L&B

International Journal of Business in Sports, Tourism & Hospitality Management

https://www.gaics.org/Journal/JBSM
@2025 Global Academic Industrial Society

Library & Book

Understanding Gen Z’s Response to CSR Messaging:
How Message Clarity and Perceived Motives Drive
Engagement

O Soojin Kim
Kutztown University of Pennsylvania

Yongjae Kim

Kutztown University of Pennsylvania

Abstract
This study examines the role of CSR message clarity and perceived motives in shaping Gen Z’s atti-

tudes and donation intentions, specifically within the context of CSR communication in sports. As a
generation that is digitally native, socially conscious, and critical consumer group, Gen Z’s engagement
with CSR messages is influenced by both the clarity of the message and the authenticity of its motives.
Using Construal Level Theory (CLT), the research reveals that clear, concrete CSR messages, which
reduce psychological distance, foster positive attitudes toward the brand and its initiatives. Additionally,
CSR motives perceived as public-serving enhance the effectiveness of message clarity, while self-serving
motives lead to skepticism and diminished engagement. While CSR message clarity does not directly
impact donation intent, it exerts an indirect effect through the formation of attitudes, highlighting the
critical role of trust and favorable brand perceptions in influencing Gen Z’s pro-social behaviors. The
findings emphasize that transparency and genuine commitment to social causes are essential for success-

ful CSR campaigns targeting this demographic.
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1. Introduction

With expansive media exposure and deeply
loyal fan bases, professional sports teams and
leagues are uniquely positioned to leverage corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR) to foster meaning-
ful social change. As stakeholder expectations rise,
so does scrutiny over the authenticity and impact
of CSR efforts in sport. Babiak and Wolfe (2006)
note that sport organizations are increasingly ex-
pected to serve the public good, regardless of
whether their CSR motivations are altruistic or
strategic.

In response, many leagues are broadening their
CSR efforts, moving beyond philanthropy to ad-
dress pressing social and environmental concerns.
Carroll’s (1991) classic four-tiered model, namely,
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic respon-
sibilities, remains foundational, yet contemporary
sport CSR also emphasizes environmental sustain-
ability and social dimensions (Babiak et al., 2012;
Ratten & Babiak, 2010). For example, the National
Football League (NFL) has launched green initia-
tives, while also committing $250 million over 10
years to combat systemic racism (Battista, 2020).

Despite significant CSR activity in sport, com-
munication remains an underexamined dimension.
Effective CSR communication is critical to culti-
vating stakeholder trust and engagement (Crane &
Glozer, 2016). While scholars have developed
frameworks for involving stakeholders in CSR
messaging (Morsing & Schultz, 2006), limited re-
search explores how such messages resonate with
Generation Z (Gen Z), a key demographic known
for its demand for transparency, ethical branding,

and digital engagement (Deloitte, 2024; Nguyen et
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al., 2019; Twenge, 2021). As the largest emerging
consumer group (Miller & Lu, 2018), Gen Z ex-
hibits strong preferences for brands that prioritize
sustainability and social justice (Parker et al.,
2019; Narayanan, 2022).

CSR messages vary in their framing, from spe-
cific action-oriented messages to broader, value-
driven slogans (Kim & Bae, 2016; Pracejus et al.,
2003). The NFL’s 2025 Super Bowl shift from
“End Racism” to “Choose Love” illustrates the
contrast between concrete and abstract messaging.
While the former signaled a clear stance on a social
issue, the latter was seen by some as vague or po-
litically sanitized, raising concerns about the
league’s true motives (Buckley, 2025). Such shifts
underscore the importance of message clarity and
perceived sincerity in shaping audience reactions.
Moreover, the effectiveness of CSR messages of-
ten hinges on perceived motives. Audiences, par-
ticularly Gen Z, are more receptive to initiatives
perceived as genuinely prosocial than those seen
as self-serving or performative (Forehand & Grier,
2003; Klimkiewicz & Oltra, 2017). Thus, a critical
question emerges: how do message clarity and per-
ceived CSR motives influence Gen Z’s attitudes
and willingness to engage?

