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ABSTRACT

The study examined the effects of social distance, temporal distance, and message concreteness on
Facebook users’ response to News Feed advertising. A 2 (social distance: low vs. high) x 2
(temporal distance: near future vs. distant future) x 2 (message: abstract vs. concrete) between-
group design was utilized to explore the main and interaction effects of three factors on Facebook
users’ attitude-toward-the-ad, brand interest, and purchase intention. Results suggested that social
distance via Facebook moderated the congruency between temporal distance and message
concreteness. When the ads were affiliated with close friends, effects predicted by the Construal
Level Theory (CLT) were found. The findings indicate the importance of social distance when
examining temporal distance and message concreteness in a social media setting. Social media
marketers should consider the strength of social relationships based on time of the event and
advertising message formats. Future research could examine other products and services and utilize
different research methods, such as eye-tracking or field studies. The study tested CLT in a social
media setting, particularly the role of relationship strength among Facebook users. It adds
theoretical value to existing CLT research and provides valuable insights for social media
marketers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Social media have created new opportunities for advertisers to promote products and services
through consumers’ social networks. One of the most popular social media advertising formats is
native advertising that is usually embedded in users’ social feeds (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, X).
The value of global native advertising market was $59.2 billion in 2023 and is predicted that its
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) will reach 6.7% with the value of $545.09 billion by 2030
(FUTURE DATA STATS, 2024). Compared to a roughly 0.05% clickthrough rate from traditional
display ads, the clickthrough rate of native ads is around 0.2%, which suggests that an Internet
user is four times more likely to click on a native ad than click on a traditional ad (Sramek, 2023).
Native Advertising Institute (2020) also claimed that native ads generated an 18% increase in
purchase intent and 9% increase in brand affinity, compared to traditional banner ads.

The popularity of in-feed advertising has sparked great interest among scholars to explore effective
advertising strategies on social media. The current research focused on Facebook News Feed
advertising. One of the strengths of Meta ads is to connect potential and existing customers via
Facebook Feeds, Instagram Reels, and Messenger inbox (Meta Ads, 2024). The Meta system is
able to find the most relevant audiences for brands (Meta Ads, 2024). Although Meta and other
companies have developed multiple social media platforms, as of April 2024, Facebook was still
the most used social network with 3, 065 million active users worldwide (Statista, 2024). In 2022,
about 60% of global social media ad revenue (over $113 billion) was from Facebook. As a result,
89% of marketing professionals have used or have been using Facebook for their marketing
campaigns (Dencheva, 2024). Scholars have examined various aspects of Facebook advertising,
from content strategy (Lee et al., 2018; Schivinski & Dabrowski, 2015), audience engagement (de
Groot, 2022; Kim, et al., 2016), the impact of peer influence (Ding et al., 2017; Jung et al., 2016),
to social media fundraising (Bhati & McDonnell, 2020; Xue & Zhou, 2022). This study contributes
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to Facebook advertising research by exploring message concreteness, temporal distance, and social
distance in Facebook News Feed ads.

Because of the limited space in Facebook News Feed (especially for smaller screens) and social
media users’ shrinking attention span (McSpadden, 2015), advertisers often wonder how much
information should be included in an in-feed ad. According to the Construal Level Theory (CLT),
in general, individuals tend to use more abstract information (high-level construal thoughts) to
understand or make initial judgement of an object with long psychological distance. For a short
psychological distance, in comparison, individuals usually require more concrete information or
low-level construal thoughts (Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007). This
observation is used as a theoretical framework in the current research to examine message
concreteness in Facebook News Feed ads. There are four types of psychological distance,
including temporal distance, spatial distance, social distance, and hypothetical distance. The study
focused on temporal distance and social distance. Temporal distance has been frequently examined
in relation to message concreteness (e.g., Choi, Seo, &Yoon, 2017; Vasquez, 2015; Yang & Hu,
2024). Previous findings suggested that they could significantly influence the level of construal
and purchase decisions, but very limited research has been conducted in online settings. Will the
same results be found in the current study on Facebook News Feed ads? In addition, social distance
was studied because in-feed ads typically pull in social data “such as friends who like the brand,
followers, likes, number of views, and comments” (Interactive Advertising Bureau, 2015). This
information may be used by social media users in their evaluation of the advertising message.
Would it help increase the effectiveness of Facebook advertising? To answer these questions, an
online experiment was conducted to measure the effects of message concreteness, temporal

