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Abstract

This study examines how Generation Z (Gen Z) responds to different types of Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) messaging on social media. As a socially conscious and digitally 

native generation, Gen Z represents a critical audience for strategic CSR communication. 

Through a four-condition online experiment (N = 678), we investigated the effects of three CSR 

types—environmental, social, and economic—on participants’ attitudes toward the company and 

their intention to engage with the brand on social media. Results show that all three CSR types 

positively influence both attitudes and engagement; however, environmental and social CSR 

initiatives generate significantly stronger engagement than economic CSR. Furthermore, the 

study identifies two distinct mediating mechanisms: perceived societal relevance more strongly 

predicts positive attitude change, while perceived personal relevance is a more powerful driver of 

engagement behaviors. By integrating both personal and societal relevance into the CSR-effect 

model, this study offers a nuanced explanation for Gen Z’s varied responses to CSR campaigns. 

The findings provide practical implications for organizations seeking to enhance the 

effectiveness of CSR messaging: campaigns designed to build reputation may benefit from 

emphasizing societal relevance, while those aiming to increase visibility and interaction should 

highlight personally relevant themes.

Keywords: Generation Z, CSR type, societal and personal relevance, social media 

engagement 
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As the first generation grows up with the internet, Generation Z is emerging as a powerful 

force shaping the social, economic, and cultural landscape of our society. Known for their strong 

values around sustainability, justice, and inclusivity (Wandhe, 2024), Gen Z feels not only 

personally accountable for making a difference but also places high expectations on 

organizations to act responsibly. Many in this generation assert that corporations must lead 

efforts to address social and environmental challenges. Additionally, as Gen Z typically receives 

Corporation Social Responsibility (CSR) messages through digital platforms (Vo, 2019), 

communicating CSR online is likely to attract Gen Z and foster brand reputation. 

While CSR communication on social media has been widely studied, much of the 

existing research has taken a broad approach or focused on millennials, often neglecting 

generational differences. There remains a noticeable lack of research focused explicitly on Gen 

Z, especially in the U.S. Given their distinctive values and media habits, Gen Z deserves targeted 

investigation in the CSR communication literature.

In today’s digital world, brands can enhance their reputation by encouraging likes, 

comments, and shares (e.g. Constantinos et al., 2016; Dhaoui and Webster. 2020). Despite the 

critical role of social media engagement, particularly in promoting brands and products (AI-

Haddad et al., 2022) as well as eWOM (Fatma et al., 2020), it is understudied in the context of 

CSR. Considering Gen Z’s high levels of engagement on social media  (Schaefer, 2025), it is 

likely that they are especially responsive to CSR messages shared through these platforms.

To better understand this dynamic, it is important to consider that CSR is not a 

monolithic concept, and different types of CSR may carry different meanings and implications 

for consumers. Although ample research has shown that CSR practices generally increase 

brands’ reputation and purchase intention (e.g., David et al., 2005; Bianchi et al., 2019; Wang et 
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al., 2021), as a multidimensional concept, the effects of communicating CSR can vary depending 

on the type of CSR practices involved. Indeed, some scholars found that social CSR has the 

greatest influence on an individual’s emotional value (i.e., the feelings or affective states 

generated by a product), while environmental CSR increases consumers’ utilitarian value (i.e., 

performance/quality of a product; Currás‐Pérez, et al., 2017). Other studies have shown that 

economic and legal CSR have no significant impact on individuals’ purchase intention other than 

ethical and philanthropic CSR (Min et al., 2012).

Since Gen Z prioritizes values differently from other generations, a survey conducted by 

Gallup revealed that a majority of Gen Z believe in the importance of corporate engagement in 

sustainability and is inclined to join companies that make positive social impact (Gallup, 2024). 

Such results suggest Gen Z’s responses to CSR may also vary across different types of CSR 

practices, which warrants further exploration. Furthermore, how Gen Z perceives different types 

of CSR may also influence their attitudes toward the company and their social media 

engagement. Particularly, scholars have noted that perceiving CSR as personally relevant can 

increase individuals’ favorable attitudes toward a company (Lafferty, 2007; Zhang and Surujlal, 

2015). As Gen Zers are highly concerned with social issues, understanding their perceptions of 

societal relevance is crucial in assessing how they respond to CSR. 

