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Abstract
This study aims to examine how corporate online communication messages can enhance
audience’s attitude and trust toward a corporation. A 2x3 experimental study was conducted,
simulating the types of relationship and the perceived level of interactivity on corporate Twitter
messages. The data suggest that the type of relationship is an essential predictor of audience's
attitude and trust toward the corporation, and an interaction effect of the two independent
variables was also found on the perceived attitude toward the corporation. The effects remained
when medium credibility and familiarity were controlled. The potential of Twitter as a persuasive
tool in business communication was discussed.
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Introduction
Emerging social media (i.e., blogs, YouTube, Twitter, Facebook or MySpace) have
influenced every aspect of our personal and social lives. The impact of social media has been
largely studied in communication fields to explore their theoretical and practical implications on
social, business, or political sectors (i.e., Kim, Kim, & Nam, 2014). Twitter is one of the most
prominent social media. Starting with 94,000 users acquired in their first year (Comscore, 2007),
Twitter has now reached approximately 320 million monthly active users (Twitter, 2015). Being
defined as a type of microblog (Java, Song, Finin, & Tseng, 2009), Twitter has its unique features
that attract companies as a communication channel. With short messages limited to 140
characters, communication over Twitter is considered to be a fast-paced medium as there are
more than 347,000 tweets posted every minute (Kapco, 2015) For that reason, it is not surprising
that 80% of the users access Twitter via their mobile (Statista, 2015). Through this fast
communicative tool, users can share information about their current status, activities, feelings,
opinions or thoughts (Linvill, McGee, & Hicks, 2012).
There are a few studies analyzing users’ comments on YouTube and Facebook (i.e., Das,
2010). Surprisingly, despite Twitter’s increasing attention and popularity, research to date has yet
to provide clear pictures as to how this corporate communication on Twitter could differently
affect the corporation-customer relationships (i.e., Honey & Herring, 2009; Sriram, Fuhry,
Demir, Ferhatosmanoglu, & Demirbas, 2010). Hence, the purpose of the current study is to
explore the impact of corporate Twitter use on customers’ attitude toward an organization
focusing on relationship and interactivity indicators of Twitter messages. In particular, it will
examine the effects of these two factors and their perceived attitude and trust toward an
organization to discuss the potential of Twitter as a persuasive and informative tool in a business
context.
Literature review
Public relations on social media
Blogs are one of the well known online communication tools, and their communicative
use has been emphasized in the public relations field. Rheingold (2008) defined a blog as "a Web
page that is updated frequently, with the most recent entry displayed at the top of the page" (p.
103). Practically, the influence on individuals and the public has been largely studied by public
relations professionals and blogs are considered as a powerful persuasive communication tool
(Edelman & Intelliseek, 2005a, 2005b; Kent, 2008). One of the emerging social media has also
been emphasized by public relationship scholars as a type of “microblogging” (Henning-Thurau,
Wiertz, & Feldhaus, 2014). In a business context, Twitter can be used to transfer ideas between
corporations and the public without any restrictions in time and place (Kim & Ko, 2012; Riemer
& Richter, 2010).
One of the widely discussed characteristics of online communications (i.e., blogs) is
interactivity based on the communication between an organization and the public (Lenhart &
Fox, 2006), especially due to its influence on customers' opinion and attitude (Fortin & Dholakia,
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2005). The interactive features of blogs empower an organization to maintain their organizationpublic relationships by communicating with a large number of the public with a "conversational
human voice" (Kelleher, 2009, p. 172). From a public relations standpoint, interactivity is
defined as "the degree to which participants in a communication process can exchange roles and
have control over their mutual discourse" (Rogers, 1995, p. 314). Ha and James (1998) also
defined interactivity as "the extent to which the communicator and the audience respond to, or
are willing to facilitate, each other's communication needs" (p. 461). Kiousis (2002) identified
three dimensions of interactivity (structure of technology, communication context and user
perception) and also suggested the three major components of each dimension (properties of
technology, attributes of communication contexts and user perceptions).
Another way of conceptualization based on user interactivity is a distributed model of
public relations suggested by Smith (2010). Posts on corporate Twitter sites can be perceived as
the organizational entity of the corporation, and public relations responsibility is distributed with
interconnected message posts (Smith, 2010). While Twitter is a tool for self-expression, an
organization can also use Twitter to be engaged with social issues (i.e., retweets or hashtags).
This way, users can search, retrieve and distribute information online when user interactivity is
