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Abstract
This research aims to investigate the potential of consumer empowerment, the acti-
vation of consumers’ perceived power over companies, to achieve improved adver-
tising effects for organic food compared to only communicating ecological benefits 
(classical green appeals). Two online experiments were conducted to analyze the ad 
effectiveness for consumers’ responses including their evaluations of the company 
and purchase intentions  (nStudy1 = 294;  nStudy2 = 457). Results indicate that green 
empowerment ads reach overall better performance to increase people’s perceived 
customer orientation and purchase intentions compared to green appeals, while 
similar effects are identified for perceived corporate environmental responsibility. 
Empowerment tactics are especially effective when consumers perceive the supplier 
to be a larger, high-resource company compared to a smaller, low-resource one. The 
significant effects of perceived corporate resources also indicates that smaller com-
panies should use differentiated ad strategies depending on if they intend to enhance 
consumers’ purchase intentions or their environmental reputation.
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1 Introduction

Preventing further ecological damages caused by intense conventional agri-
cultural production such as soil erosions and groundwater pollution, requires 
stronger support from markets or a vital shift in consumption (e.g., Gomiero 
et  al. 2011; Ma et  al. 2019). Consumers’ willingness to pay a price premium 
for socially and environmentally responsible products is evidenced in extant 
research (e.g., see a meta-analysis by Tully and Winer 2014). Besides these posi-
tive attitudes, previous research also shows that companies need to be cautious 
with unexpected adverse effects when advertising their products as environment-
friendly. For instance, consumers show more negative product evaluations and 
lower buying intentions if they consider the product’s environmental benefit to 
be intended by the company because consumers assume that the company spends 
more resources on environmental protection instead of product quality (New-
man et al. 2014). Further, Auger et al. (2008) showed that consumers’ purchase 
intentions significantly drop when they perceive weak functional attributes, even 
though products demonstrate strong social attributes. Thus, consumers still seem 
to consider other criteria to be more important for their purchase than social or 
environmental sustainability. The question arises how companies can achieve 
positive effects of communicating their environmental friendliness in advertise-
ments on consumer responses while not undermining other relevant criteria or 
even provoking adverse effects.

Extant research has broadly investigated the effects of green appeals, a form of 
messages that emphasize a product’s or a behavior’s positive ecological impact 
to increase consumers’ pro-environmental intentions and behaviors (e.g., Atkin-
son and Rosenthal 2014; Chang et  al. 2015). For example, Chang et  al. (2015) 
tested messages referring to saved natural resources (barrels of petroleum, tons 
of water, and numbers of trees) through using electricity-based hybrid cars. How-
ever, a crucial weakness of green appeals is that their effectiveness depends on a 
person’s level of environmental involvement (e.g., Cheng et al. 2020), such that 
these appeals may have little effect on less environmentally involved or commit-
ted individuals. Moreover, appeals to the ecological impact of personal purchase 
can leave the impression that the consumer alone is obligated to take responsibil-
ity for environmental protection, which is inconsistent with consumers’ beliefs 
that both consumers’ and companies’ actions can make a difference (Lenzen 
et al. 2007; Yang and Weber 2019). Further research is required to target existing 
weaknesses of green appeals and to deliver more effective communication con-
cepts to optimize advertisements for sustainable products. We aim to achieve this 
with this paper.

Although people’s overall support for sustainability is documented by large 
protests such as the climate strike, this support is not equivalently reflected in 
their purchase behaviors as shown by small market shares of sustainable prod-
ucts (e.g., Carrington et  al. 2014; EU 2019). To significantly enhance sustain-
able purchase in today’s consumer-led markets, it might be necessary for compa-
nies to communicate more explicitly that the decisive choice lies with the buyers. 
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Whether consumers actually request and buy sustainably produced products 
determines companies’ adaptations. In line with the concept of consumers’ mar-
ket power (Kotler, 2011; Rezabakhsh et al. 2006; Shaw et al. 2006), we assume 
that consumers’ more frequent choices of sustainable instead of conventional 
products decide whether (more) companies will increase the production of sus-
tainable products and reduce that of conventional products. When a company 
signals a sense of consumers’ control over its decisions, we call this consumer 
empowerment (Wright et  al. 2006). In product marketing, extant research has 
mostly applied the empowerment concept for the joint development of products 
(e.g., Füller et  al. 2009). For instance, Fuchs et  al. (2010) focused on empow-
ered consumers who participated in the product selection process (i.e., selecting 
products which will be sold to the broader market). However, this form of par-
ticipation will only be possible for a small group of highly involved consumers 
who are willing to invest extra time and efforts. In contrast, we have designed 
and tested an empowerment approach in the sense of highlighting individuals’ 
freedom to choose the type of products they like and, in this way, to apply their 
purchase power to enable producers to make decisions that prioritize consumer 
needs and finally to increase overall consumer welfare (Denegri-Knott et  al. 
2006). This seems to be an approach of consumer empowerment that bases on the 
purchase decision itself as a resource but does not necessarily require an activa-
tion of additional resources such as time and efforts. Thus, we expect our concept 
to be able to target a broader consumer group. Akhavannasab et al. (2018) called 
for more experimental research on consumers’ responses to companies’ empow-
erment tactics, such as through activating consumers’ perceived power over com-
panies. We investigate whether verbal priming in advertisements can contribute 
to increase consumers’ perceived power over companies. Further, extant research 
has only investigated consumer empowerment in relation with conventional but 
not sustainable products (e.g., Füller et al. 2009). Taking these research gaps into 
account, we develop and test a green empowerment ad that communicates con-
sumer choices as the major driver of companies’ decisions to offer more environ-
ment-friendly products and to become more sustainable.

In the present research, we focus on organic food products for several reasons. 
First, food consumption is responsible for a substantial share of households’ environ-
mental impact (Ivanova et al. 2016; Poore and Nemecek 2018). Inducing a change in 
food consumption behavior could therefore help to substantially reduce carbon diox-
ide emissions and to mitigate climate change. Second, organic food is often asso-
ciated with a significant price premium (Galarraga and Markandya 2004), which 
makes consumers’ adoption more difficult compared to buying those sustainable 
products that bring a financial benefit (e.g., the usage of energy-efficient appliances 
also saves electricity costs). Third, organic food purchases are, to a large extent, 
motivated by personal benefits such as healthiness and taste (Prada et al. 2017; Rana 
and Paul 2017). Thus, green appeals, which only emphasize environmental benefits, 
might backfire. Fourth, food is a low involvement product (Atkinson and Rosenthal 
2014; Thøgersen et al. 2012) and grocery shopping is mainly driven by habitual pat-
terns (Ersche et al. 2017). Thus, when buying food products, consumers might be 
less likely to consciously make new evaluations of product features and suppliers, 
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compared to when buying more durable and expensive high-involvement products 
(e.g., Nkwocha et al. 2005). Hence, establishing new considerations such as green 
empowerment (emphasizing consumers’ power to foster producers’ sustainability) 
could be especially challenging for organic food products. To tackle the challenges 
associated with the organic food domain and the weaknesses of green appeals as 
previously discussed, we chose organic food as a product category to test the effects 
of a green empowerment ad.