This study addresses a gap in the sport CSR
communication literature by investigating how
message clarity (concrete vs. abstract) and per-
ceived motives (public-serving vs. self-serving)
contribute to Gen Z’s engagement with CSR initi-
atives. Drawing on Construal Level Theory (Trope
& Liberman, 2010), which posits that psychologi-
cal distance affects message interpretation, the

study examines how CSR message framing influ-
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ences Gen Z’s perceptions, attitudes, and behav-
ioral intentions. By exploring the mediating role of
attitudes and the moderating influence of per-
ceived motives, this research provides actionable
insights for sport organizations seeking to engage
Gen Z effectively, foster brand trust, and enhance

the impact of their social initiatives.

2. Literature Review

Construal Level Theory (CLT)

This study will be guided by Construal Level
Theory (CLT), a widely recognized framework for
examining the effectiveness of messages across
different contexts (Anuar & Mohamad, 2011;
Grau & Folse, 2007; Kim & Kim, 2021; Thomas,
2023). CLT posits that individuals interpret per-
suasive information to varying degrees depending
on the psychological distance involved (Trope &
Liberman, 2010). The theory emphasizes the rela-
tionship between mental abstraction (the construal
level) and psychological distance, which influ-
ences how individuals evaluate, predict, and re-
spond to information (Trope et al., 2007). This im-
plies that a message’s effectiveness can be en-
hanced by aligning its level of abstraction with the
psychological distance perceived by the audience.
Psychological distance includes temporal, spatial,
or social dimensions, reflecting how close or dis-
tant an individual perceives an object, event, or ac-
tion. When events or actions are perceived as near
to the self, they are typically construed at a low
level, characterized by concrete, specific, and con-
textual details, whereas those perceived as distant
from the self are construed at a higher level,

marked by abstract, general, and decontextualized

representations (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Previ-
ous research consistently indicates that messages
designed to elicit a low construal level tend to gen-
erate stronger, more positive responses, as they
present the information as tangible, contextual,
and specific (Grau & Folse, 2007). By exploring
how CSR messages influence the perceptions and
behaviors of Gen Z, this study aims to provide val-
uable insights for sports organizations seeking to
establish genuine and meaningful connections

with this important demographic (see Figure 1).

Gen Z and Corporate Social Responsibil-ity
Gen Z, typically defined as individuals born
1997 (Dimock, 2019),
and

after represents a

unique increasingly influential
consumer group. Research suggests that Gen Z
will not only become the fastest growing
consumer segment but also a significant force
in the labor market (Miller & Lu, 2018). One
of the primary -characteristics that sets this
generation apart is its strong connection to
technology and the internet. Having grown up
in a fully digital environment, where
connectivity and instant access to infor-mation
so-cial

are standard, Gen Z’s behavior,

interactions, and decision-making processes
differ greatly from those of previous generations
(Greenfield, 2009; Francis & Hoefel, 2018). As
digital natives, their interactions with brands are
unique, posing both a challenge and an oppor-
tunity for marketers (Fromm & Read, 2018). They
do not accept marketing messages passively but
instead actively assess, question, and compare
brands before making purchasing decisions (Kim

et al., 2025). Consequently, traditional marketing
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strategies often fail to appeal to this group unless
they are authentic, transparent, and offer clear
value-based messaging (Williams & Page,
2011).