involved (Smith, 2010).
Relationship management
Since Ferguson (1984) emphasized the concept of relationships between an organization
and its publics, relationships have become one of the most important perspectives in the public
relations field. Ledingham and Bruning (1998) defined the relationship as "the state which exists
between an organization and its key publics in which the actions of either entity impacts the
economic, social, political and/or cultural well-being of the other entity" (p.62). The nature of
relationships between an organization and its targeted public audience also has been a central
domain in marketing or social psychology for customer relationship building.
Researchers have tried to expand our understanding about how to measure the
organization-public relationships, and they suggested several relationship dimensions to measure
the relationship outcomes such as commitment, trust, or openness (Broom & Dozier, 1990;
Grunig, 1993; Toth, 1995). Elaborating on these factors, Hon and J. Grunig (1999) provide a
guideline to measure organization-public relations which consists of six relationship outcomes:
control mutuality, trust, commitment, satisfaction, communal relations and exchange relations.
Hung (2005) also defined the two types of relationships as communal and exchange relationships
to explore how and why the relationship outcomes differ by the type of the relationships. In
economic exchange relationships, something is expected in return to maintain the relationships
(Goffman, 1961). On the other hand, in a communal relationship, one is concerned about the
welfare and benefit of the others (Clark & Mill, 1979). While mutually beneficial exchanges can
help organizations to begin a relationship with their publics, the relationship needs indicators of
communal relationships as it matures (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Adopting from Hon and Grunig
(1999), Edman (2010) defined communal relationships as “mutually beneficial relationship
where both the organization and its publics give benefits to each other even when they receive
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nothing in return” and exchange relationship as a promotional relationship where the
organization expect something in return (p. 120-121).
Reputation and trust
Corporate reputation and brand are some of the most widely studied concepts related to
the consequences of relationships. Hutton, Goodman, Alexander and Genest (2001) argued that
reputation management is the key for successful public relations and strategic corporate
communications. Reputation is not a concrete concept that can be directly measured. However, it
is strongly related to individuals’ global behaviors or attitude toward the organization (Finn,
1998; Hutton et al., 2001). Lau and Lee (1999) proposed items to measure perceived brand
reputation of an organization in regard to the brand goodness, reliability and what other people
have said about the goodness and reliability of the brand. These items were adopted from brand
predictability, competency and consistency (Remple, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). Exploring blog
engagement, Yang and Kang (2009) adopted attitude scales from Boulding and Kirmani (1993).
Moreover, researchers have supported positive impacts of reputation, competence, and
predictability on customers' trust in brand (Anderson, Gerbing, & Hunter, 1987; Steenkamp &
van Trijp, 1991). Afzal, Khan, Rehman, Ali, and Wajahat (2010) suggest that a corporation can
build a good brand reputation when they meet the customers’ expectation and satisfy their needs.
That way, the good brand reputation can lead to customers' trust in brand (Morgan-Thomas &
Veloutsou, 2013). Trust has been defined as one's confidence on the other party's reliability (Hon
& Grunig, 1999, p. 19). Trust is identified with multidimensional items including integrity,
benevolence, ability and predictability (Gefen & Straub, 2004).
Credibility of Twitter
Finally, scholars defined credibility as the extent of how much one can believe, indicating
that it is created by the perceptions of the media users (Johnson, Kaye, Bichard, & Wong, 2008;
Johnson & Kaye, 2004, 2009; Melican & Dixon, 2008; Schweiger, 2000). For example, Kensicki
(2003) identified three different types of credibility as source, medium, and message credibility.
Source credibility indicates how trustworthy and believable the source of a message is (Hovland,
Janis, & Kelly, 1953; Patzer, 1983). Literature suggests trustworthiness, expertise and/or
qualification as dimensions of source credibility (Fogg et al., 2001; Hovland & Weiss, 1951).
Medium credibility, explains whether the media was credible, based on the perceptions of
believability, fairness, accuracy and the depth of information (Johnson & Kaye, 2004, 2009;
Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Martin & Johnson, 2010). Message credibility was also measured by
the perceptions of the believability, accuracy, trustworthiness, bias and completeness of the
information (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). The author of the blogs can be an official member of an
organization or semi-official and endorsed by an organization. Different types or sources of blogs
can affect the level of credibility of the organizational communications, and it can also directly
affect the impacts of communication (Kelleher & Miller, 2006).
Hypotheses