In recent years, researchers, industries and the public sector have used different 
approaches to encourage consumers’ sustainable choices. For example, the City of 
Melbourne in partnership with the organization “Sustainable Table” published a rec-
ommendation guide called “We Need to Talk about Food”, which frames their aim 
as “empower[ing] people to use their shopping dollar to vote for a food system that 
is fair, humane, healthy and good for the environment.” (CoM 2019; see Appendix 
Fig. 4) Similar framing has been also used by a number of bloggers and activists: 
Greenpeace chose the slogan “Have a break? Give orangutans a break.” in a video 
clip to protest against Nestlé’s purchase of palm oil produced from destroyed rain-
forest (CNN, 2010). While the clip had raised public pressure on Nestlé, the provoc-
ative message also empowered consumers to make active decisions against specific 
products. This kind of empowerment has not been investigated as a communication 
concept. Far less has it been analyzed in relation with specific products in a purchase 
context, neither from the angle of how consumers evaluate a company that applies 
it. When applying the empowerment concept on environment-friendly products, it is 
crucial to find out whether consumers would credit or perceive a company’s environ-
mental responsibility against the background of existing greenwashing activities in 
current markets (Nyilasy et al. 2014). Further, emphasizing a company’s willingness 
to adapt to customer needs is expected to increase consumers’ perceived customer 
orientation (Brady and Cronin 2001). Moreover, depending on the company’s size 
and resource availability (e.g., technological know-how, financial capital), consum-
ers might have different expectations about the companies’ ability to react to con-
sumers’ demand and to implement more environment-friendly technologies in the 
production (Wu 2017). Extant research has not considered the effects of perceived 
corporate resources on ad effectiveness, which we address in this paper.

To sum up, the objectives of this research are: (a) to conceptualize and empirically 
investigate green consumer empowerment as an advertising concept for organic food 
products, (b) to evidence the hypothesized conceptual differences between green 
empowerment ads and other ad types (green appeals, non-green empowerment ads) 
as well as the effectiveness improvement, (c) to analyze the ad effectiveness to affect 
corporate evaluations (customer orientation, corporate environmental responsibility) 
and purchase intentions, and (d) to conceptualize perceived corporate resources and 
to analyze its moderating effect for ad effectiveness, i.e. perceived CER. Study 1 
serves to tackle the objectives (a), (b), and (c). Study 2 validates these results by 
conducting a replication and additionally investigates non-green empowerment ads 
and tackles objective (d).

In terms of operationalization, two empirical studies with a between-subject 
experimental design explore the effects of empowerment elements in ads for green 
products on consumers’ corporate evaluations and, therefore, intentions to buy 
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organic food. Study 1 analyzes the effects of a green empowerment ad on consum-
ers’ perceptions of corporate environmental responsibility and customer orientation 
as well as their intention to buy organic food, compared to a green appeal and a con-
trol group. Based on that, Study 2 tests the moderating influence of perceived corpo-
rate resources in a 3 (ad type: green empowerment vs. non-green empowerment vs. 
green appeal vs. control) × 3 (corporate resources: high vs. low vs. control) setting. 
Study 2 additionally includes a “non-green empowerment” ad, which stresses con-
sumers’ purchase power over companies in a more general way (without the goal to 
increase green production) as a reference group.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Sect. 2 provides a theoretical 
foundation of consumer empowerment in sustainable consumption and in relation to 
corporate evaluations (customer orientation, CER) and the perception of corporate 
resources. Section 3 (4) reports research methods and results of Study 1 (Study 2). 
Section 5 discusses the hypothesized effects based on previous literature and study 
results but also delivers theoretical and practical implications while pointing out 
limitations with an outlook for future research.

2  Theoretical foundation and hypotheses

2.1  The role of consumer empowerment in sustainable consumption

Power is defined as the capacity to control one’s own (but also others’) resources 
or outcomes (Keltner et al. 2003). Empowerment involves the loss of power by one 
party to another or the acquisition of power by one party over another (Lincoln et al. 
2002). Based on that, a traditional view of consumer empowerment suggests a shift 
in power from producers to consumers (Wright et al. 2006), more specifically, the 
company’s signaling or implementing the process of transferring control over spe-
cific corporate activities or resources to the consumer (Fuchs et al. 2010). Modern 
consumers are portrayed as “having an unprecedented power to choose, to customize 
the goods and services that they want, to avoid the undesired ones” (Wright et al. 
2006, p. 1014). Therefore, we define empowerment in its traditional sense as the 
power to exercise choice.

An empowered person is more optimistic and active than one who feels less pow-
erful (Anderson and Galinsky 2006). Moreover, a “can-do” state of mind is achieved 
through empowerment, and it fosters behavioral actions (Pierce et  al. 2003). An 
individual who feels more powerful is likely to make a buying decision or to buy 
a higher quantity (Galinsky et  al. 2003; Rucker et  al. 2012). For instance, when 
consumers are invited to select which products are marketed, the product demand 
increases (Fuchs et  al. 2010). Similar effects occur when consumers are actively 
involved in product co-creation processes (Fuchs and Schreier 2010). In the food 
domain, Jacobsen et al. (2020) demonstrated that empowerment through co-creating 
new food products has a positive effect on consumers’ trust in the company if the 
information is communicated by peer co-creators. To date, however, little research 
addresses how consumers can be put into this empowered state during a purchase 
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decision in an easily implementable and time-efficient way. Advertising messages 
could be a useful tool for this.

Most sustainable product marketing employs classic green appeals, which are 
aimed at making consumers aware of their personal impact on the environmental 
state. Green appeals can refer, for instance, to the positive consequences of engaging 
in an environment-friendly behavior or to the negative consequences of not doing 
so (gain- vs. loss-framed messages; e.g., White et al. 2011). However, in both cases, 
these appeals only direct consumers’ attention to their impact on the environment 
(e.g., how they can reduce emissions or conserve natural resources; Ramirez et al. 
2015), ignoring the impact that consumers can have on the companies that create the 
products. Apart from consumers’ environmental impact directly related to the envi-
ronment-friendly product purchased, consumer purchase choices can also shape the 
company’s decisions on product offerings or production manners (generally or spe-
cifically with regard to environment-friendly operations; e.g., Buerke et al. 2017).

Therefore, as previously discussed, we propose a new form of advertising herein: 
A green empowerment ad emphasizes the decisive role of consumer choices for 
companies’ decisions to offer more environment-friendly products and to operate 
more sustainably. Previously investigated green appeals highlight the individual’s 
environmental impact, which could lead consumers perceiving a high level of envi-
ronmental responsibility. In contrast, a green empowerment ad emphasizes consum-
ers’ free choices for specific kinds of products to activate the perception of con-
sumers’ (purchase) power that can be exercised on companies to achieve a better 
environment. In light of the positive effects of consumer power (e.g., Anderson and 
Galinsky 2006; Fuchs et al. 2010; Rucker et al. 2012), green empowerment elements 
could improve corporate perceptions and also increase consumers’ intention to buy 
organic foods.

Of course, empowering consumers via messages could also be applied without 
focusing on environmental aspects, only making consumers aware of their power 
over a company’s offer. Such a non-green empowerment ad only stresses consumer 
choices while ignoring the sustainability of the product. Nevertheless, the per-
ceived product sustainability can be an important driver for purchasing decisions, 
if the negative effects described can be counteracted (e.g. Nilssen et  al. 2019). In 
this respect, we assume that addressing both customer orientation and sustainabil-
ity could achieve two additive positive effects on consumers’ purchase intentions in 
the organic food domain. So, depending on the product category, the green empow-
erment ad could be more promising than non-green empowerment ads or green 
appeals.

2.2  The effect of green empowerment ad on corporate evaluations

Most existing studies on green advertising focus on their effect on consumers’ 
evaluations of the ad or the advertised product, such as consumer attitudes to the 
ad (Jiménez and Yang 2010), the credibility of the ad (Jäger and Weber 2020), or 
emotional responses (Amatulli et al. 2019) as antecedents of consumer behavior. 
In contrast, the effect of green advertising on corporate evaluations is examined 
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less often, although consumers’ responses are significantly determined by what 
they know about a company (see e.g., Mohr et  al. 2001). The perception of a 
supplier’s corporate social or environmental engagement increases the corporate 
evaluation, which in turn triggers product evaluation (e.g., responses to sustaina-
bility efforts in Hofenk et al. 2019; cause-related marketing in Howie et al. 2018). 
Moreover, perceived corporate reputation positively affects consumers’ trust and 
thereby their intention to buy sustainable food (see meta-analysis in Ali et  al. 
2015).