Gen Z is also known for its strong focus on
social responsibility, ethics, and environmental
issues (Deloitte, 2024; Narayanan, 2022; Nguyen
et al., 2019). Compared to previous generations,
they are more likely to align with brands that mir-
ror their values, particularly in relation to environ-
mental issues and societal impact (Parker et al.,
2019). This heightened awareness and concern for
social and environmental issues fosters a more fa-
vorable view toward companies that engage in
CSR initiatives (Thomas, 2022). Hence, firms can
develop a positive relationship with these consum-
ers, develop a strong image, and become a pre-
ferred brand if they engage in CSR and communi-
cate it (Edinger-Schons et al., 2018). Accordingly,
understanding how CSR messages influence Gen
Z's attitudes and behaviors is critical for sport or-
ganizations aiming to engage this influential de-
mographic, especially as they demand transpar-
ency, authenticity,
(Twenge, 2021).

and digital engagement

Attitudinal and Behavioral Responses to Mes-
sage Clarity

Companies’ investments in CSR initiatives
yield minimal benefits if consumers are unaware
of these efforts (Du et al., 2010). This highlights
the crucial need for effective communication of
CSR activities. For CSR efforts to achieve their
full potential, messaging must be both widespread
and impactful (Gilal et al., 2023). Research in-

creasingly demonstrates that CSR messaging has
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a powerful effect on consumer perceptions and be-
haviors. Well-crafted CSR messages can posi-
tively influence consumer attitudes, enhance cor-
porate reputation, and improve brand image (Chen
& Huang, 2018; Diallo & Lambey-Checchin,
2015; Folse et al., 2010). Consequently, strategi-
cally using CSR messaging to influence public
perceptions has become a key approach for brands
looking to foster stronger connections with their
consumer base (Gangadharbatla et al., 2022).

A crucial factor in the effectiveness of CSR
messaging is message clarity, which refers to how
easily the audience understands the message, free
from ambiguity or confusion (Darley & Smith,
1995; Kim et al., 2010; Yalch & Elmore-Yalch,
1984). Research indicates that concrete messages,
which outline specific actions or outcomes, en-
hance message clarity, making it easier for con-
sumers to process and respond (Yalch & Elmore-
Yalch, 1984). This clarity, in turn, leads to more
favorable consumer reactions (Kim et al., 2010;
Kim & Bae, 2016). Furthermore, studies empha-
size the importance of clarity as a key advertising
strategy, showing that it can significantly improve
attitudes toward both the message and the brand
being promoted (Kim et al., 2010). As such, clarity
is not merely a desirable feature but a vital deter-
minant of message effectiveness.

In evaluating the effectiveness of CSR mes-
sages, researchers often focus on attitudes and be-
havioral intentions (e.g., Du et al., 2010; Wigley,
2008). Attitude refers to an individual's psycho-
logical state, influenced by their evaluations of a
particular idea or object (Zanna & Rempel, 1988).
In the context of this study, attitude reflects how
positively or negatively an individual evaluates
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the CSR message. Specifically, it refers to their
overall feelings toward the message itself. In addi-
tion to attitude, this study will explore consumers’
behavioral intentions, particularly their intention
to donate to the cause presented in the CSR mes-
sage. Although previous research has examined
the direct effects of message clarity, the mediating
role of message clarity between attitude towards
the message and behavior has not been sufficiently
explored and remains an area requiring further in-
vestigation.

H1: Higher CSR message clarity leads to more
favorable attitudes toward the CSR message.

H2: Higher CSR message clarity has a positive
effect on donation intent.

H3: Attitude toward the CSR message mediates
the relationship between CSR message clarity and

donation intent.

Concrete vs. Abstract CSR Messages

In the context of CSR campaigns, two primary
types of messages have been identified: concrete
messages, which specify a company’s tangible ac-
tions toward a cause, and abstract messages,
which focus on broader values or ideals (Olsen et
al., 2003; Pracejus et al., 2003; Yoon, 2015). The
existing literature on these message types presents
mixed findings, yet consistent evidence suggest
that concrete messages are more effective in shap-
ing consumer attitudes and behaviors (Atkin et al.,
2008; Hitchon et al., 1994; Ketelaar et al., 2010).