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In regard to the direct relationship between two independent variables (type of
relationships and the perceived level of interactivity) and dependent variable (attitude toward
corporation and trust), the following hypotheses have been proposed:
H1: The type of relationship of corporate tweets will affect customers’ attitude toward the
corporation.
H2: The perceived level of interactivity of corporate tweets will affect customers’ attitude
toward the corporation.
H3: There will be an interaction effect between the type of relationship and the perceived
level of interactivity of corporate tweets on customers’ attitude toward the corporation.
H4: The type of relationship of corporate tweets will affect customers’ perceived trust on
the corporation.
H5: The perceived level of interactivity of corporate tweets will affect customers’
perceived trust on the corporation.
H6: There is an interaction effect between the type of relationship and the perceived level
of interactivity of corporate tweets on customers’ perceived trust on the corporation.
Additionally, the following hypotheses are also proposed to explore the main and
interaction effects of independent variables on the two dependent variables when controlling the
effects of the two control variables (medium credibility and familiarity).
H7: When controlling medium credibility, the type of relationship of corporate tweets and
the perceived level of interactivity of corporate tweets will affect customers’ attitude
toward the corporation.
H8: When controlling medium credibility, the type of relationship of corporate tweets and
the perceived level of interactivity of corporate tweets will affect customers’ perceived
trust toward the corporation.
H9: When controlling medium familiarity, the type of relationship of corporate tweets
and the perceived level of interactivity of corporate tweets will affect customers’ attitude
toward the corporation.
H10: When controlling medium familiarity, the type of relationship of corporate tweets
and the perceived level of interactivity of corporate tweets will affect customers’
perceived trust toward the corporation.
Method
Participants and procedures
A total of 182 undergraduate students from a large state university participated in this
study. The sample consisted of 146 females and 35 males. A 2×3 “between-subjects” factorial
design was employed to test the hypotheses. The experimental conditions provided two
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categories of relationship (communal and exchange) and three levels of interactivity (low,
medium, and high) in terms of the use of responsiveness indicators on its Twitter page.
The subjects were randomly assigned to six experimental conditions: communal-low/
medium/high interactivity and exchange-low/medium/high interactivity. After a brief
introduction, each student was given a booklet that includes the experimental stimuli (standard
format of Twitter page) and a questionnaire.
Manipulation
The two factors, relationship and interactivity, were manipulated from two different
approaches. The relationship factor, which consists of communal and exchange, was manipulated
in terms of messages. Messages that belong to the communal category included posts that
demonstrate the company provides benefit to the customer or the public without expecting
immediate return (Edman, 2010). Specifically, helpful tips or encouraging customers’
participation in fundraising activities were good examples for communal posts.
Unlike relationship factors, interactivity was varied from functional perspectives. In this
current study, the level of interactivity (low, medium, and high) of the tweets was determined by
the responsiveness of the company and their usage of theses Twitter features (i.e., hyperlinks or
retweets) (Edman, 2010). The functional features include hyperlinks to more information,
retweet, and direct response to customer’s tweets.
Dependent variables and measurements
The primary dependent measures were the attitude toward a corporation and the trust of
the corporation. The attitude toward a corporation was measured by five 5-point items which
were modified from the scale of Attitude toward a company developed by Boulding and Kirmani
(1993). In addition to the five items (reputable/unreputable, responsible/irresponsible, financially
stable/financially unstable, established/fly-by-night and long-run oriented/short-run oriented), a
single item of “I feel that this corporation will still be in business 7 years from now” (Boulding
and Kirmani, 1993; Yang & Kang, 2009) was also added to measure the company attitude.
Trust was measured by nine 5-point Likert items adapted from Hon and Grunig’s trust
scale (1999). The trust scale, which measures the three dimensions of integrity, competence and
dependability, anchored at “Strongly disagree” and “Strongly agree”.
As moderating factors in terms of the medium, the survey instrument also measured
medium credibility and the familiarity of Twitter. Medium credibility was measured by four,
five-point items developed by Johnson and Kaye (2004). These multidimensional items consist
of perceptions of believability, fairness, accuracy and the depth of information (Johnson & Kaye,
2004; Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Martin & Johnson, 2010). To measure the familiarity of the use
of Twitter, five items were adopted from Gefen and Straub’s 26-item scale which was developed
to measure the familiarity with an e-commerce site (Gefen & Straub, 2004).
Results