A green empowerment ad is focused on the power shift from the company to 
the consumer or the relationship between them, rather than on the product itself. 
Therefore, we investigate how this type of ad influences consumers’ corporate 
evaluations. According to Walsh and Beatty (2007), customer orientation and 
environmental responsibility represent two major aspects of corporate reputation. 
With a green empowerment ad, a company signals that it is willing to (1) react 
to customer wishes and (2) intensify environment-friendly offerings/operations, 
thereby triggering both corporate evaluations. Further, improved corporate evalu-
ations might positively influence consumers’ intention to buy organic foods. In 
the following sections, we discuss in further detail how green empowerment ads 
affect these corporate evaluations and thus consumers’ intention to buy organic 
foods compared with other ad types.

2.2.1  Customer orientation

A customer-oriented company positions the customer as the focal point of strate-
gic planning and execution and prioritizes its resources to meet customers’ cur-
rent and future needs (Brady and Cronin 2001; Deshpandé et al. 1999). Previous 
studies show that consumers’ perceptions of a companies’ customer orientation 
(CO) are actively manageable (Ruth and York 2004).

Consumer empowerment by involving them in the process of new product 
development is shown to increase the level of perceived CO (Fuchs et al. 2011). 
In contrast, a green appeal that is purely focused on the product’s environmental 
benefits (instead of the product quality generally desired by consumers) can even 
lead to reduced perceptions of customer orientation, as consumers might infer 
that the company diverts resources to reach environmental goals (Newman et al. 
2014). Hence, product-focused green appeals may give consumers the impres-
sion that the company prioritizes not the consumer, but the environment. Both 
green and non-green empowerment ads highlight the central position of consum-
ers’ choices for companies’ offering and operations. They only vary in framing 
whether consumers’ choices affect the companies’ pro-environmental or general/
unspecified operations. Therefore, we expect that both types of empowerment ad 
have a positive effect on perceived CO, while green appeals do not:

H1:  (a) Green and (b) non-green empowerment ads have a larger positive effect on 
perceived CO than green appeals.
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Literature suggests that this greater perceived CO should further lead to more 
positive consumer reactions such as higher buying intentions for products (Fuchs 
et  al. 2011) and services (Brady and Cronin 2001). Therefore, we hypothesize 
that the perceived CO mediates the effect of an empowerment ad on consumers’ 
intention to buy organic food:

H2:  The positive effect of (a) green and (b) non-green empowerment ads on con-
sumers’ intention to buy organic food is mediated by perceived CO.

2.2.2  Corporate environmental responsibility

Previous studies report positive effects of corporate social responsibility on con-
sumers’ attitudes and intentions to buy sustainable foods (Bianchi et  al. 2019; 
Grimmer and Bingham 2013; van Doorn et  al. 2017). However, the perception 
of corporate environmental responsibility not only depends on the company’s 
actual performance, but can also be influenced by its communication (Ruth and 
York 2004). Thus, sharing information about the environmental commitment is 
an essential tool to improve the environmental reputation (Wong et al. 2014).

Both green empowerment ads and green appeals communicate the company’s 
environmental engagement in different ways. The green appeal informs consum-
ers that the company offers environment-friendly products. The green empower-
ment ad shows that the company is aware of environmental challenges, is ready 
to take action, and will do so with the support of consumers’ choices. It might be 
possible that individuals perceive such a green empowerment ad as “finger-point-
ing” at consumers and that the company is not taking the leading responsibility 
(Isenhour 2010). However, it could also be argued that most consumers are aware 
that companies would not produce an item without some evidence that consumers 
are going to buy it in a specific minimal volume (Shaw et al. 2006). Further, stud-
ies on CSR crisis communication show that companies can counter the negative 
impact of a crisis if they express a sincere and genuine interest in the environ-
ment and society (Ham and Kim 2020). Thus, the willingness to invest in envi-
ronment-friendly production communicated in a green empowerment ad might be 
sufficient to signal the company’s environmental responsibility to a similar extent 
as a green appeal. In contrast, a non-green empowerment ad solely stresses the 
company’s general willingness to adapt to consumer choices, yet does not demon-
strate a greater environmental responsibility.

Therefore, we expect:

H3: Green empowerment ads have (a) a similar positive effect on perceived CER 
as green appeals but (b) a larger effect compared with non-green empowerment ads.

H4: The positive effect of green empowerment ads on consumers’ intentions to buy 
organic food is mediated by perceived CER.
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As hypothesized in H2 and H4, we expect that the effect of green empowerment 
ads on consumers’ intention to buy organic food to be mediated by two factors, CO 
and CER. In contrast, we expect a positive effect of green appeals only on CER, 
not CO. In addition, a non-green empowerment ad should only affect one of these 
mediating variables (CO but not CER). Extant research indicates that a blended 
advertising approach combining both egoistic (e.g. related to personal health) and 
altruistic appeals (e.g. related to environmental concerns) produces more favorable 
responses compared to an appeal solely based on egoistic appeals (Kareklas et al. 
2014). Therefore, we assume that the two effects of green empowerment add up and 
generate a larger effect on the intentions to buy organic food than a single strat-
egy focusing only on ecological benefits (green appeal) or consumers’ self-benefits 
(non-green empowerment ad). Following this argumentation, we propose:

H5:  Green empowerment ads more effectively enhance consumers’ intentions to 
buy organic food than (a) green appeals and (b) non-green empowerment ads.

2.3  Corporate resources and CER

The ability of companies to implement more sustainable production processes 
depends on a set of variables including technological, organizational and environ-
mental factors (Lin and Ho 2011). In small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 
green innovation management is influenced, for instance, by financial resources, 
management style, human resources, technological approach, and innovation capaci-
ties (Del Brio and Junquera 2003). The significant impact of company size on pro-
environmental adoptions and, therefore, corporate environmental performance is 
supported by a number of studies (Álvarez-Gil et al. 2007; Etzion 2007; Gonzalez-
Benito and Gonzalez-Benito 2006). As a major underlying reason, sufficient organi-
zational resources and learning capabilities are two central characteristics advancing 
technical innovation (Jeyaraj et  al. 2006). Another reason is that large companies 
face higher stakeholder and consumer pressure requesting a proactive environmental 
strategy, as large-scale productions also have a greater environmental impact (Gon-
zalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito 2006; Seroka-Stolka and Fijorek 2020). To sum 
up, large companies tend to adopt innovations and environment-friendly practices 
more easily than small ones because they have sufficient resources and strong infra-
structures (Lin and Ho 2011; Wu 2017).

In the context of food, organic farming leads to higher costs in many sub-catego-
ries compared to conventional farming (e.g., as shown for rice in Tashi and Wang-
chuk 2016 and other sub-categories in Klonsky 2012). Organic production faces 
lower expected outcomes for a similar amount of input and depends on a price pre-
mium to compensate these higher costs (Tashi and Wangchuk 2016). Smaller pro-
ducers might be incapable of increasing the investment in organic production and to 
deal with possible risks of market difficulties and unpredictability, as organic pur-
chase is still the exception (e.g., organic share of agricultural land in China or US: 
0.6%; Willer et al. 2020).