distance, and social distance on attitude-toward-the-ad, brand interest, and purchase intention.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Construal level theory

The Construal Level Theory suggests that psychological distance influences the way people
mentally represent the world around them. Individuals are more likely to have abstract high-level
construal thoughts about more distant objects/events, and more concrete, low-level construal
thoughts about closer objects/events (Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010). The

level of construal is a way to describe and represent an object based on the complicity of people’s
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mental process. High-level construal requires abstract, emotion-based, ideal-oriented and
superordinate mental representations, while low-level construal emphasizes more on concrete
details of “how the action is to be performed” and “what objects are involved” (Trope & Liberman,
2012). Previous studies also suggested that an object’s high-level characteristics have stronger
influences on the identity of an object than its low-level characteristics. An individual’s motivation
of processing low-level information of an object is decided by its high-level features (Trope &
Liberman, 2010).

Four types of psychological distance, temporal, spatial, social, and hypothetical distances, have
been examined in scholarly research to measure the influences of time, physical distance, personal
interaction, and possibility of an event on people’s psychological reactions (Libeman & Trope,
2008; Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007). These four dimensions of psychological distance work
comprehensively and collectively in impacting individuals’ construal levels. As mentioned earlier,
the level of construal goes up when an individual’s psychological distance toward an object is
increasing. The reason is that an abstract concept (high-level construal) is harder to change than a
specific description of an object (low-level construal), when time (temporal distance), personal
relationship (social distance), or location (spatial distance) changes. Moreover, scholars in social
psychology have consistently found interactive effects among social distance, spatial distance, and
temporal distance in terms of nonverbal behaviors and verbal expressions such as seat selection
and use of polite languages (e.g., Boroditsky, 2007; Stephan, Liberman, & Trope, 2010; Trope &
Liberman, 2010).

The CLT has been a key theoretical framework used in studies on advertising and consumer
behaviors. In studying of the use of taboos in advertising, for example, Theodorakis and Painesis
(2018) found the dimensions of psychological distance, associated with taboo types and construal
levels, created different amount of negative attitude and reactions from consumers. In Nenkov’s
(2012) study, consumers showed clear preferences toward the message framed by certain
psychological distance dimensions in pre- and post-decisional phases. Ryoo, Hyun and Sung
(2017) reported that construal level moderates the effects of descriptive norms on sustainable
behaviors. Provincial norms were more effective for low-construal-level messages, but not low-
construal-level messages. In a study of online reviews, Chatterjee (2023) suggested that review
characteristics have higher relative importance in low construal situation, while the impact of

reviewer characteristics increase in a high construal condition. Yang and Hu (2024) examined the
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impact of perceived busyness on destination advertising based on the Construal Level Theory.
Results suggested that low-level construal ads were more effective for tourists with higher
busyness perception, while high-level construal ads were more effective when the perception of
business was low. Two mediators, the need for time efficiency and benefit focus, were also
identified in the study.

2.2 Temporal distance and message concreteness

Among the four dimensions of psychological distance, temporal distance and social distance have
been frequently studied in the context of social media advertising and eCommerce, such as
message concreteness of users-generated content (e.g., Choi, Seo, &Yoon, 2017), online social
support seeking behaviors (Davis, Anthony, & Pauls, 2015), and timing of persuasive information
distribution (Kim, et al., 2016).