#6

Public Relations Journal
Vol. 11 Issue 2 (October 2017)
© 2017 Institute for Public Relations

Manipulation checks
Manipulations of the independent variables were satisfactory. In the type of relationship
manipulation, the participants perceived the differences between communal and exchange
relationships. Between the two groups, the level of communal relationship (communal M =
26.24, exchange M = 23.98, t = 4.434, df = 179, p < .001) and exchange relationship (communal
M = 8.75, exchange M = 8.07, df = 178, t = -2.25, p < .05) were significantly different. In the
interactivity indicator manipulation, the participants also perceived significant differences among
three conditions (high M = 25.58, medium M = 24.25, low M = 22. 76, F = 9.556, df = 178, p < .
001). Cronbach's α reliability scores were satisfactory for all the dependent variables: attitude (.
88) and trust (.82). Also, reliability scores were measured for the following two control variables:
medium trust (.81) and familiarity (.96).
Hypothesis testing
The descriptive statistics of all dependent variables are presented in Table 1. The average
mean score of the perceived attitude was 18.08 out of 25, and the mean score of trust was 31.87
out of 45. For the perceived attitude, the mean score of the communal relationship groups (M =
18.99, SD = 4.12) was higher than the exchange relationship groups (M = 17.15, SD = 3.87) (t =
3.100, df = 179, p < .05). Also, trust had higher mean scores in the communal relationship groups
(M = 33.13, SD = 3.84) than the exchange relationship group (M = 30.56, SD = 3.39) (t = 4.760,
df = 179, p < .001). On the other hand, the mean scores of the perceived attitude and trust were
not significantly different among the three interactivity groups.
Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of dependent variables
Dependent variable

Type of relationship

Interactivity

Communal relationship
Attitudea
Exchange relationship

Communal relationship
Trustb
Exchange relationship
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M

SD

N

High

18.33

4.41

33

Medium

20.63

4.39

27

Low

18.28

3.21

32

High

18.27

3.78

30

Medium

16.03

3.93

29

Low

17.10

3.71

30

High

32.79

4.06

33

Medium

33.48

3.20

27

Low

33.19

4.18

32

High

30.33

3.63

30

Medium

30.76

3.38

29

Low

30.60

3.27

30

Public Relations Journal
Vol. 11 Issue 2 (October 2017)
© 2017 Institute for Public Relations
a Added

values of six items: 5-point likert scales were used to measure whether the corporation is reputable,
responsible, financially stable, established, long-run oriented, and whether the corporation will still be in
business 7 years from now (i.e., Boulding and Kirmani, 1993; Yang & Kang, 2009)
b Added values of nine 5-point likert scale items adopted from Hon & Grunig’s (1999) trust scale.

The summary of two-way MANOVA on participants' perceived attitude and trust is
shown in Table 2. Box's test of equality of covariance matrices was not significant (F = 1.549, p
> .05), and the error variance of the dependent variable was equal across groups. The main effect
of the type of relationship (F = 14.646, p < .001, Wilks' Lambda = .856, partial eta squared = .
144) and the interaction effect of the relationship and interactivity (F = 2.614, p < .05, Wilks'
Lambda = .943, partial eta squared = .029) were found. However, the main effect of the
interactivity was not found (F = .450, p > .05, Wilks' Lambda = .990, partial eta squared = .005).