1886 X. Yang et al.

1 3

However, individuals’ presumption of a company’s environmental responsi-
bility based on its resources conceptually differs from the company’s actual ful-
fillment of its environmental responsibility (e.g., Glavas and Kelley 2014). It is 
important to note that consumers’ perceptions of CER in this sense are subjec-
tive and could be biased because, for instance, there are also SMEs that concen-
trate their resources or are specialized in environmentally sustainable operations. 
Nevertheless, some studies show that consumers perceive a higher corporate 
social reputation for large and financially well-performing companies compared 
to smaller ones with lower financial power (Lu et al. 2015). In spite of the pos-
sible bias in perceptions, we need to consider that information on resources (e.g., 
expressed by company size, sales volume, technological advancement) might 
influence how consumers perceive a company’s capabilities to contribute to soci-
ety and environment.

A green empowerment ad promises to enhance sustainable offerings and pro-
duction in response of possible consumers’ demands, which would require suf-
ficient corporate resources. Therefore, we expect perceived corporate resources 
to strengthen the effect of a green empowerment ad on perceived CER: the higher 
the perceived resources, the more positively would individuals respond to the 
company’s CER. In contrast, when consumers perceive lower resource levels, a 
green empowerment ad might be less effective than a green appeal, which does 
not make any statement on the company’s change in the extent of sustainable 
operations. To sum up, we hypothesize:

H6: Perceived corporate resources moderate the effect of ad type on perceived 
CER. More specifically, when consumers perceive high corporate resources, the 
green empowerment ad leads to higher perceived CER compared to when non-green 
empowerment ads or green appeals are used.

Fig. 1  Conceptual model. Note(s): CO = customer orientation; CER = corporate environmental responsi-
bility; Green EA = green empowerment ad; non-green EA = non-green empowerment ad; n.s. = non-sig-
nificant; + means one positive effect (via perceived customer orientation or perceived CER); +  + means 
two positive effects (via both mediators)
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Figure  1 summarizes the hypothesized effects of three experimental ad types 
(green empowerment, non-green empowerment, and green appeal) in a conceptual 
model.

3  Study 1: Green empowerment ad versus green appeal

Study 1 served to test the effectiveness of a green empowerment ad against a green 
appeal and a control group (no stimulus), as well as the mediation effects via corpo-
rate evaluations that influence consumers’ purchase intentions.

3.1  Method

Stimuli. The green empowerment ad was designed to indicate the impact of con-
sumers’ buying decision on the green product offering and production manners of 
the company. The ad explicitly addressed consumer buying power and its effect on 
changing companies and the environment: “Use your power to move green produc-
tion: By buying environment-friendly products, you can set a signal that you require 
us to offer more green products and to intensify environment-friendly operations. 
Every consumer can actively exercise buying power to influence the supplier and 
therefore the environment.” The green appeal, in contrast, focused on the consum-
ers’ positive ecological impact by purchasing the product: “Help improve the envi-
ronment: By buying environment-friendly products, you can make a step forward to 
reduce pollutants and to improve environmental quality. Every consumer can take 
care of the environment.” Differently from the green empowerment ad and the green 
appeal, participants in the control group received no stimulus (see the Appendix, 
Table 8). This group served to identify potential effects caused by the stimuli in the 
experimental groups. We conducted single interviews with six Chinese graduate stu-
dents to optimize the wording of the stimuli.

Procedure. We tested our hypotheses H1a, H2a, H3a, H4, and H5a in a survey-
based online experiment with a between-subjects design (ad type: green empow-
erment ad vs. green appeal vs. control). We randomly assigned participants to one 
of the conditions. They were asked to imagine they were shopping for organic 
rice in an online marketplace and received some information about the product. 
We chose the online shopping context since online food sales account for over 
one third of total food expenditures and show rapid growth in China (32.5% with 
an annual growth rate of 35.1% from 2014 to 2018; van Ewijk et al. 2020). Rice is 
chosen because it is a staple food in China, therefore, all consumers might be able 
to put themselves into the buying situation. Participants were directed to care-
fully read an advertisement message containing the experimental stimulus, which 
appeared for at least 10 s. To recall the ad, participants were asked to write down 
the main ideas of the ad. The following survey captured participants’ attitudes 
toward the ad and product perceptions. Next, we measured perceived power as a 
manipulation check, followed by the CO and CER perceptions of the company. 
Afterwards, participants indicated their purchase intention for the product. The 
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last part of the survey captured purchase habits in daily life, message familiarity 
and comprehensibility, and socio-demographics.

Measures. Multi-item scales have higher reliability and validity (Diamanto-
poulos et al. 2012; Sarstedt and Wilczynski 2009). Therefore, we used established 
multi-item scales in our questionnaire: attitude toward the ad (three items; Severn 
et al. 1990), product perception (two items; Grant et al. 2004), perceived power 
(three items modified based on Fuchs et  al. 2010; Spreitzer 1995), CO (four 
items adapted from Blocker et  al. 2011; Walsh and Beatty 2007), CER (three 
items adapted from Turker 2009; Walsh and Beatty 2007), purchase intention 
(two items; Dodds et al. 1991), and social desirability (four items adapted from 
Crowne and Marlowe 1960). Simple and concrete constructs such as purchase 
habits (online and green purchase frequency), message familiarity, and com-
prehensibility were measured through single-items (Petrescu 2013; see Appen-
dix Table 9 for a full list of items and related constructs). The questionnaire was 
composed in English and translated into Mandarin Chinese using the iterative 
approach, which strives for conceptual equivalence rather than literal transla-
tion (Douglas and Craig 2007). All constructs showed satisfactory reliability lev-
els (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.70) as well as high factor loadings (> 0.70; Appendix 
Table 9), except for the social desirability scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.55), which 
is nonetheless within the Marlowe-Crowne Scale acceptable range of between 
0.50 and 0.75 (Loo and Loewen 2004).

Sample. In total, we recruited 311 Chinese consumers through an online sur-
vey platform (Weidiaocha.com). Participants received a monetary reward as an 
incentive. We excluded 17 respondents who did not recall the ad message cor-
rectly. This resulted in a final sample of 294 respondents (sample size per group: 
 nGreenPower = 104,  nGreenAppeal = 98,  nControl = 92), with 63.8% female respondents 
and age ranging between 17 and 55 years (M = 28.1 years, SD = 6.11 years). The 
majority (95%) held a university degree.

Manipulation check and descriptive statistics. The manipulation check con-
firmed that respondents experienced a higher degree of power over the compa-
ny’s decisions after reading the green empowerment ad than in the green appeal 
or control group (MGreenPower = 4.97, MGreenAppeal = 4.28, MControl = 4.02, F(2, 
291) = 11.74, p < 0.001). In addition, results were not confounded by group dif-
ferences on non-manipulated variables: message familiarity did not differ sig-
nificantly between the three groups (MGreenPower = 4.84, MGreenAppeal = 4.58, 
MControl = 4.58; F(2, 291) = 1.19, p = 0.31), and the same applies to mes-
sage comprehensibility (low mean scores indicating high comprehensibil-
ity: MGreenPower = 3.16, MGreenAppeal = 2.72, MControl = 2.95; F(2, 291) = 2.08, 
p = 0.13). However, attitudes toward the ads differed: participants evaluated 
the green empowerment/ green appeal ads more positively than the control 
group: MGreenPower = 5.02, MGreenAppeal = 5.03, MControl = 4.47; F(2, 291) = 5.35, 
p < 0.01. Further, participants evaluated the product better in the green empow-
erment group than in the control group  (MGreenPower = 5.40,  MGreenAppeal = 5.23, 
 MControl = 4.95; F(2, 291) = 3.20, p < 0.05). We observed no significant differences 
between green empowerment ads and green appeals regarding the attitude toward 
the ad and the product evaluation.
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3.2  Results

3.2.1  Effects of green empowerment on corporate evaluations and purchase 
intention

We performed three analyses of variance (ANOVAs) with post hoc tests to test the 
effect of ad type on CO, CER, and purchase intention (see Table 1). We found sig-
nificant main effects of the ad type on all outcome variables. Participants indicated 
higher CO after reading the green empowerment ad than in the green appeal and 
the control group (in support of H1a). For CER, we found a significant difference 
between the green empowerment ad and the control group ad but not to the green 
appeal (confirming H3a). The green appeal also significantly increased environmen-
tal responsibility compared with the control group. The green empowerment ad has 
a more positive effect on purchase intentions than the other two groups, which sup-
ports H5a. In contrast, the green appeal did not significantly improve CO or pur-
chase intention compared to the control group.