A pertinent case that illustrates the distinction
between these two message types is the NFL’s
CSR initiative, which utilizes two contrasting
messages: “End Racism” (concrete) and “Choose

Love” (abstract). The concrete “End Racism”

message focuses on specific social cause, while
the abstract “Choose Love” message emphasizes a
broader, idealistic value. Existing literature sug-
gests that concrete messages are less ambiguous
and, therefore, easier for consumers to process and
evaluate. Building on this, it is hypothesized that
consumers exposed to the concrete “End Racism”
message will exhibit stronger, more favorable at-
titudes and behaviors compared to those exposed
to the abstract “Choose Love” message. While re-
search generally supports the effectiveness of con-
crete messages, the potential impact of abstract
messages, particularly in emotionally charged
CSR contexts, remains an open question. This
study seeks to fill this gap by exploring the effec-
tiveness of message type specifically within the
context of sports CSR. By doing so, it aims to offer
deeper insights into how CSR messages can be
strategically framed to better engage consumers

and enhance brand perception.

Perceived CSR Motive

While CSR activities are intended to benefit so-
ciety, there remains a degree of public skepticism,
as many suspect that companies exploit CSR to
boost profits (Illia et al., 2013). Scholars have
noted that consumers often question the true moti-
vations behind a company’s CSR actions (Arumi
et al., 2005; Mohr et al., 1998). When exposed to
CSR messages, consumers typically try to infer
the company’s motivations for those actions
(Mansouri et al., 2022).

Research indicates that individuals perceive
CSR motives as either public-serving or self-serv-
ing (Forehand & Grier, 2003). These motivations
have been variously described as altruistic versus
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egoistic, exogenous versus endogenous, other-
versus self-centered, and sincere versus image-
promotional (Bendapudi et al., 1996; Ellen et al.,
2006; Kim, 2011). Several studies have shown
that when individuals perceive a company’s CSR
motives as sincere and public-serving, they tend to
have more favorable attitudes and behaviors, such
as greater trust, intention to support, and positive
recommendations (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; El-
len et al., 2000; Forehand & Grier, 2003). On the
other hand, if the company’s motives are seen as
self-serving, it tends to lead to negative responses
towards both the company and its CSR initiatives
(Boerman et al., 2012). Therefore, the public’s
perception of a company’s motives plays a critical
role in shaping attitudes and influencing behav-
ioral intentions (Lichtenstein et al., 2004).

Given the importance of consumer awareness
of CSR (Du et al., 2007; Sen et al., 2006; Son et
al., 2023) and the influence of positive CSR eval-
uations on behavioral outcomes (Walker & Kent,
2009), it is expected that perceptions of CSR mo-
tives will lead to different behavioral reactions.
Although past research has confirmed the effect of
CSR motives on consumer behavior, most studies
have focused on direct impacts and have not con-
sidered the interaction between CSR motives and
other factors, such as perception of message clar-
ity. This study proposes that CSR motives not only

influence consumer evaluations of CSR initiatives
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but also moderate the relationship between mes-
sage clarity and subsequent behaviors. Specifi-
cally, when CSR motives are perceived as public-
serving, the positive effect of message clarity on
attitude towards the message and on donation be-
havior is stronger. Public-serving motives enhance
the perceived authenticity and relevance of the
message (Du et al., 2010), intensifying its effect.
In contrast, self-serving CSR motives may dimin-
ish the message’s credibility, leading to less posi-
tive attitude and a reduced likelihood of donation
behavior. By examining how CSR motives mod-
erate the relationship between message clarity and
donation behavior, this study addresses an im-
portant gap in the literature, offering deeper in-
sights into how CSR motives influence the effec-
tiveness of CSR messaging.

H4: The positive effect of CSR message clarity
on attitude toward the CSR message is stronger
when CSR motives are perceived as public-serv-
ing rather than self-serving.

HS: The positive effect of CSR message clarity
on donation intent is stronger when CSR motives
are perceived as public-serving rather than self-
serving.