Table 2. Two-way ANOVA for the perceived attitude and trust
ANOVA
MANOVAa

Attitude

Trust

F

F

F

Relationship

14.646**

11.138*

22.495**

Interactivity

.450

.518

.353

2.614*

5.287*

.020

Variables

Relationship x
Interactivity
a

Wilks' Lamda: .856 (relationship), .990 (interactivity), and .934 (interaction)
**p < .001, *p < .05
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To test hypotheses, a two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted
using General Linear Model on SPSS (significance level of .05) (Table 3).
Table 3. Two-way MANOVA for the perceived attitude and trust
Source
Attitude

Relationship
Interactivity
Relationship x Interactivity
Error

df

MS

F

1

170.930

11.138*

2

7.953

.518

2

81.134

5.287*

1

301.862

22.495**

2

4.730

.353

2

.267

.020

175
Trust

Relationship
Interactivity
Relationship x Interactivity
Error

175
**p < .001, *p < .05

Considering the aspect of the perceived attitude, the main effect was only significant for
the type of relationship (F (1, 175) = 11.138, p < .05, H1 supported), and the interaction effect of
the type of relationship and interactivity was found (F (2, 175) = 5.287, p < .05, H3 supported).
However, no significant main effect was found for the perceived interactivity (F (2, 175) = .518, p
> .05), therefore H2 was not supported. In the aspect of trust, only the main effect of the type of
relationship was found (F (1, 175) = 22.495, p < .001).
The next three hypotheses proposed the same main and interaction effects of the two
independent variables on the perceived trust of the corporation. Only the main effect of the type
of relationship on trust was found (F (1, 175) = 22.495, p < .001) and H4 was supported. However,
there were no significant main effect of interactivity (F (2, 175) = .353, p > .05) and interaction
effect of relationship and interactivity (F (2, 175) = .020, p > .05) on trust. Hence, H5 and 6 were
not supported.
H7 and 8 proposed the effects of medium credibility in the relationship between the two
independent variables and the perceived attitude and trust. The error variance of the dependent
variables was equal across groups (attitude F = 1.251, p = .287; trust F = .530, p = .753), and the
summary of analysis is shown in Table 4.
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Table 4. Two-way MANCOVA for the perceived attitude and trust when controlling
medium credibility and medium familiarity
Source

