Abstract

Purpose — This article investigateshow firmscan use socialmedia such as Facebook to

recruittop job prospects.

Design/methodology/approach — In the contextof a fictitiousevent presum ably

sponsored by potentialem ployers,a sample of university students became membersofa

private and secret Facebook user group dedicated to thisevent fora period of fourdays.

They were exposed to eventsponsorship activation messagesvarying system atically with

respectto the mode of processing (i.e, passive or active)and their focus (i.e.,the brand or

the event).

Findings — The resultsshow thatexpectationsasregards the salary thatthey would

require to become employees were higherin the active mode of processing. Also, attitude

toward the sponsor as an em ployerwas more favorable when the activation messages

focused on the brand rather than on the event. Further analysesshowed thatthe effectsof

message focus and mode of processing on the attitudinalresponsestoward the sponsoring

employerswere mediated by the degree of elaborationand richnessof socialinteractions

of the Facebook group’s membersas wellas their attitude toward the activation

messages.

Practical im plications — M anagers seeking to gain a recruitingedge through theirsocial

media presence should use online messagesthatstimulate more active processing and

that have high entertainmentvalue since thisleads to more favorable responsestoward

the employer. These messagesshould insistmore on the brand than on the eventthatis

sponsored.



Originality/value — This study is the firststudy to foray into the usage of social

networking sites forrecruitmentpurposes.ltrepresentsone of the few research effortsto

monitorthe interactionsofusersin a socialmedia platform by means ofa controlled

experimentperformed in situ through the creation of an ad hoc Facebook group.



1. Introduction

Among social mediaplatforms,socialnetworking sites (SNSs) such as Facebook allow

individualsand organizationsto build a public or semi-public virtualprofileand to create

a listof users with whom relationscan be developed. Inform ationtechnologies have

become increasingly prevalentamong businessesand are being em ployed toward a wide

array of objectives thatare eitherconsumerrelated, such as how ads’ influence can be

leveraged with SNS applications (e.g., Lietal.,2012),oremployee relatedsuch as how

open source software projectsshape personneland hum an resources management(e.g.,

Blountetal.,2005; Ke and Zhang, 2009; Yun etal.,2012).

However, no study has looked at how inform ationtechnology such as SNSs can

augmenta company’scapacity to attractand recruitthe mostpromising job applicants.

>

Because human capitalis a key determ inantofan organization

scom petitiveness, hiring

and retaining the best candidatesis a major stake in the armsrace toward building a

sustainable com petitive advantage (Cable and Turban, 2003). A few pioneer studies have

linked hum an resource benefits with the brand power of the firm or its products.

DelVecchioetal. (2007) have shown thata brand’simage or reputation has a significant

impactduring the final stages of the hiring process when prospectiveemployeesmust

acceptorrejectan offer. Kim etal.”s (2011) study has confirmed the key role played by

the brand during the recruitmentphase of the hiring process. However, whatis missing

from this emerging stream ofresearch is an investigation of how the firm >sbrand can be

bestputtouse inorder to enhance its appealamong the finestprospects.In other words,

how can firmsleverage their brand to reap the mostbenefits from theirrecruitment

efforts?



In this article,itis proposed thateventsponsorship through SNSs can be

advantageously used to promote an em ployer’s brand among potentialrecruits. To that

aim,we presenta study conducted with a Facebook usergroup created specifically for

the need of thisresearch.Facebook was chosen asthe SNS in this study because it is a

powerful medium toreach new graduatesas itis approaching a penetrationrate of 100%

in thispopulation in the USA (W orld Higher Education Database Online, 2011). Itis also

very flexible by allowing sponsors to tailortheir messagesto the audience, and its

interactive nature fosters the developmentof strong relationshipsbetween users and

brands (Vriesetal.,2012).

This researchcontributesto the growing body of knowledge pertaining to the

organizationalbenefitsthatcan be garnered from SNSs. It shows how marketing

investments,such as event sponsorship,can be recouped cross-functionally interms of

recruitmentthrough an appropriate SNS strategy and yield positivereturnsintermsof

employee recruitmentwhen a suitable SNS presence isin place.

2. Conceptual background

2.1 Eventsponsorship

Event sponsorship corresponds to a contractualagreementwhere acompany (i.e.,the

sponsor) offers financialor in-kind supportto a populareventinreturn forthe rightsto

prom ote this partnership for com m ercialbenefits (Carrillatand d”’Astous,2014; Cornwell

etal.,2005). Eventsponsorship representsan essentialmarketingcom munication tool

with spending reaching $53.3 billionworldwide (International Event Group, 2013). This

m arketingcom munication strategy contributesto build tangible and deep relationships

between the eventaudience and the sponsor’sbrand (Close etal.,2006; Fournier,1998;



Vriesetal.,2012). Companiestypically engage in eventsponsorship to increase brand

awareness,improve theirimage,increase theirsales,as wellas fosteremployees”’

m otivation and attracttop job prospects (Gardnerand Shuman, 1987; Grimes and

M eenaghan, 1998; Piquet, 1985; Sneath etal., 2005). Although the lattertwo objectives

are often reported as being a priority forsponsoring firms (M eenaghanetal.,2013), no

em pirical study to date has investigated the role thatsponsorship playsin achieving them .

2.2 Information technologiesand therecruitmentof top prospects

How inform ationtechnologiescan be leveraged to improve upon human resource

managementhas been documented in the research literature inthe past few years (Blount

etal.,2005; Chapman and W ebster,2003; Ke and Zhang, 2009; Yun etal.,2012).

Research is howeverneeded to understand how new technologiescan assistfirmsin the

early phase of the selection process, thatis atthe stage of attracting the best talents.