H6: The mediating effect of attitude toward the
CSR message is stronger when CSR motives are
perceived as public-serving rather than self-serv-

ing.
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Figure 1
Theoretical Research Model
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3. Methodology

Data Collection and Participants

Participants for this study were recruited from
business and sport management courses at a uni-
versity, located in the Pennsylvania region of the
United States. A total of 222 participants were suc-
cessfully recruited from the university, using class
announcement. The participants were college stu-
dents aged 18 to 26, with an average age of 20.04
years (SD = 1.6). In terms of ethnicity, the major-
ity of participants identified as white/Caucasian,
comprising 76.6% of the sample. Hispanic partic-
ipants made up 14.4%, while 3.6% identified as
Black/African American. The remaining partici-
pants identified as Asian or Pacific Islander
(1.8%) and multiracial (3.6%). In the gender dis-
tribution, males comprised 64.9% of the partici-
pants.

For the purpose of this study, college students
were recruited using a convenience sampling
method, as they represent a significant segment of
U.S. consumers (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). College

students today are primarily part of Gen Z, which
includes individuals born roughly between the
mid-to-late 1990s and the early 2010s (Di-
mock, 2019). As a key demographic, Gen Z col-
lege students are an important consumer group,
characterized by their strong interest in social, po-
litical, and environmental issues and preference
for brands that align with their values (Francis &
Hoefel, 2018; Seemiller & Grace, 2019). These
traits make them an ideal focus for studies related
to consumer behavior and CSR (Sawicka &
Marcinkowska, 2023).

Research Procedure

The experiment was conducted in a classroom
setting. Before the study, participants completed a
pre-survey that included questions about their pre-
vious volunteer experiences and demographic in-
formation. Upon arrival, they received an over-
view of the study and were asked to read and sign
a consent form. After providing consent, partici-

pants were exposed to one of two CSR messages -
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“End Racism” or “Choose Love” - displayed as an
image (see Appendix A and B). The order of mes-
sage exposure was randomized to mitigate poten-
tial sequencing effects. Following the message ex-
posure on a football field setting, participants
completed a post-survey assessing their percep-
tions of the CSR messages and their experience
with NFL CSR initiatives. On average, partici-

pants completed the survey in 8.7 minutes.

Measurement

Perceived Message Clarity. Message clarity
was measured using a 4-item, 7-point semantic
differential scale. Participants rated their overall
feelings about the clarity of the CSR messages on
dimensions such as “Easy to understand-Not easy
to understand,” “Immediately understandable-Not
immediately understandable,” “Clear-Unclear,”
and “Concise-Not concise.” These measures have
been validated in various contexts (Kim & Bae,
2016).

Attitude toward the CSR message. Participants’
attitudes toward the message were measured using
a 4-item, 7-point semantic differential scale (Sil-
vera & Austad, 2004). They rated their overall
feelings about the CSR messages such as “Good-
Bad,” “Pleasant-Unpleasant,” “Interesting-Unin-
teresting,” and “Likeable-Not likeable.”

Perceived CSR Motives.
measured with four items adopted from Bolton
and Mattila (2015) on a 7-point Likert-type scale

CSR motives were

ranging from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly
agree (7), categorizing participants into public-
serving (codes as 1) or self-serving (coded as 2)
motive groups using a median split with a thresh-

old score of 5.2. The measurement includes “the
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NFL participates in CSR because it genuinely
cares about the well-being of others,” “The NFL
commitment to CSR is genuine,” “The NFL is re-
ally just engaging in CSR to benefit itself (R),”
and “The NFL participates in CSR because it
wants to sell more tickets (R).”

Intention to Donate. Donation Intent was meas-
ured using a 3-item, 7-point semantic differential
scale, with questions “What is the likelihood that
you would donate to a cause that supports NFL’s
[CSR message] initiative in the future?”” The scale

2 <6

included the items “likely-unlikely,” “probable-
improbable,” and “possible-impossible.” These
measures are widely used in donation behavior re-

search (Grau & Folse, 2007).

