about climate change and reduced emissions. For Americans, lower fuel costs are
the main factor [69].

6.2. Practical Implications
6.2.1. Managerial Implications

Based on our results, several implications can be derived. If a brand has already
achieved 100% of its environmental sustainability goals, it is advisable to voluntarily
disclose highly relevant information. This increases the involvement of the recipients,
which leads them to process the information in detail. If this information is presented
understandably, the PEF of the product aspect can be increased. This is particularly
recommended for managers in Germany, as it also has an indirect positive effect on purchase
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intention. Disclosing environmental sustainability information thus also offers an economic
advantage. This is why brands should achieve their environmental sustainability targets as
quickly as possible.

If a brand has only achieved 60% of its environmental sustainability targets, the brand
should be careful with two-sided messages. The voluntary disclosure of highly relevant
information shows a negative effect compared to one-sided messages. The research of
other authors shows that two-sided messages can perform better than one-sided messages
when brands use moderately relevant information [27]. If the brand therefore wants to talk
about negative aspects, it is recommended to use information with moderate importance.
Consumer involvement should be kept as low as possible. Therefore, the positive effect of
credibility could outweigh the negative content of the message.

6.2.2. Political Implications

Our findings might motivate brands to make advancements regarding environmental
sustainability. If they succeed in achieving their goals at 100%, they can openly demonstrate
their success to customers, thereby generating a positive impact on the PEF of the product
aspect (USA and Germany) and purchase intention (Germany). However, if a brand has not
yet achieved its sustainability goals, there is probably no motivation to disclose negative
information about environmental sustainability aspects that “really hurt”.

To ensure that consumers still receive a realistic impression of a brand’s true progress,
policymakers should create the necessary legal framework to “force” companies to disclose
negative information. This approach would also reward companies that have already
made significant progress (e.g., 100% environmentally sustainable battery suppliers). At
the same time, it would punish companies that have made less progress (e.g., only 60%
environmentally sustainable battery suppliers) due to various reasons (e.g., exclusive focus
on profit maximization). However, the development of the legal framework could be
relatively challenging. It needs to be defined for which product aspects brands must
disclose negative environmental sustainability information.

Furthermore, in line with the environmental transparency definition of this paper, it is
crucial to ensure that brands are required to disclose information in their communications
with customers, and not only in detailed sustainability reports. The disclosure of additional
information should always have the aim of conveying the brand’s motives to consumers in
an understandable way. Environmental sustainability information should therefore always
be presented in an easy-to-understand format.

In addition, previous research has shown that the disclosure of moderately important
negative information can lead to positive effects on important target variables [24,27].
However, this is only the case for voluntary disclosures. When a brand is forced to disclose
negative information (e.g., due to legal reasons), it is not likely to be attributed to the
brand’s credibility [32,45]. If policymakers choose to make disclosures mandatory, brands
might no longer benefit from such disclosures.

6.3. Limitations and Future Research

First, our results show that two-sided messages lead to a significant negative effect on
the PEF of the product aspect in comparison to one-sided messages. Since we conducted
our main studies in two countries with two brands, we can affirm the robustness of this
relationship. Nevertheless, the PEF of the product aspect only has a significant positive
effect on purchase intention in Germany. It would therefore be interesting to investigate
to what extent further differences exist between other countries. Especially a comparison
with the growing Chinese market [70] would be interesting.

Second, we investigated the effect of two-sided messages containing highly relevant
negative information within the context of environmental CSR. To increase generalizability,
future studies could investigate the effect of highly relevant negative CSR information in
other CSR contexts. For example, highly relevant negative information about social CSR
activities (e.g., compliance with human rights, avoidance of child labor) could be disclosed.
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Third, we used a high-involvement product (car), to explore the impact of two-sided
messages containing highly relevant negative CSR information. Due to their high involve-
ment, the participants may have entered the second attribution phase and processed the
negative information in detail. Therefore, the positive credibility effect of the two-sided
message was outweighed [30]. For future research, it would be interesting to investi-
gate whether a negative effect of two-sided messages containing highly relevant negative
information can also be found in the context of low-involvement products.
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