Employee recruitmentis aprocess (Barberetal.,1994) where an organizationundertakes

differentactions in order to generate an appropriatenumberof qualified applicantsand

enhance their likelihood to acceptan eventual job offer (Breaugh, 1992). Organizational

attractiveness,defined as one’s beliefthatthe organizationisa primeworking place

(Rynes etal., 1991),is an essentialelementofa successfulpersonnel management

strategy (Chapman etal., 2005; Gomes and Nemes,2011). Indeed, the reputation and

strength of the corporate brand are key driversof the best candidates’ inclination toward

an organization (Johnson and Roberts,2006). Research has shown thata company’s

image,as well as itsrole inthe com munity,are essentialdecision factors used by job

candidates looking for potentialem ployers (Gatewood etal., 1993; Highhouse etal.,

2003; Rynes and Barber, 1990). It isargued in the next section thatsponsoring an event



and activating this sponsorship within a SNS environmentcan enhance a com pany’s

attractivenessasa futureemployer.

2.3 Eventsponsorship activation

In order to fully benefit from event sponsorship,brands mustengage in activationsaimed

atleveraging theirassociation with the event. Activationsmay take differentformssuch

as samples,animation,advertising,sweepstakes,or promotionalinitiatives (Cornwellet

al., 2005; Nickelletal.,2011; W oodside and Summers,2011). Research has shown that

sponsoridentification,attitude toward the sponsor,image transfer,and the perceived

congruence between the eventand the brand are significantly improved when efficient

sponsorship activations are carried out concom itantly with an event sponsorshipprogram

(e.g., Cornwelletal., 2006; Crimminsand Horn, 1996; Grohs etal., 2004; Olson and

Thjgmoe,2009; Questerand Thompson,2001; Woodside and Sum mers,2011).

2.4 Eventsponsorship activationthrough SNS

In order to activate theirsponsorship, practitionersincreasingly rely on new technologies

atthe expense of traditionaladvertising (M eenaghanetal., 2013). As aresult, the

proportion of activation cam paignsthatinclude a social media presenceis now estim ated

to be 74% (International EventGroup, 2012). However, research regarding this practice

is sparse. From the pointof view of sponsorship activation,socialmedia platformsdo not

simply serve to inform users of the brand-eventassociation,they incite them to exchange

with the sponsor,thus creating a virtualexperience thatis susceptible to increase their

commitmentto the brand (Liang etal.,2011-2012). For instance Pentinaetal.(2013)

have shown thatthe strength of the relationship with a SNS increases users’loyalty to the

network and to the hosted brands thatthey follow.



2.5 Differenttypes of SNS sponsorship activation

W hile sponsorship activationthrough a SNS can be instrumentalinthe developmentof a

bond between users and the brand, the relationship building capability of SNSs is likely

to depend on two major factors: 1) the degree to which users interactwith the firm once

they receive the sponsorship activation message (Paganiand M irabello,2011-2012; Shen

etal.,2010; Vriesetal.,2012; Zhang et al.,2010) and 2) whether itis the sponsoring

brand or the sponsored eventthatis put forward in the activation message. These two

factorsreferred to as activation processing mode and activation focus, respectively,form

the basis for the four types of activation messages investigated in this study and described

below .

2.5.1 Sponsorship activation processing mode

The effectivenessof SNSs asa marketingcom munication platform in general,and in the

contextofa sponsorship activation strategy in particular,islikely to depend on the extent

to which users actively interactwith corporate profiles. This interactivity can be defined

as theamountofinfluencetwo or more parties have on each other when com municating

(Liuand Shrum , 2002). Interactionamong membersofbrand communitieshas been

shown to increase theircom mitmenttothe brand (Jang etal., 2008). W hen interacting

actively with corporate profiles,cognitive processing is in an active,as opposed to a

passive, mode (M aclnnisand Price, 1987).

The nature of the tasks performed by users in reaction to the sponsor’s activation

messages has a directimpacton the level of cognitive elaboration.Numerous studies in

cognitive psychology have demonstrated thattasks thatincite people to process

inform ation ata deeper levelresultin betterrecall and recognition (seee.g., Lockhartand



Craik,1990). Research results in the contextof social mediaconfirm this trend. For

instance,Vries etal. (2012) have shown thathighly interactive brand posts within online

communitiesenhance the frequency of consum ers’responses. Because communications

thatengage consumerslead in generalto more favorable responses (e.g., Weeksetal.,

2008; Zhang etal.,2010),sponsorship activation strategiesthatinciteconsumers to

actively interactwith the sponsoring brand in the contextofa SNS platform should have

a greaterpositive impacton sponsorship effectivenessthan more passive strategies.

2.5.2 Sponsorship activation focus

Sponsorship activation messagesvia SNSs may emphasize differentfocalelementssuch

as the event,the sponsor,or both. Results reported by Sdderman and Dolles (2010)

suggestthatin the beginning of a partnership,sponsorsemphasize theirassociation with

the event with the objective of consolidating the brand-eventrelationship in the eyesof

consumers.W hen the brand-eventassociation is sufficiently strong,sponsorship

activation may thus switch to a brand focus.However, beyond these resultsdescribing

the current focus strategiesdeployed by sponsors,no research has attem pted to

investigate which focus brings the mostbenefits for sponsors.

3. Research contextand dependent variables

In general,research addressing issues related to online consumer behavior has relied on

surveys where people are interrogated to self-assesstheirlevel of interaction,of

influence,or other measuresof theoreticalconstructs (seee.g., Dholakiaetal., 2004;

Huang et al.,2013; W ang etal.,2012; Zhang and Daugherty,2009; Zeng etal.,2009).

Although they may bring usefulinform ation,studiesusing opinions to estimatecausal

relationshipsamong theoreticalconstructs lack internalvalidity because individuals do



not necessarily have the capacity to estim ate the impactof the environmenton their

behaviorand, moreover,may notbe conscious of the influence of other variableson their

behavior.In addition,the externalvalidity of these studiesis limited because they are

removed from the naturalenvironmentin which relationshipsbetween constructsof

interestunfold. To avoid these lim itations,the participantsinthe presentstudy were

exposed to differentsponsorshipactivationconditions through a controlled experiment

within the Facebook environment.Their level of interactionas membersofa Facebook

group was monitoredduring the experimentto assess the effects of the manipulationson

several responses.