The current study aims to explore how Gen Z responds to different types of CSR, with  

additional focus on the key variable of social media engagement. In addition, this study examines 

the mediating roles of both personal and societal relevance in shaping these responses.

Literature Review

Gen Z and CSR
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Generation Z (Gen Z), generally defined as individuals born between the mid-to-late 

1990s and early 2010s (Dimock, 2019; McCrindle, 2014), is an emerging generation of 

consumers showing a notable receptiveness to brands with strong CSR initiatives (Ahmad, 

2020). While prior CSR research frequently groups Gen Z with Millennials due to shared digital 

fluency and support for social causes (e.g. Kim and Austin, 2020; Wandhe, 2024), growing 

evidence suggests that important generational distinctions may shape how CSR messages are 

processed and evaluated.

First, compared to Millennials and earlier generations, Gen Z is often characterized as 

more progressive, liberal, and inclusive (Francis and Hoefel, 2018; McDonald and Deckman, 

2023; Wandhe, 2024). However, this value orientation coexists with a pragmatic outlook shaped 

by experiences of economic instability and social change (Francis and Hoefel, 2018; Reinikainen 

et al., 2020). This combination suggests that although Gen Z may express normative support for 

CSR initiatives, their evaluations may involve both value-based considerations and practical 

assessments.

Second, Gen Z tends to exhibit heightened skepticism toward corporate-generated 

content and greater reliance on peer-generated information (Francis and Hoefel, 2018; Herrando 

et al., 2019). Their extensive exposure to digital information environments and heightened 

awareness of online privacy concerns (Bergh, 2016) may encourage more careful scrutiny of 

brand communications, including CSR messages. Rather than accepting CSR claims at face 

value, Gen Z may engage in a cognitive appraisal process that evaluates the credibility and 

relevance of CSR initiatives before forming attitudinal or behavioral responses.

Third, although Gen Z strongly endorses social and environmental values, some scholars 

argue that this cohort simultaneously prioritizes personal interests and self-oriented goals over 
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conventional social expectations (Twenge, 2017). This potential tension between moral 

endorsement and self-interest suggests that CSR effectiveness may depend on how individuals 

interpret the personal and societal implications of a given initiative. In other words, perceived 

personal and societal relevance may function as differentiated evaluative mechanisms linking 

CSR types to downstream outcomes.

Taken together, these generational characteristics indicate that examining Gen Z is not 

merely a demographic extension of prior CSR research but a theoretically meaningful context in 

which to investigate how CSR types activate distinct relevance appraisals, thereby shaping 

attitudinal and engagement responses.

CSR Type

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a broad concept encompassing businesses' 

duties beyond immediate profitability (Gibson, 2019). It refers to a company's responsibility to 

society, stakeholders, and the environment (McWilliams, 2020). CSR has been shown to 

positively impact company reputation and consumer attitudes; however, as a multidimensional 

concept, its various dimensions may yield different effects on consumer perception and behavior 

(De Roeck and Maon, 2016; Fatma et al., 2020; Narayanan, 2022).

Researchers categorize CSR in different ways, highlighting its multidimensional nature. 

For example, Bhattacharya and Sen (2004) identify six dimensions of CSR: community support, 

diversity, employee support, environmental efforts, non-U.S. operations, and product focus. 
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Others use a four-dimensional model covering economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic 

responsibilities (Maignan, 2001; Maignan and Ferrell, 2003), while additional frameworks 

include a moral-ethics, discretionary, and relational model (David et al., 2005) and a commercial, 

social, and environmental approach (Singh et al., 2007). 

Empirical studies support the idea that CSR type influences young consumer responses in 

multiple countries (e.g. Kim and Austin 2019; Min et al., 2012; Thuy,Hai and Minh, 2020). 

This study employs a widely used three-dimensional CSR categorization-social, 

economic, and environmental CSR-which is especially common in marketing research and easily 

understandable for consumers (Bigne et al., 2005; Torugsa et al., 2012; Alvarado-Herrera et al., 

2015; Narayanan, 2022). The economic dimension involves societal expectations that a company 

will operate sustainably, provide stable employment, and efficiently deliver quality goods and 

services (Alvarado-Herrera et al., 2017). The social dimension encompasses a company’s 

commitment to social causes, cultural alignment, and community support (Choi et al., 2011). 