3.2.2  Mediation effects of corporate evaluations

To better understand the indirect effects of ad type on purchase intentions, we con-
ducted a parallel mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 (95% percentile boot-
strap confidence intervals with 5,000 resamples; Hayes 2018). The independent 
variable (ad type) was included as multi-categorical variable with the control group 
as baseline. We added purchase habits, social desirability, and socio-demographics 
(gender, age, education) to the model as covariates.

The mediation analysis confirms the indirect effect of the green empowerment 
ad through CO (b = 0.21, 95% CI [0.06; 0.42]) and CER (b = 0.28, 95% CI [0.13; 

Table 1  Effects of ad type on CO, CER, and purchase intention (ANOVAs)

†  p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; one-way ANOVAs with Scheffé post hoc tests 
(p < 0.05);
CO customer orientation; CER corporate environmental responsibility

M Sign. group differences F Hypothesis

CO
Green empowerment ad: 5.44
Green appeal: 4.96
Control: 4.87

Green empowerment ad > Green appeal/Control 7.27** H1a: ✔

CER
Green empowerment ad: 5.54
Green appeal: 5.27
Control: 4.75

Green empowerment ad > Control
Green appeal > Control

11.93*** H3a: ✔

Purchase intention
Green empowerment ad: 5.41
Green appeal: 4.83
Control: 4.71

Green empowerment ad > Green appeal/Control 7.40** H5a: ✔
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0.47]; see Table  2), which confirms H2a and H4. As a mediated effect exists but 
no significant direct effect on purchase intention (see Table  3), we can confirm a 
fully mediated effect (Zhao et al. 2010). The effect of the green appeal is fully medi-
ated by CER (b = 0.22, 95% CI [0.08; 0.41]; Table  2). Further, the total effect of 
the green empowerment ad on purchase intentions is highly significant (b = 0.68, 
p < 0.001; Table  3), whereas the green appeal has a smaller, non-significant total 
effect (b = 0.23, p > 0.10; Table 3), which again supports H5a.

In summary, we can conclude from Study 1 that the green empowerment ad out-
performs both the control group and the green appeal. The green empowerment 
ad and the green appeal increase the perceived environmental responsibility of the 
company. Only the green empowerment ad leads to significantly greater perceptions 
of CO and significantly improves purchase intention. Study 1 shows the effects of 
a green empowerment ad on corporate evaluations and their mediating effect on 
purchase intention. Study 2 focuses on the moderating effect of perceived corporate 
resources and extends previous experimental conditions with a general, non-green 
empowerment ad.

4  Study 2: Green and non‑green empowerment ad 
and the moderating effect of perceived corporate resources

Study 1 showed that perceived CER is an important mediator driving purchase 
intentions. As expected, we also found that the CER perceptions were increased as 
much by the green empowerment ad as by the green appeal. The former performed 

Table 2  Relative indirect effects on purchase intention (parallel mediation analysis)

CI Confidence intervals, LB lower bound, UB upper bound, CO customer orientation, CER corporate 
environmental responsibility
* Significant (percentile 95% CI, n = 5,000 bootstrap samples);

Indirect effects via CO Indirect effects via CER

b CI [LB; UB] Hypothesis b CI [LB; UB] Hypothesis

Green empowerment ad 0.21* 0.06; 0.42 H2a: ✔ 0.28* 0.13; 0.47 H4: ✔
Green appeal 0.11 –0.00; 0.25 0.22* 0.08; 0.41

Table 3  Relative direct and total effects of ad type on purchase intention (parallel mediation analysis)

†  p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; baseline: control group; SE(HC3) = heteroscedasticity-
consistent standard error estimators; total effect = direct effect + indirect effects via CO and CER

Relative direct effects Relative total effects

b SE(HC3) b SE(HC3) Hypothesis

Green empowerment ad 0.21 0.18 0.69*** 0.19 H5a: ✔
Green appeal –0.11 0.16 0.23 0.19
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better because it also increased CO and the positive effects via CO and CER were 
additive. We proposed that this addition of effects should lead to an advantage over 
not only green appeals but also non-green empowerment ads only focusing on a 
company’s CO (see H3b and H5b). Therefore, we conducted a second study aiming 
to (a) replicate the effect of a green empowerment ad in a different sample, (b) test 
both green and non-green empowerment ads, and (c) examine potential differences 
for different levels of perceived corporate resources (high vs. low).

4.1  Method

We employed a 4 (ad type: green empowerment ad vs. non-green empowerment 
ad vs. green appeal vs. control) × 3 (corporate resources: high resources vs. low 
resources vs. control) full factorial between-subjects design.

Stimuli and procedure. First, respondents saw the same product information as in 
Study 1. Then, they viewed the Study 1 stimuli for the green empowerment ad, the 
green appeal ad, and neutral information in the control group. We added a non-green 
empowerment ad, which emphasizes the consumers’ power to influence suppli-
ers’ production without explicitly mentioning environment-friendliness: “Use your 
power to move production: By making product choices, you can set a signal that 
you require us to offer more of the chosen products and to intensify related opera-
tions. Every consumer can actively exercise buying power to influence the supplier.” 
To manipulate the perceived corporate resources, two groups received informa-
tion about the company’s high vs. low resource availability through indicators such 
as turnover (high: 91.4b Yuan; low: 914,000 Yuan), number of employees (high: 
323,000; low: 30), and technological advancement (high: “highly innovative tech-
nologies”; low: “technologies of long tradition”; see Appendix Table 8), while the 
control group received no company information. A separate pretest (n = 215) con-
firmed that this information is sufficient to influence perceived corporate resources: 
Information showing high resources based on discussed indicators led to signifi-
cantly higher perceived corporate resources (M = 6.14) compared to information 
showing low resources (M = 3.67; F(1, 211) = 219.91, p < 0.001).

Measures. We applied the same measures as in Study 1 and used a self-developed 
manipulation check for perceived corporate resources (two items; see Appendix 
Table 9). We added a measure of the perception of product quality as a third item 
for product evaluation as control variable (Grant et al. 2004). All constructs showed 
satisfactory reliability levels (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.80) as well as high factor load-
ings (> 0.70; Appendix ATable 9 except for the social desirability scale (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.54), which is still an acceptable rate according to Loo and Loewen (2004).

Sample. We collected data from 530 Chinese consumers, recruited through 
the same online survey platform used in Study 1 (Weidiaocha.com). Participants 
received a monetary reward as incentive. We excluded 73 respondents who did not 
pass an attention check requiring a certain answer (see Paas et al. 2018), resulting 
in a sample of 457 respondents. The sample consists of 66.3% female respondents 
(average age: M = 27.32  years, SD = 6.4  years). Participants’ education level was 
high: 87.5% held a university degree.
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Manipulation checks and descriptive statistics. The manipulation check confirms 
that respondents experienced a higher degree of power over the company’s decisions 
after reading the green/non-green empowerment ads compared with both the green 
appeal and control group ad (MGreenPower = 4.82, MPower = 4.74, MGreenAppeal = 4.07, 
MControl = 3.90, F(3, 453) = 10.98, p < 0.001). Further, perceived corporate resources 
reached highest scores in the high-resource condition, followed by the control and the 
low-resource group, with significant differences between all three groups (perceived 
corporate resources: MHigh = 5.71, MLow = 4.28, MControl = 5.19, F(2, 454) = 43.06, 
p < 0.001). As in Study 1, we found that the attitude toward the green appeal is more 
positive than toward the control group, but we observed no significant differences 
between the other three ads: MGreenPower = 5.21, MPower = 5.05, MGreenAppeal = 5.32, 
MControl = 4.43, F(3, 453) = 8.32, p < 0.001). Participants evaluated product qual-
ity better in the empowerment groups than in the control group (MGreenPower = 5.54, 
MPower = 5.48, MGreenAppeal = 5.42, MControl = 5.04; F(3, 453) = 3.67, p = 0.01).