4. Conceptual framework and research hypotheses

The conceptual framework for this study is displayed in Figure 1. As can be seen, one of

the attributes of sponsorship activation,namely the orientation of the messagecontent

(focus of the message:event versus brand), is presumed to impacton consumer attitude

toward the sponsor as an em ployer.The other attribute of sponsorship activation,namely

the degree to which itincitesconsumers to be active in theirinteractions with the brand

(processing mode: passive versus active)is expected to impactthe attitude toward the

sponsor through a sequential mediation process: firstby giving rise to social interactions

that vary with respectto theirelaboratenessand richness which, in turn, are presum ed to

lead to a better attitude toward the message. In addition,the processing mode of

sponsorship activationis hypothesized to have an impacton the salary thatone would ask

if hired as an employee of the sponsor. The research hypotheses thatfollow from this

conceptual framework are presented below with theirtheoretical justifications.

[InsertFigure 1 about here]
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A brand focus puts the em phasison the brand’s attributes in the contextof supporting
the event whereas an event focus insists more on the attributesof the event itself
(S6derman and Dolles,2010). Hence, a brand-focused activation should expose
individuals to the sponsoring brand’s attributes moredirectly than an event-focused
activation. As aresult,SNS users are more likely to process the brand’s benefitsand to
develop a positivereaction toward the attitude object of the message (i.e.,the brand) with
a brand-focused message than with an event-focused message (Burke and Edell 1989).
Thus:

Hi: A socialnetwork eventsponsorshipactivation thatfocuses on the brand leads to a

more favorable attitude toward the sponsor as an em ployer than a sponsorship

activation that focuses on the event.

Processing inform ation in an active,as opposed to a passive, mode should resultin
thatinform ation being more elaborated,better encoded, and integrated with multiple
cognitive structures (M aclnnisand Price,1987). Hence, this should influence both the
frequency and contentofsocial interactionsin a socialmedia setting by inciting users to

post more elaborate (longer)and richer (moreinformative)com ments.Thus:

H,: A socialnetwork eventsponsorshipactivation thatincitesconsumersto be active
in theirinteractions with the brand leads to (a) more elaborate and (b) richer social

interactionsthan a sponsorship activation thatis passive.

Itis proposed thatthe influence of sponsorship activations’mode of processing on
attitude toward the sponsor takes place through the sequentialeffectof attitude toward
the message thatensues from more elaborate, and richer,social interactions (Figure 1).

First,as shown in the rationale leading to H2,in SNSs, sponsorship activationsthatare
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more engaging for users incite them to interactwith other users as wellas with the brand

or the company. Following a conative route to attitude form ation (Kaminsand M ark,

1983), this interaction behaviorshould lead usersto develop a more favorable attitude

toward the advertising message.Second, according to resource-m atching theory, a

message ismore likely to be appreciated when the intensity with which consumers

process itmatches the intensity required by the contentofthe message.In such a

resource-matching situation,the message leads to more favorable evaluations of its

elements (e.g., Anand and Sternthal,1987). Because SNS users are strongly involved

with the objectaround which theircom munity revolves (Vriesetal.,2012),they are

likely to be deeply engaged cognitively and to allocate a large amountof resourceswhen

processing inform ation (Greenwald and Leavitt,1984; M aclnnis and Price,1987).

Therefore,sponsors’ messages thatincite active processing should better m atch the

resources allocated to process them by SNS users,which in turn should lead to more

favorableevaluations of these messages. Attitude toward the advertisementis often a

precursorof attitude toward the brand featured in the advertisement(M itchelland Olson,

1981; Shimp,1981). Based on the above rationale,a sequentialmediationprocess

underlying sponsorship activationin a SNS contextis hypothesized.

Hsa: In the contextof a socialnetwork eventsponsorshipactivation,the degree of

elaboration of socialinteractionsand the attitude toward the activation message

play a sequentialmediating role in the relationship between the sponsorship

activation processing mode and the attitude toward the sponsoras an employer.

Hsp: In the contextof a socialnetwork eventsponsorship activation,the richnessof

social interactionsand the attitude toward the activation message play a sequential
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m ediating role in the relationship between the sponsorship activation processing

mode and the attitude toward the sponsor as an employer.

As specified earlier,engaging activation messages are more task-like in nature than
more passive ones as they generally require to solve a problem or to craftan elaborate
answer to a question (i.e.,through the usage of metaphors).In order to understand the
relationship between the manner with which activation messagesare processed and the

expected salary from potentialem ployees, the self-determ inationtheory of motivation is

relevantin the contextof com pleting a task.

Self-determ ination theory assertsthatindividuals’well-being depends on the
fulfillmentofthree fundamentalneeds known as autonomy (controloverone’s actions),
competence (achieving efficacy at optim ally challenging tasks),and relatedness (being
connected to others) (Deciand Ryan, 2000). Studies based on self-determ ination theory
have generally found that fulfilling the com petence need increases work engagement
(Decietal.,2001). Thus, theuse of more engaging and more cognitively demanding
activations by a potentialem ployer should help fulfilljob seekers’com petence need,
which inturn should ratchetup expected compensation (DelVecchioetal.,2007). In
addition, studies have found thatcom petentstudentshave accessto many employment
offers and can be selective (e.g., Gomes and Neves, 2011). Hence, potentialjob
applicantswhose competence needs are satisfied through theirinteraction with the firm
via challenging and engaging activation messages should expecta salarycom mensurate
with the perceptionof theirworth on the hiring market. In sum ,a greaterlevelof
cognitive effortby individualsshould lead to a greaterlevel of interactivity and higher

requirementsintermsof salary in reaction to a sponsoring com pany’s activation
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messages because this is likely to contribute to enhancing theirself-perceptionsas

potentialcandidates. Thus:

H4: A socialnetwork eventsponsorship activationthatincitesconsumers to be active

in theirinteractions with the brand leads to a higherrequired salary from

consumers than a sponsorship activation thatis passive, in the event thatthey

would work for the sponsor.