Data Analysis

To test the research hypotheses (see Figure 1),
a series of statistical analyses were conducted.
First, descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation
analyses were performed to examine the relation-
ships among the key variables in the study, includ-
ing CSR message clarity, perceived CSR motives,
attitude toward the CSR message, and donation in-
tent. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to
assess the strength and direction of these relation-
ships.

Next, multiple regression analyses were con-
ducted to evaluate the direct effects of CSR mes-
sage clarity on attitude toward the CSR message
(HT), as well as the direct effects of these variables
on donation intent (H2). Interaction effects be-
tween CSR message clarity and perceived CSR
motives were also tested to determine whether

perceived CSR motives moderated the effect of
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message clarity on attitude (H4) and donation in-
tent (HS).

To further examine the role of attitude toward
the CSR message as a potential mediator (H3), a
mediation analysis was conducted using Model 8
of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017). This anal-
ysis tested whether attitude toward the CSR mes-
sage mediated the relationship between CSR mes-
sage clarity and donation intent. Additionally, a
moderated mediation analysis was performed to
assess whether the indirect effect of CSR message
clarity on donation intent through attitude varied
depending on perceived CSR motives (H6). All
statistical analyses were conducted using IBM
SPSS 29 with a significance level set at p <.05.

4. Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 1 presents the means, standard devia-
tions, and Pearson correlation coefficients for the
study variables. CSR message clarity was posi-
tively correlated with attitude toward the CSR
message (= .38, p <.01) and donation intent (» =
.36, p < .01). Attitude toward the CSR message
was significantly correlated with donation intent (»
=.60, p <.001), supporting its role as a potential
mediator.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Key Variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4
CSR Message Clarity 1.50 .50 -

Perceived CSR Motives 1.48 .50 .03 -

Attitude Toward CSR Message [5.64 1.17 38%* 22%*

Donation Intent 4.25 1.49 36%* 16%* .60%*

o p<.05 *p<.0l ***p<.00]

Effect of CSR Message Clarity and Perceived
CSR Motives on Attitude Toward the CSR Mes-
sage

A multiple regression analysis was conducted
to examine the effects of CSR message clarity and
perceived CSR motives on attitude toward the
CSR message. The overall model was significant,
F(3, 218) = 18.77, p < .001, explaining 20.5% of
the variance (R?=.205). CSR message clarity had

a significant positive effect on attitude (B = 1.75,
SE=0.44,1t=3.99, p <.001), supporting H1. Per-
ceived CSR motives also had a significant main
effect on attitude (B =1.40, SE=0.44,¢t=3.14,p
=.002).

A significant interaction between CSR message
clarity and perceived CSR motives was observed
(B=-0.60,SE=0.28,t=-2.12, p=.035). A simple

slopes analysis indicated that when CSR motives
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were perceived as public-serving (coded as 1),
CSR message clarity had a stronger effect on atti-
tude (B=1.15,SE=0.19,¢=5.92, p<.001). When
CSR motives were self-serving (coded as 2), the

effect of clarity on attitude was weaker but still

Figure 2
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significant (B=0.56, SE=0.20,t=2.73, p=.007).
These findings support H4, suggesting that mes-
sage clarity is more effective in improving atti-
tudes when CSR motives are perceived as public-

serving (see Figure 2).