Finally, the environmental dimension focuses on eco-friendly practices, such as resource 

conservation, waste management, and reducing environmental impact in production processes 

(Choi et al., 2011).

Existing research reveals that stakeholders, consumers, and employees perceive CSR 

dimensions differently. For instance, Currás-Pérez et al. (2018) found that while all three CSR 

types are associated with positive emotional responses, social and economic CSR correlate more 

strongly with utilitarian values, while social CSR alone connects with social values. In terms of 

social media engagement, studies show that social CSR posts and customer-oriented economic 

benefit posts generate more “likes” and comments compared to environmental CSR posts (Kim 

and Skepchenkova, 2020).
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Gen Z, in particular, may perceive these CSR dimensions in unique ways. For example, a 

survey found that 88% of Gen Z respondents believe CSR should primarily benefit society and 

the environment (Vo, 2019). Additionally, studies outside the U.S. show that Gen Z in India 

values social and environmental CSR over economic CSR, with higher purchase intentions and 

stronger brand equity linked to these dimensions (Narayanan, 2022). Considering the cultural 

context and the limited studies focusing on U.S. Gen Z responses to CSR, this study seeks to re-

examine how different CSR types impact American Gen Z’s brand attitudes and social media 

engagement. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses and research questions:

H1: Environmental (a), social (b), and economic (c) CSR activities will increase positive 

attitudes toward the company among Gen Z.

H2: Environmental (a), social (b), and economic (c) CSR activities will increase social 

media engagement among Gen Z.

RQ1: How do environmental, social, and economic CSR activities differently affect Gen 

Z’s attitudes and engagement?

Perceived Relevance as a Mediator

To understand psychological mechanisms underlying the different effects of CSR 

initiatives, previous studies have identified several mediating factors that shape consumer 

responses to CSR communication, such as different forms of perceived fit between companies, 

CSR activities, and consumers (need citation). However, much of this research focuses on the 

alignment between CSR initiatives and brand-related characteristics, which heavily depend on 

peoples’ understandings of the brand per se. and shift our study focus on the characteristics of 

CSR topics. To rule of the brand effect, we propose perceived relevance as a key mechanism 

explaining why different CSR topics generate different consumer responses.
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Prior research on relevance has predominantly focused on personal relevance, which 

refers to the extent to which a message relates to an individual’s own experiences, interests, or 

personal well-being (need citation). It has been found that higher personal relevance has been 

associated with more favorable evaluations of corporate initiatives and stronger consumer 

responses (need citation). However, two issues remain insufficiently addressed.

First, personal relevance has been conceptualized as a relatively stable individual trait, 

often discussed in terms of cause involvement or prior personal value (need citation). In such 

cases, relevance is typically treated as a moderator that strengthens or weakens message effects 

(need citation). However, relevance can also emerge as a cognitive evaluation triggered by 

exposure to a message. Consumers may not always hold well-formed prior attitudes toward 

every social issue, especially for younger audiences. Such an exposure to CSR communication 

may prompt individuals to reflect on whether the issue is meaningful or important to them. Prior 

studies that found economic benefits could increase purchase intention could be good examples 

of such a hypothesis (need citation). Therefore, in our study, perceived relevance is 

conceptualized as a post-exposure evaluation of the CSR message, capturing the extent to which 

consumers perceive the CSR topic as relevant after viewing the message.

Second, CSR communication often addresses issues that extend beyond individuals’ 

direct personal interests and relate to broader societal concerns. Therefore, we propose another 

level of relevance, social relevance in this study, which refers to the perceived importance of the 

issue to society at large. These two forms of relevance do not necessarily coincide. In many 

cases, individuals may perceive certain social issues as highly important for society even if they 

do not directly affect their own personal lives. For example, a heterosexual individual may 

perceive homosexual marriage as a low personal relevant topic but high social relevant topic. 
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Therefore, distinguishing between these two forms of relevance may therefore provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of how CSR topics influence consumer responses.

Building on this reasoning, the present study examines how perceived personal relevance 

and perceived social relevance shape Gen Z consumers’ responses to different CSR topics. In 

particular, we investigate how these two forms of relevance influence both consumers’ attitudes 

toward the company and their social media engagement with CSR-related content. 

(see Figure 1 for the proposed model):

H3: The effect of CSR type on Gen Z’s attitude is mediated by perceived(a)personal 

relevance and (b) societal relevance.