5. Method

5.1 Overview

University students were recruited to participatein an academicresearch project (i.e., the

“event”) related to the practicesof recruitingcompanies;the eventwas presumably

sponsored by two well-known businessorganizations. The participating studentsbecame

membersof anew Facebook group created by these potentialem ployers (the sponsors of

the academic research project). The research projectwas presented to the participantsas

an opportunity to become known to attractiveem ployersand only participants with a

high degree of interestin maintaining good relationshipswith employers were selected.

In order to ensure the success of this latter measure,the participating students belonged to

the University’spool of academ ic com petition;a group of students handpicked by the

University’sacadem ic com petition coordinator after a stringentselection process (i.e.,

academicachievement,career plan, experiences, motivation) who are highly involved in

out-of-the-classroom activities.

For a period of four days, the participantsformeda privateand secret Facebook user

group and were prom pted to reactto sponsorshipactivation messages thatdiffered on a

daily basis with respectto theirfocus (eventversus brand) and mode of processing
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(passive versus active). After having been solicited through theirpersonal Facebook e-

mail boxes, 43 individualsaccepted to be partof the study and 31 of them participated to

all the observation and data collection points. The degree of elaborationand the richness

of socialinteractions thatresulted were assessed through acontentanalysis of the

messages posted by the participants.In addition,atthe end of each day, the participants

completed a questionnairecontaining measures of the other dependentvariables.

5.2 Choice of sponsors

Eightwell-known com panies listed in the Canada’s Top 100 Em ployers Repertory were

evaluated by agroup of 40 businessstudents with respectto theirfamiliarity,their

appreciation,theirperceived reputation,the pride associated with being eventually their

employee,and the intentionto recommendtheir productsor services. Two companies,

L’Oréaland Deloitte (a Canadian professionalservices firm ), obtained the bestscores on

all the measures and were therefore selected as sponsors forthe experiment (M > 4.93 on

all measuresacross the 2 companies; 7-pointLikert-typescales). A series of statistical

tests showed thatthey were notperceived as being differenton any of the measuresused

in thispre-test(ts< 1.06, ps > .30).

5.3 Sponsorship activation stimuli

A greatdeal of effortwas allocated to the preparation of the sponsorship activation

stimulito be sentto the Facebook usergroup. Although all messages had to put forward

the partnership between the event (the research project)and the sponsors,they had to

differin termsof their focus (eventversus brand) and theircapacity to stimulatecognitive

processing (passive versus active). As regards the cognitive processing manipulation,

both activation messagescorresponded to a fairly high levelofstimulated interactivity by
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means of a question asked to participants (Vriesetal.,2012) in order to reflectthe usual

medium to very high interactivity of activation messages used on SNSs. The difference

between the two lied in how deep the thinking process had to be (i.e.,descriptiveversus

m etaphorical)in the objective of creating a passive and an active mode of processing.

Four messages (passive-event,passive-brand,active-event,and active-brand) were

designed and were pre-tested with a group of judges composed of 10 adultconsumers and

10 graduate students. The focus manipulationconsisted in: 1) displaying thelogo of the

company (i.e.,brand focus),orthatof the event (i.e.,eventfocus) rightatthe beginning

of the activation stimulusin order to clearly indicate which entity was sending the

message,and 2) describing the featuresof the company, orof the event, in the first

paragraph of the message. Following the focus manipulation,the sponsorship activation

mode of processing manipulationconsisted in asking a simplequestion in the passive

condition (e.g., “W hatare in your opinion the three qualitiesthata brand manager should

have?),and in prom pting the participantsto play the Chinese portraitgame in the active

condition (e.g., “Ifthe job of consultantwas an animal,which animal would ithe?). Both

conditions necessitated some level of interactivity butthe Chinese portraitrequired more

cognitiveinvolvement (Vriesetal.,2012). As an example, Figure 2 presentsthe

sponsorship activation stimuluscorresponding to the brand focus/passivecondition.

[InsertFigure 2 about here]

5.4 Experimental design and procedure

The experimentaldesign for this study is a 2 (sponsorship activation focus:eventor

brand) x 2 (sponsorship activation processing mode: passive or active) within-subjects

design. The following sequence of experimentalconditions was adopted for all
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participants: passive activation focused on the eventwith L’Oréal as the sponsor (day 1),

passive activation focused on the brand with L’Oréal as the sponsor (day 2), active

activation focused on the event with Deloitte as the sponsor (day 3), and active activation

focused on the brand with Deloitte as the sponsor (day 4). The Facebook group created

for this study had a private and secretstatus to ensure thatonly the participantscould

access itscontent. The sponsorship activation message was posted each day at7:00 am

and the participantswere informed thattheireventualreactionsto this message had to be

posted before 3:00 pm . At 4:00 pm,they were invited to fillin an online questionnaire

containing measures of the dependentvariables (discussed below). Atthe end of the

experiment(day 5), all participantscompleted an online questionnaire with measuresof

control variablesand socio-demographics,and were informed thatthe academ icresearch

project (the event) was fictitiousand thatthe two stimulussponsors had never been

associated with thatproject.

5.5 Measures

5.5.1 Attitude toward the activation message

The measure for this variable was adapted from M acKenzie and Lutz’s (1989) scale of

attitude toward the ad. Itwas composed of two seven-pointbipolarnumericalitemswith

totally disagree/totally agree endpoints:1) | reacted favorably to the message,and 2) 1

liked the message.