4.2  Results

4.2.1  Effects of green empowerment ads on corporate evaluations and purchase 
intention

We applied two-way ANOVAs to test the effects of ad type and perceived corporate 
resources on CO, CER, and purchase intention. We observed significant main effects 
of both the ad type and perceived corporate resources on CO (see Table 4). Both 
green and non-green empowerment ads (MGreenPower = 5.59, MNon-GreenPower = 5.78) 
significantly increased CO compared with the green appeal (MGreenAppeal = 5.13; 
Table 4). The effect of the empowerment ads is significantly larger compared with 
the green appeal, which confirms H1a (as in Study 1) and H1b. In contrast, low per-
ceived corporate resources have a negative effect, significantly reducing the CO per-
ception compared with the control group (MLow = 5.16 vs. MControl = 5.62; Table 4; 
also see Appendix Fig. 3).

For CER, we find a significant main effect of ad type and an interaction effect 
with perceived corporate resources (see Table 4). As expected (H3a and H3b), the 
green empowerment ad increases CER compared with the control group and the 
non-green empowerment ads, but we observed no significant difference compared 
with the green appeal. Hence, results from Study 1 regarding the effect of green 
empowerment ad on CER (H3a) are replicated. Further, the significant interaction 
effect confirms H6. A simple main effects analysis shows that the effect of the green 
empowerment ad on CER is significantly larger in the high-resource group (com-
pared with the low-resource group, p < 0.05; F(2, 445) = 4.67, p < 0.05; see Fig. 2), 
but not compared with the control group. In contrast, the green appeal has the same 
effect for all resource groups (F(2, 445) = 0.05, p > 0.10). Further, the simple main 
effects analysis shows that for high-resource companies, there are significant differ-
ences between ad types (F(3, 445) = 8.48, p < 0.001). Both green empowerment ad 
and green appeal perform well: perceived CER was rated significantly higher for 
these ad types than the non-green empowerment ad (p < 0.05) and the control group 
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Table 4  Effects of ad type and perceived corporate resources on CO, CER, and purchase intention (two-
way ANOVAs)

 EA  empowerment ad; ad ad type; resources perceived corporate resources; CO customer orientation; 
CER corporate environmental responsibility
† p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; two-way ANOVAs with Scheffé post hoc tests (p < 0.05)

M Sign. group differences F Hypothesis

CO
Ad Green EA: 5.59

Non-green EA: 5.78
Green appeal: 5.13 Control: 

5.20

Green EA > Green appeal
Non-green EA > Green appeal/ 

Control

7.26*** H1a: ✔
H1b: ✔

Resources Control: 5.62
High: 5.42
Low: 5.16

Control > Low 4.90**

Ad*Resources 0.60
CER
Ad Green EA: 5.44

Non-green EA: 4.80
Green appeal: 5.76
Control: 4.68

Green EA > Non-green EA / 
Control

Green appeal > Non-green EA 
/ Control

16.49*** H3a: ✔
H3b: ✔

Resources Control: 5.29
High: 5.18
Low: 4.98

– 3.01†

Ad*Resources 2.30* H6: ✔
Purchase intention
Ad Green EA: 5.31

Non-green EA: 5.12
Green appeal: 4.95
Control: 4.77

Green EA >  Control† 2.55† H5a: × 
H5b: × 

Resources Control: 5.21
High: 5.17
Low: 4.73

Control/ High > Low 4.17*

Ad*Resources 0.36

4.0

4.5

5.0

5.5

6.0

Green
empowerment

Non-green
empowerment

Green appeal Control

High resources
Low resources
Control

Fig. 2  Means for CER
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(p < 0.001). In contrast, for low-resource companies, the green appeal is most effec-
tive and leads to significantly higher CER ratings than all other ads (F(3, 445) = 7.30, 
p < 0.001; green appeal vs. green/non-green empowerment ad: p < 0.05, green 
appeal vs. control: p < 0.001; see Fig. 2). Thus, the green appeal improved perceived 
CER independently from perceived corporate resources, whereas the green empow-
erment effect disappeared in the low-resource group.

Regarding the purchase intention, we find a marginally significant direct effect 
of the ad type (see Table 4). The green empowerment ad is the only ad, which has 
a marginally significant effect on purchase intention compared to the control group. 
The observed differences to the non-green empowerment ad and the green appeal 
are too small to approach significance. Therefore, H5a and H5b cannot be confirmed 
in Study 2. There is a significant effect of perceived corporate resources: consum-
ers are less willing to buy from low-resource companies (see Table 4 and Appendix 
Fig. 3).

4.2.2  Mediation effects of corporate evaluations

As in Study 1, we conducted a parallel mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 
(95% percentile bootstrap confidence intervals with 5,000 resamples; Hayes 2018). 
We included ad type as independent, multi-categorical variable (control group as 
baseline) and added purchase habits, social desirability, and socio-demographics 
(gender, age, education) as covariates.

The green empowerment ad has significant indirect effects on purchase inten-
tion through CO (b = 0.11, 95% CI [0.02; 0.23]) and CER (b = 0.27, 95% CI [0.13; 
0.42]; see Table 5), in line with H2a and H4. There is no significant direct effect 
on purchase intention (see Table 6), thus, the effect is fully mediated (Zhao et  al. 
2010). The effect of the green appeal is fully mediated by CER (b = 0.47, 95% CI 
[0.31; 0.66]; Table 5), whereas the effect of the non-green empowerment ad is fully 
mediated by CO (b = 0.18, 95% CI [0.08; 0.31]; Table  5; supporting H2b). The 
green empowerment ad has the largest total effect on purchase intention (b = 0.45, 
p < 0.01; Table 6), followed by the green appeal and the non-green empowerment ad 
(b = 0.38/0.36, p < 0.05; Table 6). Thus, in comparison to the control group, all ad 
types drive purchase intention.

Table 5  Relative indirect effects on purchase intention (parallel mediation analysis)

CI Confidence intervals, LB lower bound, UB  upper bound, CO customer orientation, CER corporate 
environmental responsibility
*Significant (percentile 95% CI, n = 5,000 bootstrap samples; 

Indirect effects via CO Indirect effects via CER

b CI [LB; UB] Hypothesis B CI [LB; UB] Hypothesis

Green empowerment ad 0.11* 0.02; 0.23 H2a: ✔ 0.27* 0.13; 0.42 H4: ✔
Non-green empowerment ad 0.18* 0.08; 0.31 H2b: ✔ 0.02 –0.11; 0.16
Green appeal 0.01 –0.08; 0.10 0.47* 0.31; 0.66
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4.2.3  Moderated mediation by perceived corporate resources

Previous results indicate that the ad type interacts with perceived corporate resources 
regarding the effect on perceived CER (see Table  4). To determine whether the 
mediation effects via perceived CER are moderated, we additionally conducted a 
moderated mediation analysis using PROCESS model 7, including perceived cor-
porate resources as a multi-categorical moderator variable (95% percentile boot-
strap confidence intervals with 5000 resamples; Hayes 2018). The omnibus test 
confirms that a significant interaction occurs between Ad*Resource for the effect 
on CER (R2

change = 0.03; p < 0.001; in line with H6), while no interaction occurs 
between Ad*Resource for the effect on CO (R2

change = 0.01; p > 0.10). Specifically, 
for the effect on CER, there are three positive, significant interaction terms: Green 
Empowerment Ad*High Resources (b = 0.89; p < 0.05), Non-green Empowerment 
Ad*Low Resources (b = 1.04; p < 0.05), and Green Appeal*Low Resources (b = 1.06; 
p < 0.01).