Temporal distance is defined as the distance in time, which can be measured as past, present, near
future, distant future, and in between (Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope & Liberman, 2003;
Vasquez, 2015). Previous studies on online shopping and social media branding have consistently
found that variation in temporal distance influenced individuals’ purchase decision making (e.g.,
Septianto & Pratiwi, 2016; Vasquez, 2015) and levels of construal (e.g., Choi, Seo, & Yoon, 2017;
Davis, Anthony, & Pauls, 2015). For an instance, Vasquez’s (2015) rhetorical analysis of product
online reviews indicated that product reviews from the remote past (long temporal distance)
contained more abstract information, such as satisfaction level and product lifespan. In contrast,
reviews from the present (short temporal distance) provided more detailed instructions and specific
recipes. Kim and his colleagues (2016) suggested Facebook News Feed served as a long temporal
distance platform and received more positive reactions for feeling-emphasized messages than
function-based messages. Contrarily, Timeline was a better channel to post specific product
information because of its shorter temporal distance orientation. Kim et. al (2016) reported that
participants responded more favorably to an abstract description of a hotel, when they were asked
to imagine traveling in the far future or a distant destination. A concrete description of the hotel
was rated more favorably when they were asked to imagine traveling in the near future or a nearby
location. In Wang and Lehto’s (2020) study on social media advertising for traveling planning,
high language abstraction for distant future travel created more favorable attitudes toward both the
message and the destination, while low language abstraction for near future travel created more

favorable attitudes toward the message and the destination. Bausenhart et al. (2023) conducted a
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study to test the assumed association between temporal distance and abstraction level. They
reported that participants responded faster when present and concrete words were assigned
together and future and abstract words were grouped together. On the contrary, slower responses
were recorded for present/abstract group and future/concrete group. The assumption of the
association was supported.
Overall, previous research has suggested that consumers would rely on more abstract high-level
construal information for objects/events in the distant future, and more concrete, low-level
construal thoughts for near future objects/events. A similar pattern is expected for social media
users, as well. Therefore, the current study predicts:
- Hla: For a near future event, concrete information in a Facebook News Feed ad will
lead to more positive attitude-toward-the-ad.
- Hlb: For a near future event, concrete information in a Facebook News Feed ad will
lead to stronger brand interest.
- Hlec: For a near future event, concrete information in a Facebook News Feed ad will
lead to stronger purchase intention.
- H2a: For a distant future event, abstract information in a Facebook News Feed ad will
lead to more positive attitude-toward-the-ad.
- H2b: For a distant future event, abstract information in a Facebook News Feed ad will
lead to stronger brand interest.
- H2c: For a distant future event, abstract information in a Facebook News Feed ad will
lead to stronger purchase intention.
2.3 Social distance and facebook advertising
Social distance is another frequently studied dimension of psychological distance under the CLT
framework. It refers to the psychological space between two or more individuals or social groups
(Matthews & Matlock, 2011; Trope & Liberman, 2010). In social media settings, social distance
is frequently associated with temporal distance and message concreteness to explore an
individual’s decision-making behavior; and it has been measured with sociodemographic factors,
closeness of virtual friends, and belongingness of social group in previous studies (e.g., Choi, Seo,
& Yoon, 2017; Davis, Anthony, & Pauls, 2015; Zhao & Xie, 2011). For example, Davis and his
colleagues (2015) found that changes in social distance (measured with social roles, marriage

status, and socioeconomic status) generated significantly different amount of social support from

International Journal of Marketing, Communication and New Media. ISSN: 2182-9306. Vol. 12, N° 22, JUNE 2024. 38



Temporal Distance and Message Concreteness in Facebook Ads: The Moderating Effects of Social Distance.