H4: The effect of CSR type on Gen Z’s social media engagement is mediated by 

perceived(a)  personal relevance and (b) societal relevance.

RQ2: How, if at all, do perceived personal and societal relevance mediate the effects of 

CSR on attitudes and social media engagement differently?  

Figure 1
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Proposed Model 

Methods

Participants

Participants born in/after 1997 (Gen Z) were recruited from Prolific, an online participant 

recruitment platform in October 2024. A total number of 678 respondents completed the survey 

and received $1.2 for participating in this study. Participants ranged from 18 to 27 years old ((M 

= 23.64, SD = 2.50). 50.5% of the participants were female. The medium household income was 

between $50,000- 74,999. The ethnic background was distributed as follows: White 55.3%, 

Black/African American 21.2%, Asian 13.2%, Hispanic/Latino 9.3%, Native Hawaiian/other 

Pacific Islander .3%, Native American Indian/Alaskan Native .2%, Other .4%, and prefer not to 

answer .2%. 

Design and Stimuli
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We created four mock-up Instagram posts from a hypothetical company as stimuli, as 

Instagram is one of the most popular social media platforms among Gen Z (need citation). 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four groups. Three conditions highlighted 

different aspects of CSR efforts. In the environmental condition, the post stated the company 

“has developed a community-based reforestation program.” In the social condition, “a mental 

health support initiative” was highlighted. In the economic condition, messages addressed “local 

economic development programs.” Each of these three posts not only highlighted the types of 

effort but also included messages related to the achievement and awards tied to the particular 

type of CSR. The messages in those posts were similar in length (See Appendix A). The control 

condition did not include any information related to CSR efforts. After reading the post, 

participants were directed to an online questionnaire. 

Manipulation check 

        To assess the effectiveness of the experimental manipulation, participants responded to a 

manipulation check question: “The company is _____ responsible,” with response options coded 

as 1 = environmentally, 2 = economically, 3 = socially, and 4 = I didn’t see any information 

related to this. A chi-square test revealed a significant difference between      perceived type of 

corporate responsibility, χ2 (9, N = 678)  = 715.19, p < .001, indicating a successful 

manipulation. More specifically, 90.0% (n = 153) of participants in the environmental condition, 

47.6% (n = 81) in the economic condition, 78.7% (n = 133) in the social condition, and 53.3% (n 

= 90) in the control condition correctly selected the option. 

Measures

Personal Relevance. Adapting measures from existing research on relevance (Choi, et al., 

2012; Kim et al., 2019; Tobin, et al., 2012), personal relevance was measured with 3 items on a 
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7-point scale.  Participants were asked to rate how the content of the post was (1) irrelevant/ 

relevant, (2) not important/ important, and (3) insignificant /significant to themselves (M = 3.14, 

SD = 1.27, α = .95). 

Societal Relevance. Using the same scale from personal relevance, participants were 

asked to evaluate how relevant the post was to society, based on the same three items: (1) 

irrelevant/relevant, (2) not important/important, and (3) insignificant/significant.   (M = 3.74, SD 

= 1.06, α = .93). 

Attitude toward the company. Using existing index (Zimand-Sheiner, and Lissitsa, 

2024.), attitude was measured by asking participants to evaluate whether the company in the post 

is 1) Bad (1)/Good (5); 2) Unfavorable(1)/Favorable(5); 3) Unlikeable (1)/Likable (5); 4) 

Unappealing/Appealing; 5) Unpleasant (1)/Pleasant (5)  (M = 3.79, SD = .88, α = .94)

Social Media Engagement. Adapting from existing research (Kim, et al., 2019), social 

media engagement was assessed with 3 items on a 5-point scale (1= extremely unlikely, 5= 

extremely likely). Participants were asked about the likelihood that they are going to “like,” 

“comment on,” and “share” the post (M = 2.31, SD = 1.20, α = .88).