We find that the mediation effects via CER differ, moderated by perceived cor-
porate resources (Table 7). First, the mediation effect of the green empowerment ad 
is only significant in the high-resource group (b = 0.48; 95% CI [0.25; 0.74]). The 
difference between conditional indirect effects is significant as well (high resources 

Table 6  Relative total and direct effects of ad type on purchase intention (parallel mediation analysis)

Baseline: control group; SE(HC3) = heteroscedasticity-consistent standard error estimators; total 
effect = direct effect + indirect effects via CO and CER
† p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; 

Relative direct effects Relative total effects

b SE(HC3) b SE(HC3) Hypothesis

Green empowerment ad 0.08 0.14 0.45** 0.15 H5a/b: × 
Non-green empowerment ad 0.15 0.14 0.36* 0.16
Green appeal –0.10 0.14 0.38* 0.16

Table 7  Relative conditional indirect effects of ad type (moderated mediation analysis)

 CER corporate environmental responsibility
* Significant (percentile 95% CI; n = 5,000 bootstrap samples);

Indirect effect via CER

Green empower-
ment ad

Non-green empower-
ment ad

Green appeal

Control 0.13 – 0.20 0.27*
High resources 0.48* 0.11 0.46*
Low resources 0.09 0.20 0.69*
Index of moderated mediation (IMM)
IMM: High (vs. control) 0.35* 0.31 0.19
IMM: Low (vs. control) – 0.03 0.41* 0.42*
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vs. control;  IMM = 0.35; p < 0.05; Table 7). The mediation effect of the green appeal 
is significant in all groups (Table 7), yet differs in magnitude: the mediation effect is 
significantly larger in the low-resource group (b = 0.69; 95% CI [0.43; 0.99]) than in 
the control group (b = 0.46; 95% CI [0.22; 0.74]);  IMM = 0.42; p < 0.05; Table 7). As 
reported before, there are no significant mediation effects of the non-green empow-
erment ad via CER (Table 7). Overall, the analysis supports the conclusion that the 
mediation effects of CER are moderated by the resource conditions: in particular, 
the green empowerment ad is only effective for high-resource companies.

In summary, Study 2 shows that a green empowerment ad outperforms both 
a non-green empowerment ad and a green appeal, as it is able to simultaneously 
increase consumers’ perceptions of CO and CER, which is in line with Study 1. In 
addition, Study 2 shows that the perception of corporate resources also influences ad 
effectiveness: The effect of the green empowerment ad on perceived CER is dimin-
ished for low-resource companies.

According to results of both Study 1 and 2, we find full support for all hypoth-
eses, except of H5a/b (effect of ad type on purchase intentions). H5a (green empow-
erment ad outperforms green appeal in increasing purchase intentions) is accepted 
in Study 1 but rejected in Study 2, where we find a descriptive, yet non-significant 
difference. Further, H5b (green empowerment ad outperforms non-green empower-
ment ad in increasing purchase intentions) is rejected in Study 2. We discuss these 
results in the following section.

5  Discussion

5.1  Theoretical and managerial implications

In two experimental studies, we investigated a new approach for advertising envi-
ronment-friendly products that effectively increases consumers’ beliefs about their 
power over the company’s (pro-environmental) activities. Empowered individuals 
show improved perceptions of the company’s CO and CER. Compared to green and 
non-green empowerment ads, consumers do not feel empowered by a green appeal, 
which is often used in advertising practice, and perceptions of CO are not enhanced. 
This can be understood that when advertisements for sustainable products only 
emphasize their benefits for the environment, consumers might consider the com-
pany’s efforts on environmental protection to compete with those on fulfilling their 
personal needs and that they do not have power to change the company’s decisions 
(in accordance with Newman et al. 2014). The green appeal does not contribute to 
increase consumers’ felt power that they can specifically exercise on companies, 
which is, however, a significant driver of customer orientation. Furthermore, a non-
green empowerment ad increases consumers’ power beliefs but does not contrib-
ute to the perception of corporate environmental responsibility. In contrast, a green 
empowerment ad achieves a simultaneous, complementary effect on two important 
dimensions of corporate evaluation, CO and CER, which in turn drive consumers’ 
intentions to buy organic foods. Thus, both green appeals and non-green empower-
ment ads are less effective because they only affect a single dimension.



1897

1 3

The effects of green consumer empowerment in advertising on…

Positive results of green empowerment ads on perceptions of CER are in line 
with our expectations that empowering consumers to take the lead in environmental 
conservation through their purchase choices do not cause any adverse effects, such 
as “finger-pointing” (see Isenhour 2010; as discussed in Sect.  2.2.2). Companies’ 
genuine interests to promote sustainable consumption and to “collaborate” with con-
sumers can be expressed through the concept of green consumer empowerment.

This research extends the existing literature on green advertising by showing the 
applicability of empowerment elements in the communication for environmentally 
sustainable products. Findings support the results of previous studies on consumer 
empowerment in the product design process (Jacobsen et al. 2020), in that empower-
ment has positive effects on CO and intention to buy sustainable food. The present 
article emphasizes the importance of corporate evaluations as mediators between 
green advertisements and consumers’ intention to buy sustainable foods, supple-
menting extant research that focuses on consumers’ product evaluations (e.g., Grim-
mer and Woolley 2014; Ramirez et al. 2015) and their ability to perform a certain 
behavior (White et al. 2011).

Further, we show that perceived CO as a buyer’s benefit and perceived CER as a 
public benefit can coexist without negative interference, if both aspects are triggered 
by an ad and if the companies’ resources are perceived as large enough. This finding 
indicates the evaluation mechanism in individuals’ minds that strives to optimize 
several factors of a supplier’s performance at the same time, for which the needs 
for corporate resources could conflict. It is likely that green appeals signal to the 
consumer that a company uses most of its attention and resources to become more 
environment-friendly, while neglecting customer needs.