a Facebook post with specific information (concrete low-level construal message) about an
upcoming surgery (short temporal distance). Huang et al. (2018) examined the influence of
temporal distance and social cues on perceived usefulness of product reviews. A strong joint effect
between two variables revealed that more favorable perception was generated when near
psychological distance was presented in both social and temporal cues. Using “close friends” and
“general public” as two ends of social distance, Choi, Seo, and Yoon (2017) discovered that social
media users tended to share their recent purchase with concrete message and future purchase plan
with abstract expressions, and that they preferred to share this information to close friends rather
than the general public. Similar moderating effects of social distance were also found in Zhao and
Xie’s (2011) study of product-related user-generated content (UGC). UGC with short temporal
distance from “in-group others” received greater preferences than UGC from “out-group others.”
However, the power of such “in-group” recommendations was insignificant for a future purchase
plan.
As mentioned, social media in-feed ads typically pull in social data in message development,
showing friends’ interaction with brand pages (Interactive Advertising Bureau, 2015). One unique
feature of Facebook advertising is “social information,” which includes names of Facebook users’
friends who Liked, Shared, or Commented on a sponsored brand post or page (Facebook, 2021).
The strength of social ties between Facebook users and the affiliated friends in those ads could
affect responses to this type of advertising (Bakshy et al., 2012; Xue & Zhou, 2019). However, the
impact of this feature has not been studied within the CLT framework. In theory, “social
information” could serve as a visual cue for social distance. Stronger friendship would indicate a
shorter psychological distance, while weaker relationship would imply a longer psychological
distance. Luan et al. (2023) indicated that, when the social distance between consumers and the
brand were closer, product attributes (low-level construal) would generate a higher impact on
brand assessment. When consumers were socially distant from the brand, however, price (high -
level construal) had stronger influence on brand evaluations.
Based on findings from previous research, it is predicted that social distance, in the form of “social
information” in Facebook News Feed ads, moderates the congruency between temporal distance
and message concreteness:

- H3: Social distance moderates the congruency between temporal distance and message

concreteness in Facebook News Feed ads.
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We constructed a research model for our study (See Figure 1).

Social Distance
Ad Attitude
Temporal Distance Hi H3
Brand Interest
Message H2 Purchase Intention
Concreteness

Figure 1. Research Model

3. METHOD

A 2 (social distance: low vs. high) x 2 (temporal distance: near future vs. distant future) x 2
(message: abstract vs. concrete) between-group factorial design was utilized to explore the main
and interaction effects of three factors on Facebook users’ attitude-toward-the-ad, brand interest,
and purchase intention.

3.1 Research stimulus

After the research was approved by IRB, the first pretest (Pretest 1) was conducted to explore
Facebook users’ general reactions to News Feed ads with social information. Participants were
recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Previous studies have suggested that
MTurk represents a larger population and is considered to be reliable (e.g., Buhrmester et al., 2011;
Clifford et al., 2015). Many scholars believe that respondents recruited through MTurk are more
representative than student samples (Berinsky, et al., 2012; Casler, Bickel, & Hackett, 2013).
Twenty-five workers in the United States, all current Facebook account owners, participated in
Pretest 1, each was paid $1.00 USD as compensation. There were 17 males and 8 females, aged
between 22 and 59. After obtaining consent, participants were asked to report their general
experiences with Facebook News Feed ads, as well as their experiences with ads that contained
social information. They were also asked to describe their attitude toward this type of ads. Overall,

their attitude toward this type of advertising was a little lower than average (M = 3.28, SD = 1.49;
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on a seven-point scale). Participants were asked to identify product categories that they regularly
saw in Facebook ads. Based on the results, travel backpack, a product that is not gender- or age-
specific, was selected for the current study.

The second pretest (Pretest 2) were then conducted to help develop stimulus ads and questionnaire.
Another 25 MTurk workers were recruited to participate in Pretest 2. Each participant was paid
$1.00 USD as compensation. There were 12 males and 13 females, mostly aged between 24 and
59 (92.0%). Stimulus ads for a fictitious travel backpack brand were created by modifying a few
Facebook ads in Photoshop. The ads contained only an image of the product and very simple text
descriptions (either concrete or abstract messages). No user images were included to avoid
potential influence of demographic variables.

