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SUMMARY 

Customization is a persuasive communication strategy that aims to address each and every recipient as an 
individual by relating to his/her self. Customized communication can include personal cues (personalization 
strategy) or content adapted to the recipient’s preferences, interests, or beliefs (tailoring strategy). Due to the 
changing landscape of digital media, customized communication has become very popular and has been the 
subject of a number of empirical investigations. Previous studies have focused on examining the effects of 
customization on consumers, rather than its mechanism or moderators. These studies have produced mostly 
mixed results, showing that customization may, but does not always automatically, work. Therefore, the aim of 
this dissertation was threefold. Firstly, it examined and compared the effectiveness of different customization 
strategies. Secondly, it proposed and tested a possible mechanism of customization. Thirdly, it investigated 
factors that might moderate customization effects.  
 In Chapter 1, the persuasiveness of the most popular personalization tactic – identification – was 
examined in an experiment. Personalization means that the content of a message does not change for each 
individual; personal cues are added. Identification is a tactic applied by including the recipient’s name in the 
message. In this experiment, newsletters were personalized by mentioning the recipient’s name three times, then 
were sent to potential customers. In addition, some person-related factors, namely consumers’ need for 
uniqueness, trust in a company behind the message, and privacy concerns, were included as possible 
moderators. The analyses showed that personalization is effective in influencing individuals’ evaluation of the 
message and thoughts about it, but it does not affect intention or behavior. Moreover, the findings indicate that 
personalization might be more effective among individuals with high need for uniqueness and – surprisingly – 
privacy concerns, but not among those who trust the company behind the message.  

Chapter 2 presents an experiment testing the effects of three personalization tactics: identification, 
contextualization, and raising expectation of customization. Identification was applied – as in the previous 
study – by mentioning the recipient’s name. A contextualized message was adapted to the receiver’s gender, and 
cues about being a student were used. The raising expectation message contained an overt claim: “This message 
is especially for you!” Also, a version including all three strategies was used. A model assuming that 
personalization is only effective when perceived as personal (perceived personalization) was proposed and tested. 
The results show that the effects of personalization are fully mediated by perceived personalization, which 
triggers attention and through elaboration leads to more positive attitudes and intention. Moreover, perceived 
personalization directly affects attitude toward the message. The findings also imply that only the messages 
including recipients’ names are able to elicit perceived personalization, and that other strategies aside from 
identification are not effective.  

The topic of Chapter 3 is the effectiveness of another customization strategy: tailoring. Tailoring 
means that the content information is adapted to each individual person. The adaptation can be based on 
interests, preferences, beliefs, etc. Tailoring is a very popular strategy and has been often investigated in health 
communication. However, although it is growing in popularity in marketing communication and advertising, it 
has not received much scholarly attention. Additionally, it has been mostly tested in Western countries, such as 
the U.S., but not in Central and Eastern European countries. Therefore, this study investigated the effectiveness 
of tailored advertisements in two countries: the Netherlands and Poland. In this study, tailoring was based on 
individuals’ preferences and was applied to an advertisement of an unknown face cream brand. In addition, the 
mediating role of involvement with and thoughts about the message, relevance of the message, and message 
skepticism was included. The results show that tailored advertising may be effective, but only in less marketing-
savvy countries. Moreover, its effect is mediated by perceived relevance of the message, skepticism toward the 
message, and involvement with the message. 



The final chapter of this dissertation, Chapter 4, combines the knowledge gathered in the first three 
chapters, and examines the mechanism behind both personalization and tailoring. In addition, this study 
applied the two customization strategies to social marketing. Three different fundraising messages were created, 
which included either personalization, or tailoring, or both. The results show that customization is effective 
when personalization is used. Personalized communication is perceived as personal, which leads to positive 
reactions. Tailoring is not perceived as personal, probably due to the lack of cues signaling that the message is 
adjusted for the individual, and therefore does not lead to positive effects. When the two strategies are 
combined, the effects are positive, but only equally strong to personalization. This suggests that personalization 
is the most effective customization strategy. Moreover, as was shown in the second study, perceived 
customization triggers attention, and attention leads to more elaboration, which enhances attitudes and 
intention. This study also shows that perceived customization directly affects attitude toward the message, 
which is again in accordance with the findings from the second experiment. These results suggest that 
personalization may work on both central and peripheral levels. 

Overall, this dissertation adds to the literature on customized communication by providing research 
findings on customization effectiveness, mechanism, and moderators. It shows that customized communication 
does not always have to be effective in terms of persuasive outcomes, but that the effects rather depend on the 
strategy used and personal characteristics. It implies that personalization, i.e. identifying the recipient by name, 
has the highest ability to make the message feel personal and hence bring positive effects. The plausible reason 
for this result is that a name is a very strong cue, closely related to the self and highly cognitively accessible. 
Hence, a name is able to attract attention and help the message exert strong effects. Moreover, people have a 
positive bias related to their name, which results in a more positive attitude toward objects containing an 
individual’s name or the letters of his/her name. This dissertation also proves that for customization to lead to 
any effects, the message needs to be perceived as personal. Perceived personalization enhances attitudes, either 
directly or via attention and elaboration. This implies that personalization may work on both the central and 
peripheral level. Finally, the dissertation shows that personalization may be successfully applied to both 
advertising and social marketing. In summary, companies that wish to create more effective communication 
should first consider personalization by identifying the recipient by name, but also take person-related factors 
into account. Future research is needed to further examine the mechanism proposed in this dissertation in the 
context of central and peripheral processing, and take a closer look at the personal and situational moderators of 
customization effectiveness.  
 