Control variables: 

Results

To examine H1, H2 and RQ1, two sets of One-way ANOVA test with post-hoc analyses 

were conducted. The results showed that seeing CSR activities significantly impact people’s 

attitude toward the company (F(3, 674) = 22.52, p < .001, η2 = .09) and their social media 

engagement  (F(3, 674) = 14.62, p < .001, η2 = .06). The pairwise comparison revealed that 

exposure to all types of CSR (Environmental: M = 4.02, SD = .87, p < .001; Social: M = 3.97, 

SD = .79, p < .001; Economic: M = 3.81, SD = .89, p < .001) increased the positive attitude 
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compared to a control condition (M = 3.35, SD = .82). However, there were no significant 

differences in attitude across types of CSR. In addition, individuals were more likely to engage 

on social media reading the post about CSR practice on environmental (M = 2.67, SD = 1.22, 

pecon<0.001; pcotrl<0.001)  and social topics (M = 2.50, SD = 1.16, pecon=.03; pcotrl<0.001) compared 

to economic (M = 2.15, SD = 1.19) and no efforts (M = 1.91, SD = 1.10). 

To examine the mediating role of personal and societal relevance (H2, H3 and RQ2), 

Mplus 8.3 was used with dummy coded CSR type as the independent variable, personal and 

societal relevance as two parallel mediators, and attitude toward the company and social media 

engagement as the final outcomes. First, the results showed that seeing all types of CSR 

increased perceived personal relevance (Environmental: B=1.30, SE=.11, p<.001; Social: 

B=1.01, SE=.12, p<.001; Economic: B=.46, SE=.13, p<.001) and societal (Environmental: 

B=1.05., SE=.11, p<.001; Social: B=.98, SE=.11, p<.001; Economic: B=.64, SE=.12, p<.001) 

(See Appendix B, Table 1). Model constraints were coded to compare the differences between 

the effects of three CSR practices. The results revealed that the effects of environmental 

(personal relevance: B=.84, SE=.13, p<.001; societal relevance: B=.39, SE=.10, p<.001) and 

social (personal relevance: B=.55, SE=.13, p<.001; societal relevance: B=.32, SE=.13, p<.001) 

CSR on both personal and societal relevance were stronger compared to an economic CSR. In 

addition, environmental CSR led to a greater increase in personal relevance compared to social 

CSR (B =.29, SE=.12, p=.02). 

Additionally, both personal relevance and societal relevance positively mediated the CSR 

messages on attitude toward the company. However, only personal relevance mediated the CSR 

messages on individuals’ social media engagement. The results showed type differences 

regarding the indirect effects. The increases in positive attitude via personal and societal 
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relevance from environmental (personal: B=.19, SE=.04, p<.001; social: B=.15, SE=.04, p=.001) 

and social CSR (personal: B=.13, SE=.03, p<.001; social: B=.12, SE=.04, p<.001) were 

significantly stronger than the economic CSR. The indirect effect on attitude via personal 

relevance from environmental CSR was also stronger than that from social CSR (B=.06, SE=.03, 

p=.03). As for social media engagement, the strongest effect was from seeing environmental 

CSR, followed by the social economic ones (Env vs. Soc: B=.18, SE=.07, p=.01; Env vs Econ: 

B=.52, SE=.08, p<.001; Soc vs. Econ: B=.34, SE=.08, p<.001) (See Appendix C, Table 2). 

We conducted additional analyses by contrasting the differences between the two 

mediators. The results showed that societal relevance was a more potent mediator compared to 

personal relevance on changing attitudes when the messages are around social (B=.14, SE=.08, 

p=.05) and economic CSR (B=.15, SE=.08, p=.004). By contrast, personal relevance was the 

only significant mediator of the effects on social media engagement across three types of CSR 

(See Table 2). Finally, given that personal relevance mediated both attitudes and social media 

engagement, we examined how the effects on the two outcomes differed. The results showed that 

regardless of CSR type, the increases in positive attitudes toward the company were smaller than 

the increased social media engagement (Environmental: B=-.52, SE=.08, p<.001; Social: B=-.40, 

SE=.07, p<.001; Economic:  B=-.18, SE=.06, p<.001). 

Figure 2

Path modeling results
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Note. The statistics represent unstandardized regression coefficients.

+p<.1,*p<.05,**p<.01,*p<.001.

Discussion

Utilizing an online experiment, this study examines the effects of different types of CSR 

initiatives on attitude change and social media engagement, highlighting the critical mediating 

roles of perceived personal relevance and societal relevance. These findings contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the nuances in Gen Z’s perceptions and attitudes toward CSR, offering 

valuable insights for companies engaging in CSR initiatives and targeting the U.S. Gen Z 

population. Detailed results are discussed below.