To test the level of concrete/abstract messages, participants were asked to rate if the ad “explains
the benefits of the product in details,” “if crucial information about the product is included in the
ad,” “if the ad only introduces the general purpose of the product,” and “if the ad is about the
ultimate goal of purchasing this product.” These questions are adapted from Ryoo, Hyun & Sung’s
(2017) study. The ad with concrete message was rated high on concreteness (M = 5.68, SD = 0.85)
and the ad with abstract message was rated relatively high on abstractness (M =4.52, SD = 1.84).
Social distance was defined by the frequency of peer-to-peer interactions on Facebook. Similar
operationalization has been used in previous research (e.g., Bakshy et al., 2012; Wang & Chang,
2013). To explore the relationships between Facebook interaction and social relations, participants
were asked if “I feel closer to friends I regularly interact on Facebook, compared to those I rarely
interact with,” “I place more trust on friends I regularly interact on Facebook, compared to those
I rarely interact with,” and “Friends I regularly interact with on Facebook tend to be similar to me
in terms of needs and interests.” A fairly strong relationship was found between Facebook
interaction and social relations (M = 4.99, SD = 1.34).

In addition, based on pretest results, “near future” was defined as a promotion that is currently
going on (today and tomorrow), “distant future” was defined as a promotion that will begin in
about two months (holiday shopping season).

3.2 Participants and procedure

The subject population for this study was Facebook users over 18-years old in the United States.
Research participants were recruited through MTurk. Each participant was paid $1.00 USD as

compensation. A total of 330 responses was received. However, six responses were removed
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because they were completed under one minute and had the same answer for every question. The
final sample size was 324, with 162 males (50%) and 162 (50%) females. The majority of the
participants were aged between 21 and 68 (98.8%), with high school or above education (99.1%).
All participants were active Facebook users and 91.7% of them (n = 297) used Facebook every
day or a few times a week.

In the main study, each participant was randomly assigned to one of the eight groups — Group 1
(near future, low distance, concrete message; n=40), Group 2 (near future, low distance, abstract
message; n=40), Group 3 (near future, high distance, concrete message; n=41), Group 4 (near
future, high distance, abstract message; n=39), Group 5 (distant future, low distance, concrete
message; n=42), Group 6 (distant future, low distance, abstract message; n=40), Group 7 (distant
future, high distance, concrete message; n=40), and Group 8 (distant future, high distance, abstract
message; n=42).

Eight questionnaires (one for each group) were created on Qualtrics. Each participant was provided
with a URL link to one of the questionnaires and answered the questions individually at his/her
own convenience. An introduction page was produced to acquire consent and to ensure the
participants answer the questionnaire truthfully and to the best of their knowledge. At the
beginning of the experiment, participants were asked to view the stimulus ad but not to focus too
much on the graphic details, as the purpose of the study was to measure their general response to
this type of ads. Then participants were then asked to imagine that they were browsing through the
Facebook News Feeds and saw an ad for an unfamiliar brand liked by their friends that they
regularly interacted with (low social distance) or friends they rarely interacted with (high social
distance). The ad was for either a promotion that was ongoing (near future) or a promotion that
would begin in four weeks (distant future). The text in the ads either described functional benefits
of the backpack in detail (concrete message) or offered only a general statement about its emotional
benefit (abstract message). Except for the controlled variables, all other elements in the ad were
the same for all groups. After viewing the ad, participants answered questions measuring their
attitude-toward-the-ad, brand interest, and purchase intention. At the end of the experiment, the
participants were asked to answer a few questions about their age, gender, Facebook usage, attitude

toward Facebook advertising, and product involvement.
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3.3 Measures

The measurements for main variables (attitude-toward-the-ad, brand interest, purchase intention,
product involvement) in this study were adapted from previous studies with necessary
modifications.