df

MS

F

1

149.229

9.864*

Interactivity

2

5.199

.344

Relationship x Interactivity

2

73.474

4.857*

1

259.396

20.245**

Interactivity

2

9.206

.718

Relationship x Interactivity

2

1.157

.090

1

171.645

11.124*

Interactivity

2

8.264

.536

Relationship x Interactivity

2

78.252

5.071*

1

292.699

21.967**

Interactivity

2

5.484

.412

Relationship x Interactivity

2

1.039

.078

Medium credibility
Attitude

Relationship

Error
Trust

157

Relationship

157

Error
Medium familiarity
Attitude

Relationship

Error
Trust

157

Relationship

Error

157

**p < . 001, *p < . 05

When controlling medium credibility, the main effects of the type of relationship on
attitude and trust were found (attitude F (1, 175) = 9.864, p < .05, η2p = .054; trust F (1, 175) = 20.245,
p < .001, η2p = .104). On the other hand, the main effects of the level of interactivity on attitude
and trust were not found (attitude F (2, 175) = .344, p > .05, η2p = .004; trust F (2, 175) = .718, p > .
05, η2p = .008). The interaction effects of the type of relationship and the level of interactivity
were only found on attitude (F (2, 175) = 4.857, p < .05, η2p = .053), but not on the trust (F (2, 175) = .
090, p > .05, η2p = .001). Hence, H7 and 8 were partially supported.
Finally, H9 and 10 proposed the effects of the medium familiarity in the relationship
between the two independent variables and the perceived attitude (see Table 4). When controlling
medium familiarity, the main effects of the type of relationship on the attitude and trust were
found (attitude F (1, 175) = 11.124, p < .05, η2p = .060; trust F (1, 175) = 21.967, p < .001, η2p = .112).
On the other hand, the main effects of the level of interactivity on attitude and trust were not
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found (attitude F (2, 175) = .536, p > .05, partial eta squared = .006; trust F (2, 175) = .412, p > .05,
η2p = .005). The interaction effects of the type of relationship and the level of interactivity were
only found on attitude (F (2, 175) = 5.071, p < .05, η2p = .055), but not on the trust (F (2, 175) = .078,
p > .05, η2p = .001). Hence, H9 and 10 were partially supported.
Discussion
Evidence from the experiment in this current study suggests that the relationship types
(communal and exchange) of the messages on Twitter affects the audience's attitude toward a
corporation as well as audience's trust in the corporation. Specifically, our data indicated that
communal relationship messages had a more positive impact on the perceived attitude and trust
than exchange relationship messages. On the other hand, our data did not show a significant
main effect of the perceived level of interactivity on both attitude and trust toward a corporation.
In terms of the interaction effects of the two independent variables (relationship and
interactivity), the effect was only found on the perceived attitude toward a corporation. When
messages were designed to present communal relationships, the level of interactivity (between
high and low) does not show impacts on attitude; while it has strong impacts on attitude when
the messages present exchange relationships. This pattern remained same when we controlled the
audiences' level of credibility and familiarity with Twitter.
The major theoretical implications of this current study are to extend relationship
management perspective into online interactive communications. Scholars suggested that the
concept of relationships should be a core domain in social psychology, marketing, or mass
communication studies (Ferguson, 1984; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). To expand their
understanding about organization-public relationships, prior scholars suggested multiple-item
scales to measure relationship outcomes (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998; Hon & Grunig, 1999),
and Hung (2005) said the relationship outcomes can be differentiated by the type of relationships
(communal and exchange relationships). Our results in this current study also showed that the
relationship consequences (attitude and trust) were affected by the type of relationship.
Particularly, it added supportive evidence that communal relationships are beneficial when
building favorable relationships from a business communication context.
Another theoretical implication of this study is its expanded discussion on the effects of
interactive media communications. Literature suggested dialogic and interactive dimensions of
relationship management (Kent & Taylor, 1998, 2002; Ki & Hon, 2009), and scholars
emphasized on the potentials of blog to enhance positive relationships between organizations and
public (Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007). Our current study focused on the interactivity features of the
online communication messages on Twitter. Our results did not reveal a main effect of the
interactivity on the attitude or trust. However, it reveals an interaction effect of the relationship
and interactivity on the attitude, which suggests that the effect of online communication should
be explored together by both content and function of online communication messages.
Practically, although exchange messages did not turn out to have as much power as
communal messages in building positive attitude and trust, the results indicated that the impact
of exchange messages can be enhanced by the high level of interactivity, especially in regard to
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enhancing attitude toward the corporation. In the high and medium conditions, this study
manipulated the messages with the responses from the corporation for each individual customer
as well as the promptness and frequencies of the responses. Our results indicated that customers
would build positive attitude toward the corporation when they perceive that the company is
actively engaged in two-way communication with their customers, especially in the exchange
relationship condition. Moreover, the outcomes appeared quite consistent even when the effect of
media credibility and familiarity were controlled. This may be interpreted in the following way;
customers are affected by the content of the messages delivered by the company in forming their
attitude and trust, no matter how much they trust Twitter as a medium or how familiar they are
with its technical features and or the way of messages transfer.
Despite the theoretical and practical implications, some limitations exist in this study. The
first limitation involved the effect of interactivity that was not tested on the actual Twitter page,
instead, printed pages were used of the Twitter site. Therefore, although the manipulation check
for the interactivity indicated that the subjects were able to identify the three different levels of
interactivity, it is possible that they did not have the full interactive experience of it. Moreover,
audiences' medium credibility and the perceived level of interactivity may vary depending on the
types of media. In addition to Twitter (limited to 140 characters), the current communication
message investigation should be expanded to other types of online media such as Facebook or
mobile communication tools to generalize the results. These series of investigations will deepen
our understanding of persuasive and informative roles pertaining to online communication.
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