First, regarding the effects of different types of CSR on attitudes toward the company, all 

three types of CSR (environmental, social, and economic) increased social media users’ positive 

attitudes toward the company compared to those not exposed to any CSR initiatives. However, in 

terms of boosting engagement, only environmental CSR and social CSR directly increased the 

likelihood of social media users engaging on these platforms.

Concerning the mediation model, this study finds that all three types of CSR initiatives 

successfully increased both perceived personal relevance and societal relevance. In addition, our 
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analyses of indirect effects revealed some interesting results. First, perceived personal relevance 

effectively mediates the relationship between CSR initiatives and both attitude and social media 

engagement, with a stronger impact observed on social media engagement. In contrast, societal 

relevance only has a positive effect on attitude change, but not on social media engagement. 

Moreover, among the different types of CSR, the mediating effect of societal relevance was 

stronger for environmental and social topics compared to economic ones. 

Theoretical Implications

The current study contributes to a more comprehensive CSR effect that differentiates 

between environmental, social, and economic initiatives and their varying impacts on consumer 

attitudes and engagement behaviors among U.S. Gen Z through perceived personal and societal 

relevance. 

First of all, this study offers insights into the nuanced ways in which U.S. Gen Z 

consumers respond to and engage with various CSR types through perceived relevance. Previous 

literature reports mixed findings: some studies suggest that social and economic CSR initiatives 

receive more favorable responses than environmental topics (e.g., Kim and Skepchenkova, 

2020), whereas others indicate a Gen Z preference for environmental issues over economic ones 

(e.g., Narayanan, 2022). This study helps reconcile these differences by considering the 

mediating effects of perceived personal and societal relevance. 

While previous studies have predominantly focused on personal relevance, only some 

have suggested the importance of societal relevance. Expanding our understanding of perceived 

relevance in the context of CSR, this study includes both dimensions of relevance. Adding to 

earlier findings that Gen Z shows a stronger intention to purchase from companies when they 

perceive direct financial benefits (Modreanu and Andrișan, 2022), our results suggest that CSR 
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strategies that connect personal relevance are also successful in driving social media 

engagement. In contrast, CSR initiatives with a strong societal emphasis are generally more 

effective at shaping positive attitudes and increasing favorability. 

This study also offers potential explanations for previously mixed findings regarding 

CSR campaigns on different topics and Gen Z preferences. For instance, economic-focused CSR 

initiatives may not be as favorable to Gen Z to engage on social media. However, a clear 

emphasis on personal benefits could reduce the challenges of reaching this demographic. Indeed, 

cause-related marketing literature points to the critical role of personal relevance playing in 

fostering positive consumer reactions to socially responsible campaigns (Zhang and Surujlal, 

2015; Lafferty, 2007).

Secondly, although Gen Z is the predominant group using social media to access 

information and build social relationships (Gottfried, 2024), and is, therefore, most likely to 

encounter CSR campaigns on these platforms. Previous research on CSR effects has primarily 

focused on purchase intention and attitudes toward the company rather than social media 

engagement. This study addresses this gap by demonstrating that CSR initiatives can also 

increase Gen Z's engagement on social media, with the effects varying across different topics and 

message strategies.

Additionally, the current study suggests that attitude change may not always align with 

social media engagement behaviors, such as sharing or liking. This finding is consistent with the 

Hierarchy of Effects Model (Wijaya, 2012; Barry and Howard, 1990). For a message or 

campaign to succeed, consumers need to be motivated to take action through increased attention 

and changes in perceptions. The greatest attitude change observed in this study comes from the 

perceived societal relevance, which does not activate behavioral intention. In contrast, social 
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media engagement is driven by perceived personal relevance, which serves as a motivational 

factor. Thus, while one’s favorability toward a company could be increased after reading CSR 

initiatives, it does not necessarily go hand in hand with measurable, visible engagement. 

Practical Implications

The current findings provide practical implications for tailored CSR strategies targeting 

the U.S. Gen Z population. Given the differences between perceived personal and societal 

relevance in their mediating roles on attitudes and social media engagement, companies should 

consider various strategies based on their campaign goals. More specifically, if the campaign 

aims to increase the reach of CSR message on platforms by encouraging consumer engagement, 

marketing and communication strategies should emphasize the relevancy and benefits to 

consumers, thereby fostering stronger connections. In contrast, if the campaign intends to 

develop and build brand reputation among Gen Z, strategies should highlight the benefits to the 

broader community and society (e.g., sustainability initiatives and community outreach 

programs) to resonate with Gen Z values. 