Attitude-toward-the-Ad

Muehling and McCann’s (1993) five-item semantic differential scale was used to measure
participants’ attitude toward each ad. Participants were asked to rate the ad as “good-bad,” “like-
dislike,” “favorable-unfavorable,” “interesting-uninteresting,” and “appealing-unappealing”. The
coefficient alpha was .94.

Brand Interest

Participants’ interest in the advertised brand was measured with a four-item, seven-point Likert
scale developed by Machleit et al. (1990). Participants were asked if they were intrigued by the
brand, if they would like to know more about the brand, if they were curious about it, and if they
thought learning more about the brand would be useful. The coefficient alpha was .97.

Purchase Intention

Purchase intention was measured with a three item, seven-point scale (e.g., MacKenzie et al.,
1986). Participants were asked to indicate their intention to purchase the advertised product as
“probable-improbable,” “likely-unlikely,” and “possible-impossible.” The coefficient alpha was
95.

Product Involvement

Because a specific product category (travel backpack) was used in the study, product involvement
was included in the research as a covariate to minimize its potential influence. A revised version
of the Personal Involvement Index (PII) created by Zaichkowsky (1994) was used, including:
important/unimportant, boring/interesting, means nothing/means a lot, worthless/valuable, and not

needed/needed. Cronbach’s alpha reliability for this scale was .95.

4. RESULTS
Using social distance (low vs. high), temporal distance (near future vs. distant future), and message
(abstract vs. concrete) as three between-group factors, a Multivariate analysis of covariance

(MANCOVA) was run to investigate their impact on attitude-toward-the-ad, brand interest, and
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purchase intention. Because a single product category was selected, participants’ product

involvement (M = 3.77, SD = 1.56) was included as a covariate to control its potential influence.

Results showed significant main effects for temporal distance in attitude-toward-the-ad, F(1, 315)
=5.23,p <.05 (see Table 1). The ads for a near future event (M =4.72, M = 1.43) generated more
favorable attitude-toward-the-ad than the ads for a distant future event (M = 4.26, M = 1.56). A

main effect for message characteristics was also found for attitude-toward-the-ad, F(1, 315)=7.93,

p <.01. The ads with concrete messages (M =4.74, M = 1.42) generated more favorable attitude-

toward-the-ad than the ads with abstract messages (M =4.23, M = 1.57).

Table 1 - Multivariate Analysis of Covariance

Source Dependent variable df F n? p
Temporal (T) Ad attitude 1 5.23% .02 .02
Brand interest 1 2.87 .01 .09
Purchase intention 1 54 .00 46
Social (S) Ad attitude 1 1.82 .01 18
Brand interest 1 2.84 .01 .09
Purchase intention 1 2.04 .01 15
Message (M) Ad attitude 1 7.93%* .03 .01
Brand interest 1 57 .00 45
Purchase intention 1 .08 .00 78
T xS Ad attitude 1 091 .00 34
Brand interest 1 7.37* .02 .01
Purchase intention 1 .61 .00 43
TxSxM Ad attitude 1 4.82% .02 .03
Brand interest 1 4.70* .02 .03
Purchase intention 1 10.90** .03 .00
Error Ad attitude 315 (1.17)
Brand interest 315 (1.30)
Purchase intention 315 (1.18)
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Note: Values enclosed in parentheses represent mean square errors. Non-significant interaction
effects were not reported. * p <.05 ** p <.0l.

An interaction effect between temporal distance and social distance was found in brand interest,
F(1,315)=7.37,p <.01. There was no difference for high social distance group. For the low social
distance group, however, a near future event (M = 4.23, SD = 1.71) generated more favorable
brand attitude than the distant future event (M = 3.26, SD = 1.90).

The first two hypotheses (H1 and H2) concerned interaction effects between temporal distance and
message concreteness. However, no significant effects were found in this study for attitude-
toward-the-ad, F(1, 315) = .04, p > .10; brand interest, F(1, 315) = .01, p > .10; or purchase
intention, F(1, 315) = .65, p > .10. Therefore, H1 and H2 were not supported.