5.5.2 Attitude toward the sponsor as an employer

This conceptwas measured with several itemsaimed atcovering the cognitive, affective,

and conative dimensions of attitude. The perceived value of the professionalexperience
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(cognitivedimension)resulting from eventually working for the sponsor was assessed

with four itemsadapted from a scale developed by DelVecchio etal. (2007):1) W orking

for ‘the sponsor’ would be a definiteresum e builder,2) Having ‘the sponsor’ on my

resume would make me stand outamong other applicants for future jobs, 3) Having the

sponsoron my resumewould lend credence to my abilitieswhen searching foranother

job,and 4) Having worked for ‘the sponsor’ would make me highly regarded by

recruitersatother firms.These items,as wellas allotheritemspresented below, were

rated using a seven-pointtotally disagree/totally agree bipolarscale. Three itemswere

adapted from M acKenzie and Lutz (1989) and Cable and Turban (2003) to assess the

affectivedimensionof the concept: ‘the sponsor’isa company 1) thatlI like,2) that

seems more professionalthan othercom paniesinthe same domain,and 3) thathas an

excellentreputation on the campus. The intentionto work for the sponsor (conative

dimension) was assessed with two item s adapted from Cable and Turban (2003):1) I

would like to work for ‘the sponsor’,and 2) I would feel proud to be an em ployee of ‘the

sponsor’. The intentionto recommendthe sponsor as an employer (conativedimension)

was assessed with a single item : Taking into accountthe associationbetween ‘the

sponsor’ and the academ ic research project,I would recom mend ‘the sponsor’ as an

em ployerif someone asked for my professionaladvice (see Zeithamletal., 1996).

5.5.3 Minimum required salary

This variable was measured with an open-ended question adapted from DelVecchio etal.

(2007): W hatis the minimum annual salary that you would acceptto work for ‘the

sponsor’? The participants’responses were converted into one of 15 salary categories

($20,000$-$24,999,%25,000-%$29,999...$100,000 and more).
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5.5.4 Manipulationcheck measures

Four itemswere developed to assessthe extentto which the focus manipulation was

successful: 1) The message on the wall was posted by the event,2) The messageon the

wall was posted by the com pany thatsponsors the event (reversed),3) The message

posted on the wall put the emphasismore on the sponsor of the eventthan on the event

(reversed),and 4) The message posted on the wallputtheemphasismore on the event

than on the sponsor of the event. Two itemswere developed to verify the effectivenessof

the processing mode manipulation: 1)1 found thatthe task associated with the posted

message requireda greatdeal of thought,2) The accomplishmentofthe task associated

with the posted message required much effort.

5.5.5 Degree of elaboration of the socialinteractions

This variable was assessed by counting the number of words percomment aftereach of

the sponsorship activation was posted during the experiment.

5.5.6 Richness of the social interactions

To assess thisconcept,a score of distinctivenesswas computed for each posted com ment

on the basis of the signal value provided (Shannon,1948). Commentswith no signal

value do not provide inform ation and were assigned a score of zero. Totally unique

commentsnotonly enrich existing ones but allow creating entirely new avenues for

discussionand were assigned a score of 3. Hence distinctivenessscoresranged from 0

(totally redundant) to 3 (totally unique). Foreach sponsorship activation,31 com ments

were posted. The firstcomment appearing on the Facebook wallwas considered unique

and was awarded the maximum numberof points (i.e., 3). Each following comment
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received 1 pointforeach new (i.e.,notredundantwith previously posted com ments)idea

generated,up toa maximum of 3 points (i.e.,3 new ideas generated in the same

comment).

5.5.7 Process measures

In order to verify that participants’levelof cognitive processing was high enough, two

additional measureswere included to assessthe veracity of the resource-m atching

theoretical framework.First, “Engagementwith Facebook”, orthe extentto which the

participants are generally engaged with Facebook, was measured with 16 item s adapted

from a scale that Calder etal. (2009) developed to capture online engagement(e.g., |

contribute to Facebook conversations,l almostalways use Facebook when | surfon the

W eb). In addition, “Attention paid to the activation message” was measured with tw o

items: 1) The message was strikingto me,and 2) | feltconcerned by the message.

6. Results

6.1 Description of the sample

The participantswere 15 male and 16 fem alestudents who were enrolled in an

undergraduate business program offered in a major businessschool in the city of

M ontreal,where the study took place in December2011. Together,they composed a

fairly homogeneous sam ple with little variance with respectto theirage (between 20 and

25 years old, mean age = 22) and theirincome (77.4% earning lessthan 20,000$% per

year). As regards their field of specialization,allbusiness disciplineswere represented

with accounting (five participants), marketing (seven participants),and finance (four
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participants) being the largestsam ple categories,in agreementwith the observed

distribution of specializations inthe studentpopulation of the business school.

6.2 Creation of variables

The fouritems developed to verify the effectivenessof the focus manipulation were

factor analyzed in order to assess theirdimensionality. Using the eigenvalue-greater-than-

one criterion,a single factoremerged explaining 74% of the variance.The mean of the

itemsserved as an indicator for the concept (perceptionthatthe message was sentby the

event). The levelof reliability was very good with Cronbach’s alpha coefficientequal to

.88.1In the case of the mode of processing manipulation,the two itemswere strongly

correlated (r= .82, p < .001) and were therefore averaged to create an indicatorof the

perception thatthe task was dem anding.

The itemscovering each dimensionof the attitude toward the sponsor as an employer

conceptwere factor analyzed separately.In each case,a single factoremerged explaining

a fairproportion of the variance (perceived value of the professionalexperience: 90% ;

evaluation of the sponsor: 62% ; intentionto work for the sponsor:74% ). The itemswere

averaged and the resulting means, along with the single item measuring the intention to

recommendthe sponsoras an employer,were factoranalyzed. This analysisproduced a

single factorexplaining 63% of the variance. The item and the means were averaged to

create an indicator for the attitude concept (Cronbach’s alpha = .80).