Newman et  al. (2014) argue that explicitly emphasizing a product’s environ-
mental benefits negatively affects the product quality evaluation because consum-
ers assume that resources are deducted from product quality to enhance sustaina-
bility. We could not confirm this. In both studies, the product ratings did not differ 
significantly between the three investigated ad types, although we acknowledge 
results probably depend on the advertised product category. Newman et al. (2014) 
examined ads for cleaning products, whose primary product property is a strong 
cleaning performance. Luchs et al. (2010) show that consumers associate sustain-
able products with gentleness-related attributes, so if the primary product prop-
erty is strength-related (e.g., cleaning performance), non-sustainable products 
might be preferred. Sustainable food consumption is, however, mainly driven by 
health and taste perceptions (e.g., Prada et al. 2017; Rana and Paul 2017), which 
fit the “gentleness” associated with sustainability in general (Luchs et al. 2010). 
Therefore, emphasizing sustainable product attributes probably does not have 
a negative effect on the perceived product quality here. However, a pure focus 
on environmental aspects does not seem advisable, supporting Newman et  al.’s 
(2014) recommendations. The focus of the consumer in classic green appeals 
seems to be entirely directed toward sustainability as a buying motive, whereby 
other potentially important factors such as the company’s CO no longer have any 
influence. The present study proves CO to be a decisive additional driver for pur-
chasing decisions that should be addressed in advertisements.
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The present paper also revealed that consumers react differently when receiv-
ing information on the company’s resource level, i.e., indicated through company 
size. Thus, different implications for managers of small and large companies can be 
derived. Small companies face the challenge that consumers tend to consider them 
as less customer-oriented and are less likely to buy their products (in line with Lu 
et al. 2015). Thus, marketers should generally be cautious with communicating that 
the product is produced by a small company. Even though small companies benefit 
significantly less from green empowerment ads (compared to large companies), this 
is still the most effective communication strategy to drive purchase intentions (see 
Appendix Fig. 3). The reason for this difference is that small companies are not per-
ceived as more environmentally responsible when using a green empowerment ad. 
Consumers seem to share the belief that SMEs are more restricted in terms of corpo-
rate resources and expertise and, thus, have more difficulty becoming environment-
friendly (Wu 2017). Thus, we recommend that a small company should use green 
empowerment ads, but needs to signal to consumers that it is actually able to manage 
these changes. Green appeals do not focus on a company’s proposed environmental 
investments in the future (when it is unsure whether they can be achieved) but on the 
current environmental benefit of the product. Even though they are less effective to 
increase purchase intentions, green appeals can be used by small companies if they 
aim to specifically improve their environmental reputation or target a respective cus-
tomer group.

For large companies, we advocate the use of green empowerment ads to boost 
the corporate evaluations on both dimensions, customer orientation and environ-
mental responsibility. Green empowerment ads are equally effective in terms of 
increasing purchase intentions for both large companies and if consumers are 
not specifically informed about the company size. Thus, marketers should focus 
the communication on the empowerment ad instead of emphasizing corporate 
characteristics.

Reflecting the cultural dimension, the presented research was conducted in China, 
which is representative for a centralized system with a higher level of power distance 
(e.g., Spencer-Oatey 1997) and shows that the suggested empowerment approach 
performs well, even if stronger beliefs in hierarchy exist. For more egalitarian con-
texts (e.g., Western countries; Schwartz 2007), an empowerment approach could 
possibly reach even better performance, as individuals likely see more balanced 
power relations with companies as desirable. Future research should investigate this 
possibility, as we discuss further in the “Limitations and future research” section.

Overall, our results suggest that companies should apply the principles of a green 
empowerment ad, as a companies’ perceived CO and CER can be triggered simulta-
neously, which leads to the largest total positive effects on consumers’ intentions to 
buy organic foods. Although a non-green empowerment ad can also affect perceived 
CO at a similar level, the green version has the potential to additionally contribute 
to image differentiation or the establishment of an environmental reputation. The 
possibility of boosting the intention to buy organic food by a green empowerment ad 
applies across company sizes and resource capacities. However, if the primary goal 
of smaller companies is to increase perceived CER in specific cases, green appeals 
serve to achieve this effect.
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5.2  Limitations and future research

Several limitations should be addressed in future research. Both studies presented 
herein deliver results based on survey data, which might be affected by the inten-
tion–behavior gap (e.g., Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher 2016). In the future, actual 
behavioral data should be collected to evaluate the practical relevance of the green 
empowerment approach. The effects on intentions could dilute according to previous 
evidence on the social desirability bias (Crowne and Marlowe 1960). However, the 
achievement of actual purchase power over companies fulfills with carrying out pur-
chase actions, which could strengthen the perception of power and therefore enhance 
the performance of empowerment ads to a further extent. In addition, it is an open 
question to answer in future research which subsequent effects a green consumer 
empowerment can cause, for example, if consumers also feel more personal envi-
ronmental responsibility (e.g., Montgomery and Stone 2009). Moreover, our results 
need to be validated for the offline shopping context where consumers might be dis-
tracted by a larger number of stimuli in the physical environment (e.g., Burke 1997).

Furthermore, people might change their perceptions of power over a company 
and their evaluations of the company’s CO if they have repetitive interactions with it 
(e.g. Park and Reber 2008). We used fictitious company examples, so results might 
differ in a more realistic setting with known brands and previous product experi-
ence. Overall, future research should uncover the long-term effects of continuous 
customer-oriented green advertising.

We conducted our study in a Chinese context, which represents specific political and 
cultural features. Previous studies indicate that the mechanism of how certain beliefs 
affect Chinese consumers’ intention to buy sustainable foods is comparable to studies in 
Western countries (Thøgersen and Zhou 2012). However, future studies should investi-
gate whether potential cross-country differences in people’s desire for power and envi-
ronmental values might affect the effectiveness of green empowerment. In addition, our 
sample consists of predominantly younger and more-educated people. Older respondents 
and those without a university degree are necessary to make representative conclusions.

We tested the empowerment ad only for the organic food product category. Future 
studies should replicate ours with a wider range of products to identify potential cat-
egory effects such as product involvement (McDonald et al. 2009; Zhou et al. 2012). 
The more involved or committed the consumer is to buy a specific product, the more 
power he or she would want to influence the product design and offering (Bügel et al. 
2011). Thus, a green empowerment ad might be even more effective for high involve-
ment products. Moreover, for some categories such as computer electronics, scholars 
have found a negative effect of showing sustainability labels on people’s willingness 
to pay (e.g., Haase et al. 2016). Whether green empowerment ads can contribute to 
compensate this kind of adverse effects should be investigated in future research. It is 
crucial to systematically analyze which product categories would benefit most from 
empowerment ads. As also discussed in Sect. 1, other sustainable product categories 
might be associated with a financial benefit (e.g., Bobeth and Matthies 2018), thus, the 
interaction effects of product price and ad type should be also considered in future. In 
addition, consumers’ choices might be more driven by individual preferences such as 
taste when considering food products (Rana and Paul 2017). It would be valuable to 
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find out how empowerment ads affect consumers’ responses where these factors play 
a minor role such as for commodity good, e.g., printing paper or other office supplies.

As outlined previously, a green empowerment ad contains a cost-intensive prom-
ise (investments in environment-friendly production) and might be primarily associated 
with a high-resource company. The high performance of combining an empowerment ad 
with resource information could be caused by a perceived fit of messages (e.g., message-
congruency; Kuipers and La Heij 2008). Future research should test whether message 
congruency drives the effects of company resources on advertisement effectiveness to 
better understand the underlying psychological mechanisms and apply them in different 
contexts.

Appendix

See Tables 8, 9 and Figs. 3,4. 

Table 8  Stimuli (Studies 1 and 2)

Messages shown were translated into Mandarin Chinese

Group Advertisement

Ad type
Green empowerment “Use your power to move green production: By buying 

environment-friendly products, you can send a signal that 
you require us to offer more green products and to inten-
sify environment-friendly operations. Every consumer can 
actively exercise buying power to influence the supplier 
and therefore the environment.”

Non-green empowerment (only Study 2) “Use your power to move production: By making product 
choices, you can send a signal that you require us to offer 
more of the chosen products and to intensify related opera-
tions. Every consumer can actively exercise buying power 
to influence the supplier.”

Green appeal “Help improve the environment: By buying environment-
friendly products, you can make a step forward to reduce 
pollutants and to improve environmental quality. Every 
consumer can take care of the environment.”

Control “The product information comes from the platform.”
Corporate resources (only Study 2)
High corporate resources “Our company reached an annual turnover of 91.4 billion 

Yuan in 2018. We employ over 323,000 people in total. 
We apply highly innovative technologies in our manufac-
turing and deliver high-end products to our customers.”

Low corporate resources “Our company reached an annual turnover of 914,000 Yuan 
in 2018. We employ over 30 people in total. We apply 
manufacturing technologies of long traditions and deliver 
high-quality products to our customers.”

Control “This is the end of the page.”
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