The third hypothesis (H3) explored the potential moderating effects of social distance in the
congruence between temporal distance and message concreteness. Three-way interaction effects
were discovered in attitude-toward-the-ad, F(1, 315) = 4.82, p < .05; brand interest, F(1, 315) =
4.70, p < .05; and purchase intention, F(1, 320) = 10.90, p <.01.

Significant results were found for low social distance groups, but not high social distance groups.
For the near future event, in low social distance groups, concrete messages (M = 5.15, SD = 1.18)
generated more favorite attitude-toward-the-ad than abstract messages (M =4.27, SD = 1.60), F(1,
78) = 8.08, p < .01. Concrete messages (M = 4.23, SD = 1.73) also generated stronger purchase
intention than abstract messages (M = 3.38, SD = 1.71), F(1, 77) = 4.87, p < .05. Stronger brand
interest was reported for concrete messages (M = 4.55, SD = 1.59) than abstract messages (M =
3.92, SD = 1.78), but the difference was not statistically significant, F(1, 78) =4.87, p < .10 (see
Table 2). For the distant future event, in low social distance groups, abstract messages (M = 3.51,
SD = 1.82) generated significantly stronger purchase intention than concrete messages (M = 2.87,

SD =1.51), F(1, 79) = 6.56, p < .05 (see Table 2). H3 was partially supported.
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Table 2 - Participants’ responses in different treatment groups

Treatment M (SD)
Temporal Social Message Ad Brand Purchase
Distance Distance Format Attitude Attitude Intention
Concrete 515 4.55 423
Low (1.15) (1.59) (1.73)
© Abstract 427 3.92 338
Near Futur (1.60) (1.78) (1.71)
cat future Concret 5.01 432 3.63
il onerete (1.41) (1.55) (1.95)
‘& Abstract 4.43 378 332
stac (1.38) (1.70) (1.83)
Concrete 3.99 3.08 2.87
Low (1.43) (1.75) (1.51)
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Figure 2 - Advertising Attitude (near future)
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Figure 3 - Purchase intention (near future)
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Figure 4 - Purchase intention (distant future)

5. DISCUSSION

The current study examined the effects of social distance, temporal distance, and message
concreteness on users’ response to Facebook advertising. Based on the CLT, it was predicted that
concrete messages would be more effective for a near future event while abstract messages would

lead to more favorable responses for a distant future event. The study also predicted that social

International Journal of Marketing, Communication and New Media. ISSN: 2182-9306. Vol. 12, N° 22, JUNE 2024. 47



Temporal Distance and Message Concreteness in Facebook Ads: The Moderating Effects of Social Distance.

distance, defined as relationship strength between Facebook users and their friends, would
moderate these effects. Main effects and interaction effects among these variables were explored.
5.1 Theoretical implications

A few significant main effects for temporal distance and message concreteness were observed.
The ads for a near future event generated more favorable attitude-toward-the-ad than the ads for a
distant future event. The ads with concrete messages generated more favorable attitude-toward-
the-ad than the ads with abstract messages. This is generally consistent with previous research that
examined source immediacy (Latané, 1981; Sedikides & Jackson, 1990) and vividness of
information (Flores, Chen, Ross, 2014; Li, Daugherty, & Biocca, 2002). More recent and more
vivid information usually leads to more favorable audience responses. This assumption seems to
apply to social media advertising, as well.

However, the predicted interaction effects between temporal distance and message concreteness
were not significant in the current study, which contradicted with findings from many previous
CLT research (e.g., Bausenhart et al., 2023; Kim et. al, 2016; Vasquez, 2015). However, a few
other scholars (e.g., Shin, Chung, Xiang, & Koo, 2019) also reported the absence of moderating
effects of temporal distance in their studies. This probably means we should carefully examine
some potentially moderating factors in each scenario.