The 16 itemsaimed at measuring the participants’engagementwith Facebook were

factor analyzed. On the basis of a parallelanalysis (Patil etal., 2008),two factors were

retained. Twelve items loaded on the first factorwhich represented the conceptof

engagement. Since the four item sloading on the second factor expressed guiltassociated
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with using Facebook (e.g., 1 often feel guilty asregards the time thatl spend socializing

on Facebook),the average of the 12 item sserved asa measure of the engagement

concept (Cronbach’s alpha = .89).

The two itemspurported to measure the attitude toward the activation messagewere

positively correlated (r = .73, p < .001). This was also the case with the two items

developed to assess the degree of attention to the activation message (r = .85, p < .001).

In each case, the average of the item s served as an indicatorof the concept.

6.3 Manipulationchecks

A 2 (focus:eventversus brand) x 2 (mode of processing: passive versus active) within-

subjectsanalysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted using as dependentvariable the

mean perception thatthe event (more than the sponsor) had sentthe sponsorship

activation message. The main effectof focus was the only statistically significanteffect

(F(1,30)=64.51,p < .001). As expected, in the event-focusconditionsthe mean

perceptionthatthe message was issued by theeventwas higher (M = 4.83) than in the

sponsor-focusconditions (M = 2.23).

The same analysis was performedusing as dependentvariablethe mean perception

that the task required by the eventsponsorship message was dem anding. This time,the

only statistically significanteffectwas thatof mode of processing (F(1,30) =119.12,p <

.001). As expected, the task was perceivedas more demanding in the active conditions

(M = 4.87) than in the passive conditions (M = 2.76). Altogether,these resultsconfirm

thatthe focus and mode of processing manipulationswere successful.

6.4 Testofresearch hypotheses H; H,, and H,



22

These three research hypotheses were tested separatelyusinga2 x 2 ANOVA with focus

and mode of processing as within-subjects factorsand the appropriate indicatoras a

dependent variable (i.e., attitude toward the sponsor as an employer, elaboratenessas well

as richnessof the posted comments,and required salary).

6.4.1 Attitude toward the sponsor

In supportof H,, the attitude toward the sponsor was more favorable in the brand-focus

conditions (M = 5.45) than in the event-focusconditions (M = 5.25) (F(1,30) =12.00,p

< .01). The focus x mode of processing interaction was notstatistically significant (F (1,

30) = 0.32,p > .05).

6.4.2 Elaboratenessand richness of the socialinteractions

As predicted by H,,, the length of the com mentsposted by the participants (i.e.,the

numberof words, reflecting the degree of elaborateness)was on average much superior

in the active mode of processing conditions (M = 71.44) than in the passive conditions

(M = 23.95) (F(1,30) =104.02,p < .001). Unexpectedly,the main effectof focus was

also statistically significant(F(1,30)=9.09,p < .01) with aslightly higher average

numberof words in the event-focusconditions (M = 52.29) than in the brand-focus

conditions (43.10). The focus x mode of processing interactionwasnot statistically

significant.In supportof H,,,the richnessof thecomments posted by the participants (0 -

3 score)was on average greater in the activemode of processing conditions (M = 2.05)

than in the passive conditions (M = 0.73) (F(1,30) = 43.64,p < .001).No other effect

was statistically significant.

[Insert Figure 3 and Figure 4 about here]
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Additional analyseswere performedto verify the assum ption that the Facebook group

memberswere significantly involved with the objectofthe com munity (i.e.,the event). It

was found thatusers scored an average of 4.90 on the scale measuring theirengagement

with Facebook. This average was significantly differentfrom the mid-pointof the scale

(t(30) = 5.01,p < .001). The same patternof resultsemerged when measuring the

attention paid to the message by the participants(M = 5.08; t(122)=5.08,p < .001). This

indicated that when the sponsorship activation message incited an active mode of

processing,it matched better the cognitive resources allocated by consumers to attend to

the message,hence supportingresource-matching theory as the underlying cognitive

mechanism for activation effectiveness.

6.4.3 Minimum required salary

In supportof H,, the maineffectof mode of processingon the required salary in the event

thatthe individualwould work for the sponsor was statistically significant(F(1,30) =

13.87,p < .001) with a higher mean required salary in the active processing conditions

(M = 8.11,i.e.,in the 55,000%-59,999% range) than in the passive conditions (M = 7.10,

i.e.,in the 50,000%-54,999% range). Neither the main effectof focusnorthe focus x mode

of processing interaction was statistically significant.

6.5 Testofthe sequentialmediation research hypotheses (Hsa and H3yp)

Hs; proposes thatthe relationship between the sponsorship activationprocessing mode

and attitude toward the sponsoras anemployerisaccounted for by a sequentialmediation

where the elaborateness (H3,) and richness (Hs,) of com ments, followed by the attitude

toward the message, have both an interveningrole. These mediationeffectswere tested

by means of regressionanalyses (M acKinnon,2008).1In order to conclude that a
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mediation effectis present,in the firstregression model the independentvariable (i.e.,

mode of processing [0 = passive, 1 = active]) musthave a statistically significantimpact

on the first mediator (i.e., elaboratenessorrichness).In addition,the impactof the first

mediatoron attitude toward the sponsor as an employermustintervene through the

second mediator (i.e., attitude toward the message).

For each regression model, the standardized residualswere plotted againstthe

standardized predicted values in order to detectany violation of the assum ptionsof

homoscedasticity and linearity. The assum ptionof norm ality was checked by examining

the histogram of the dependent variable.In all cases,the data were consistentwith the

assum ptions.In the case of the two regression modelsinvolving more than one

independentvariable,the toleranceand VIF values were respectively well above the

recommended threshold of 0.4 (> 0.9) and wellbelow therecommended thresholdof 2.5

(< 1.1),indicating thatmulticolinearity was not an issue (Hairetal.,2010).