The distinct effects of different CSR topics on attitude and engagement through two 

different routes - personal and societal relevance - also offer insights for practitioners. When 

communicating CSR initiatives with a focus on environmental issues, brands can effectively 

appeal to Gen Z’s values and boost social media interaction. Addressing social and consumer 

benefits are likely to drive maximum social media engagement. In addition, when delivering 

social CSR, such as cultural alignment, companies can emphasize their commitment to societal 

well-being, in order to foster a positive attitude shift within the Gen Z demographic and drive 

long-term belief change. By aligning the campaign with issues of societal relevance, companies 

can strengthen Gen Z’s perception of the brand’s authenticity and dedication to shared values.
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Conversely, CSR campaigns around economic topics should emphasize the direct 

economic benefits to consumers to better engage Gen Z on social media. For example, 

companies can consider discussing savings passed on to consumers through innovative and cost-

efficient techniques that lower production costs while maintaining quality. 

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study has several limitations. First, it did not examine the cultural and 

political differences within the U.S. Gen Z population, which might influence how CSR 

initiatives are perceived. As noted in previous research (e.g., Jasinenko et al., 2020; Jung et al., 

2017), consumers with more conservative views may be less favorable toward CSR initiatives 

and less likely to engage with companies. Future studies should consider the role of cultural and 

political differences and how they interact with different types of CSR to influence American 

Gen Z’s perceptions of companies and their behavioral intentions.

Additionally, this study focused only on three types of CSR: environmental, social, and 

economic. However, other dimensions, such as employee support, non-U.S. operations, and 

ethical labor practices (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004; Maignan, 2001), may also significantly 

influence attitudes and engagement. These factors could differ in their effects compared to the 

types examined in this study. Future research could explore these additional aspects to gain a 

more comprehensive understanding of how Gen Z engages with CSR initiatives.

Last but not least, future studies may implement a longitudinal approach to examine the 

long-term effects of CSR initiatives targeting Gen Z on their attitudes and engagement and 

explore the cumulative effects of multiple CSR campaigns on Gen Z, assessing whether repeated 

exposure to CSR messaging leads to increased loyalty and brand affinity.
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Appendix A

Figure 1 

Stimuli in environmental, social, and economic and control conditions.

Environmental CSR Social CSR Economic CSR Control
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Appendix B

Table 1

Indirect effects on attitudes and social media engagement.

 Attitude Social Media Engagement

 Estimate (SE) 95% CI Estimate (SE) 95% CI

Env   Personal Relevance .29(.05) [.20, .41] .80(.09) [.63, .99]

Soc   Personal Relevance .22(.05) [.15, .33] .63(.08) [.47, .80]

Econ Personal Relevance .10(.03) [.04, .18] .28(.08) [.12, .45]

Env   societal relevance .40(.06) [.29, .53] .08(.04) [-.003, .17]

Soc   societal relevance .37(.06) [.27, .50] .07(.04) [-.003, .15]

Econ societal relevance .25(.05) [.16, .36] .05(.03) [-.001, .11]

Note. CSR type was dummy coded into three variables- Env, Soc, and Econ- with the control 

condition as the reference group. Env: Environmental CSR; Soc: Social CSR; Econ: Economy 

CSR.
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Appendix C

Table 2

The contrast of indirect effects across three types of CSR.

Mediator Outcomes

Attitude Social Media Engagement

  Estimate (SE) 95%CI Estimate (SE) 95%CI

Env vs.Social .06(.03) [.01,.13] .18(.07) [.03,.32]

Env vs.Econ Personal relevance .19(.04) [.12,.27] .51(.08) [.36,.68]

Social vs.Econ .12(.03) [.06,.20] .34(.08) [.18,.50]

Env vs. Social .03(.04) [-.04,.01] .01(.01) [-.01,.03]

Env vs. Econ Societal relevance .15(.04) [.07,.24] .03(.02) [.001,.06]

Social vs. Econ .12(.04) [.04,.21] .02(.02) [.001,.07]

Note. CSR type was dummy coded into three variables- Env, Soc, and Econ- with the control 

condition as the reference group. Env: Environmental CSR; Soc: Social CSR; Econ: Economy 

CSR.