One factor that seems to play a vital role in this study is social distance, relationship strength
between Facebook users and their friends. Three-way interaction effects were found for attitude-
toward-the ad, brand interest, and purchase intention, which suggested moderating effects of social
distance. When the ads were affiliated with close Facebook friends (low social distance condition),
interaction effects between temporal distance and message concreteness became significant. For a
near future event, concrete messages generated more favorable attitude-toward-the-ad and stronger
purchase intention abstract messages, as suggested by the CLT model. For a distant future event,
abstract messages lead to stronger purchase intention than concrete messages, also consistent with
the CLT model. This seems to suggest that, when an ad was affiliated with Facebook users’ close
friends, they were more likely to pay attention to the information in the ad and therefore being
affected by the construal level in the message. Ads affiliated with weak social ties (high social
distance), however, did not seem to influence the users. As mentioned earlier, previous research
has frequently reported the positive influence of close social distance on consumers’ decision-

making behaviors, especially within digital media context (e.g., Choi, Seo, & Yoon, 2017; Davis,
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Anthony, & Pauls, 2015; Luan et al., 2023; Zhao & Xie, 2011). This finding is also supported by
studies on social influence. According to social influence theory, community behavior patterns are
usually formed by majority and many of our social behaviors are influenced by others (Venkatesh
& Brown, 2001). Scholars (Akar et al., 2015; Wang & Chang, 2013; Xue & Zhou, 2022) have
suggested that closer social ties (i.e., low social distance) tend to increase source credibility and
have stronger impact on the decision-making than weaker social ties (i.e., high social distance).
5.2 Practical implications

The above findings indicate the importance of social distance when examining temporal distance
and message concreteness in a social media setting, including Facebook News Feed ads studied in
this research.

Marketing and advertising professionals who plan to place advertisements on social media,
especially Facebook, should definitely consider time of the event and advertising message formats.
In general, events that will happen in the near future and ads with concrete messages would receive
more positive responses.

The strength of social relationships should also be taken into consideration when examining the
impact of temporal distance and message concreteness. Based on findings in the current research,
ads affiliated with weak social ties did not affect Facebook users’ overall responses to the ads.
However, ads affiliated with strong social ties magnified the effects of message characteristics.
Advertisers should carefully study data provided by social media platforms and promote the ads
among Facebook users who frequently interact with the targeted audience, which will help create

more favorable responses to the advertising message.

6. CONCLUSION

The increasing popularity of social media has sparked great interest among scholars to explore
effective social media advertising strategies. Based on the Construal Level Theory (CLT), the
current study examined the effects of social distance, temporal distance, and message concreteness
on Facebook users’ response to News Feed advertising, one of the most popular social media
advertising platforms. Results suggested that social distance via Facebook moderated the
congruency between temporal distance and message concreteness. When the ads were affiliated
with close friends, effects predicted by the CLT were found. These findings indicate the

importance of social distance when examining temporal distance and message concreteness in a
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social media setting. The study tested the CLT in a social media setting, particularly the role of
relationship strength among Facebook users. It adds theoretical value to existing CLT research and
provides valuable insights for social media marketers.

The current study applied the CLT to Facebook advertising and generated helpful insights for
digital marketers and advertisers. However, there are several limitations that suggest directions for
future research. First, the use of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) ensured a wider variety of
participants as suggested by research, but there are also concerns regarding quality of data and
generalization of results (e.g., Follmer, Sperling, & Suen, 2017; Stritch, Pedersen, & Taggart,
2017). One popular product category was identified through pretest and selected for the main
study. Different products and services could be examined in the future to increase generalizability
of the findings. One specific ad format, single-photo display ad, was used in the experiment
stimulus. While it is a common format for social media ads, further research may include other
types of advertising messages, especially video, which is experiencing exponential growth in
recent years. Scholars could also consider other research methods, such as eye-tracking or field
studies, in future research, to better understand the impact of construal level among different

variables and contexts.
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