W ith respectto the firstregression model,the analysesconducted to testH ,, and H 3,

showed thatactive messagesgenerated both more elaborateand richercom mentsthan

passives ones, hence satisfying the firstrequirementofthe sequential mediation model

posited. A differentregression modelrevealed thatthe elaboratenessof com mentshad a

positive impacton attitude toward the message,as shown in Table I (beta= .006,t(121) =

2.52,p < .05). Furthermore,when attitude toward the message and elaboratenesswere

both used as predictorsof attitude toward the sponsor, the formerhad a positiveand

statistically significanteffect(beta = .32, t(120)=3.61,p < .001)whereas the latterdid

not (beta= .001,t(120) = -.06,p > .05). This broughtsupportfor Hjz,according to which

elaborateness and attitude toward the message sequentially mediatethe impactof
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sponsorship activation processing mode on attitude toward the sponsor. W hen richness

was tested instead of elaboratenessin the sequential mediation model,ithad a positive

influence on attitude toward the message,as shown in Table I (beta= .17,t(121)=2.52,

p < .05).In thenextmodel, attitude toward the message had a positiveinfluence on

attitude toward the sponsor (beta = .33, 1t(120)=3.69,p < .001)whereas  richnessdid not

impactthe outcome variables (beta = -.03, t(120) = .42, p > .05). These results supported

Hsp, and the sequentialmediating process underlying the relationship between processing

mode and attitude toward the sponsor.

The operationalization of richness is based on the assum ption thatparticipantshave

read the com mentsposted by others in reaction to the activation message before posting

theirs. An item was included in the questionnaire sentatthe end of each day aimed at

checking for this assum ption (7-pointdisagree/agree bipolarscale): “I have been exposed

severaltimesduring the day to the posted message on the group board as well as to the

comments it generated” (M ean =4.95,SD = 2.15). W hen this item was incorporated as a

covariate in the mediationanalyses discussed above, the resultsremainedunchanged;

hence showing thatwhen accounting for the participants’ knowledge of the previous

comments,the sequentialmediating effectsof richnessand attitude toward the message

hold true.

[Insert Table I about here]

7. Discussion and managerialimplications

The contributionsof this study are manifold.First, this is the firststudy to foray into the

usage of SNSs forrecruitmentpurposes. M oreover,itisone of the few research effortsto

monitorthe interactionsofusersin a socialmedia platform by means ofa controlled
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experimentperformed in situ through the creation of an ad hoc Facebook group.

Furthermore,from a theoreticalperspective,the findings of this study underscore the

centralrole of resource-matching inshowing thatsocial media users tend to better

respond to more cognitively challenging tasks. Finally,itis also the firstresearch

endeavor thatprovides em piricalevidence concerning both the influence of sponsorship

within a SNS environmentand the benefitsof sponsorship from the pointofview of

organizational attractivenessin a recruitmentperspective

7.1 Contributionto the organizational attractiveness literature

A high degree of interactivity is often thoughtto be of paramountimportance in order to

connectwith consumersin a socialmediaenvironment(Vriesetal.,2012). Interestingly,

the results of this study show that messages thatstimulate more active processing

enhance the attitudinalresponsetoward the employerand atthe same time elevateusers’

expectationsin terms of salary. M anagers should not necessarily shun higher salary

expectations from applicants because this often indicates thatthey value the company and

consideritamong the successfulem ployersthatcan afford to attractthe bestpeople

through higher compensation (DelVecchioetal.,2007). The participantsin thisstudy

were selected on the basis of their potent motivationand com petence. In addition, as

shown by the socialinteraction data, more active messagesgenerated more elaborate and

richercomments.Hence, participantswho agreed to investmore time and energy in the

task could expectgreaterrewards inreturn, justlike employeesdoing theirbest can

anticipatea commensurateremuneration.

Another importantconsideration formanagers wishing to use SNSs to prom ote their

sponsorship activities isthe imperiousnecessity to craftactivation messages which are
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wellliked and, at the same time,conducive to an active type of inform ation processing.

As shown by the sequentialmediation results,the socialinteraction triggered when

responding to the activations had an impacton attitude toward the employer-sponsoronly

through the evaluation of the message. These results indicate thatitis essentialthatthe

activation message provides good entertainmentvalue while being sufficiently

cognitively demanding. This double constraintis difficultto satisfy since activation

strategiesaimedat stimulating moreelaboratenesscan sometimesderive toward tedious

tasks,even forconsumers with a favorable dispositiontoward the brand. Consistentwith

resource-matching theory,activationsneed to give justenough of achallenge and to be

adapted to the level of fam iliarity and knowledge of users. M anagers should pay attention

to the level of cognitive resources mem bers are willing to allocate to the group. They may

want to evaluate the cognitive challenge their sponsorship activationsrepresentin making

sure, for instance,thatthe productionof a satisfyingresponse (satisfying foroneself, for

others as well as forthe adm inistrator)isnottoo time consuming for the average user.

As regards theimprovementof the recruiting process, the presentresultsare highly

significantfor human resources managers. As demonstrated by Chapman etal.”’s (2005)

meta-analysis,research has shown thatattitude toward the em ployer (attitude toward the

sponsorin ourstudy) is a significantintervening factorbetween the influenceof

organizationalimage and recruitingoutcomessuch as job pursuit,job attraction,and

intention to acceptan offer.In addition, Gomesand Neves (2011) found that

organizational attractiveness is also strongly linked to applicants’ intentionsto apply. As

aresult,an improved attitude toward the organization is likely to benefitemployers at

every stage of the recruitmentprocess (Barberetal., 1994). Hence, adopting a brand-
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focus for theiractivationsthrough social media should yield positiverecruitmentresults

for managers of sponsoring firm s.

7.2 Contributionto sponsorshipresearch

The findings presented in this article bring the firstem piricalevidence of the recruiting

benefitsthatcan be accrued from sponsorship,showing itsimpacton stakeholders

beyond consumers.In addition, thisstudy shows how SNSs such as Facebook can assist

companiesin deploying their activationstoward the indirect(more numerous)audience

(Nickelletal.,2011; Zhang et al.,2010; W eeks,etal.,2008). If on-siteleveraging allows

sponsors to engage actively with event attendees through promotion,product

dem onstrations,and the like (e.g., Coppettietal., 2009),the scope of these operations s

confined to the directaudience of the event. Finally,the few sponsorship studies that

have focused on activation have almostexclusively investigated the intensity of

activationsratherthan theirsubstantivecontent (i.e., Crimminsand Horns, 1996; Olson

and Thjemge,2009). The findingsof this study regarding the relative effectivenessof

differenttypes of activations differing along the dimensionof processing (i.e., activeor

passive) and focus (i.e., eventor brand) are therefore highly relevant. One particular

finding requires more explanation.The participantshad a better attitude toward the

sponsor as an employerwhen the activation messageemphasized the brand ratherthan

the event; we note thatthisis in line with research having dem onstrated thatconsum ers

are sym pathetic to the business imperativesof sponsors and reactpositively to

commercially oriented sponsorships (e.g.,Carrillatetal., 2008; Quester and Thom pson,

2011).

8. Limitationsand need for further research
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The research presented in this article has some limitations. First,the experimentaldesign

iswithin-subjects,which may bias the results to some extent. Although the volume of

discussionin the group returned to a base level before each new activation,the possibility

thatresponses to one activation influenced responses to the subsequentones cannothbe

totally elim inated. Future studies in this area should try to avoid this potentialproblem by

using between-subjectdesigns.

In this study, the processing mode of the sponsorship activationswas manipulatedby

means of text-based questionsinciting differentlevels of elaboration in the formulationof

answers. Although itremainsto be seen whether the use of othertypes of media would

bring differentresults, future studiescould explore differentmeans to operationalize

activations,such as video media. In addition,to bring furtherinsightsinto the

mechanism s thatexplain users’responses to socialmedia stimuli,itwould be worthwhile

to investigate othercharacteristicsofsponsorship activation messages,such as their

vividness (e.g., Vriesetal.,2012).

Because of research feasibility constraints(e.g.,availability of participants),thisstudy

was conducted over a period of four days. However, sponsored events are often stretched

over longer periodsof time and it would therefore be pertinentto follow Facebook users

in the contextof sponsorship activitiesthatextend over severalweeks. Forinstance,

using a quasi-experimentaltime-seriesdesign (Christensen,2004), itwould be interesting

to monitorsocialinteractionsamong users by going back to before the eventstarted and

going untilafteritended.

9. Conclusion
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SNSs offerexciting and challenging opportunities for marketersin generaland sponsors

in particular.However, research isneeded to understand how SN Ss usersreactto

differentmarketing strategiesthatcompaniesdeploy to prom ote their products and

services.In order to gather such strategicinform ation,itisnecessary to adoptresearch

approaches thatare in line with the inherentinteractive nature of the socialmedia

environments. Although surveys of social media users’ opinions are useful,they are

greatly lim ited with respectto people’s capacity to recalland analyze their own behavior

as wellas theircapacity to evaluate the role and influence of differentvariables.Research

methods in this area mustbecome process-oriented,aiming at monitoring the impactof

changes in the social media environmenton user’s responses and behaviors. In this

context,experimentalmethods are particularly wellsuited to investigatein a system atic

way the effectsof differentm arketing strategies.

The research presented in this article has adopted such an orientation.Despite the real

difficultiesinimplementing an interactive data collection and in constructing

experimentalmanipulationsina virtualsetting thatadequately reflectunderlying

theoreticalconstructs — with the obvious lim itationsthatensue —, the presentstudy

broughtinteresting and managerially useful findings for the emerging literature

investigating the differentorganizationalbenefitsthatcan be derived from SNSs. In

particular,itis hoped thatthis articlewill spur furtherresearch efforton the important

role that SN Ss can play in enhancing the image of brands and thatof organizations,as

wellas facilitating therecruitmentoftop job prospects.
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Ann de L'Oréal

L'Oréal is a worldwide leader in cosmetics. Its products, distributed in 130
countries, are made with a passion for wel-being, beauty, and the conquest
of new markets. One key aspect of our organizational culture is field
training. We offer students numerous prestigious summer internships aimed
at training our future managers.

This is why each year we are present at the career development days of
large universities to seek new talents. This year, we support the Academic
Research Project of [University name]. We offer to future managers a

working and learning environment where challenges and opportunities for
surpassing oneself are constant.

In your opinion, what are the three work conditions that every employer
nowadays should offer?

Looking forward to reading your comments!

Like - Comment * Unfollow Post - 2 seconds 400

Figure 2.

Sponsorship activation stimulusexample
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Figure 3.

Elaborateness of participants’ com ments asa function of activation scope and processing

mode

Figure 4.

Richness of participants’com ments as a function of activation scope and processing

mode
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Finaloutcome variable: Attitude toward the sponsor as an employer

Z
Regression model Model F' Adj. R
A ttitude message = 6.34 .04
f(elaborateness) (1,121)=*
A ttitude toward 6.79 .09
sponsor = (2,120)**
f(elaborateness,
attitude toward the
message)
A ttitude message = 6.33 .04
f(richness) (1,121)=*
A ttitude toward 6.89 .09
sponsor = f(richness, (2,120)*~*

attitude toward the

message)

(:onstant2 Elaborateness2 Richness A ttitude toward
the message
5.46 .01 - -
(36.47)**x* (2.52)*
3.50 .00 - .32
(6.85)**~* (-.06) (3.61)**~*
5.52 - 17 -
(42.78)**~* (2.52)*
3.49 - -.03 .33
(6.83)**x* (-.42) (3.69)***

1 . .
Degrees of freedom within parentheses.
tvalue within parentheses.

*p < .05;**p< .01;***p< .001
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