The interaction effect between message clarity and CSR motive on attitude toward CSR message

ATTITUDE TOWARD CSR MESSAGE

625

6.00

875

550

525

Estimated Marginal Means

5.00

CSR MOTIVE

== Sel-Sening
= Public-Semning

Abstract
MESSAGE CLARITY

Effect of CSR Message Clarity, Attitude Toward
the CSR Message, and Perceived CSR Motives
on Donation Intent

A second regression model was conducted to
examine the effects of CSR message clarity, atti-
tude toward the CSR message, and perceived CSR
motives on donation intent. The overall model was
significant, F(4,217)=34.02, p <.001, explaining
38.5% of the variance (R?=.385). Attitude toward
the CSR message had a significant positive effect
on donation intent (B = 0.67, SE = 0.08, t = 8.78,

Concrete

p <.001). However, CSR message clarity did not
have a significant direct effect on donation intent
(B=0.95,SE=0.51,¢=1.84, p=.060), failing to
support H2. As shown in Figure 3, the interaction
between CSR message clarity and perceived CSR
motives was also not significant (B = -0.31, SE =
0.32,1=-0.98, p = .328), indicating that perceived
CSR motives did not moderate the direct relation-
ship between clarity and donation intent, failing to

support HS.

JBSM Vol. 6, No.1, 2025 77



Kim, Kim

Figure 3

The interaction effect between message clarity and CSR motive on donation intent
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The Indirect Effect of CSR Message Clarity on
Donation Intent via Attitude Toward the CSR
Message

A mediation analysis was conducted using
Model 8 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) to
examine whether attitude toward the CSR mes-
sage mediated the relationship between CSR mes-
sage clarity and donation intent. The conditional
indirect effects at different levels of perceived

Concrete

CSR motives are reported in Table 2.

When CSR motives were public-serving, the
indirect effect of CSR message clarity on donation
intent via attitude was significant (B = 0.77, SE =
0.15, 95% CI [0.49, 1.08]). When CSR motives
were self-serving, the indirect effect was weaker
but still significant (B = 0.37, SE = 0.13, 95% CI
[0.12, 0.63]). These findings support H3.

Table 2

Conditional Indirect Effects of CSR Message Clarity on Donation Intent via Attitude Toward the CSR

Message
Perceived CSR Motives Effect SE LLCI ULCI
Public-Serving 0.7726 0.1502 0.4914 1.0835
Self-Serving 0.3719 0.1309 0.1154 0.6314
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The Role of Perceived CSR Motives

A moderated mediation analysis examined
whether the strength of the indirect effect (CSR
message clarity — Attitude — Donation intent)
was influenced by perceived CSR motives. The in-
dex of moderated mediation was significant (B = -
0.40, SE =0.19, 95% CI [-0.78, -0.04]), indicating
that the mediation effect was stronger when CSR
motives were perceived as public-serving com-
pared to self-serving. These findings support H6,
demonstrating that while CSR message clarity en-
hances donation intent through attitude, this effect

is weaker when CSR motives are perceived as

Understanding Gen Z’s Response to CSR Messaging

self-serving.

Table 3 provides a summary of the hypotheses
and their outcomes. CSR message clarity signifi-
cantly improves attitude toward the CSR message,
which in turn increases donation intent. The effect
of CSR message clarity on attitude is moderated
by perceived CSR motives, such that clarity has a
stronger impact when CSR motives are perceived
as public-serving. Furthermore, the mediation ef-
fect of attitude is significant, but its strength varies
based on CSR motives, with stronger mediation

effects under public-serving CSR motives.

Table 3
Summary of Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Test Result
H1 Message Clarity — Message Attitude Supported
H2 Message Clarity — Donation Intent Not Supported
H3 Attitude mediates Message Clarity — Donation Intent Supported
H4 CSR Motives moderate Message Clarity — Message Attitude Supported
HS CSR Motives moderate Message Clarity — Donation Intent Not Supported
H6 Moderated mediation effect present Supported

5. Discussion

The findings of this study contribute to the un-
derstanding of CSR communication in sports, par-
ticularly in how CSR message clarity and per-
ceived CSR motives influence Gen Z’s attitudes
and donation intent. As a consumer segment, Gen
Z is highly digital, socially conscious, and critical
in evaluating brand communications (Francis &
Hoefel, 2018). Unlike previous generations, Gen

Z has grown up in an era of instantaneous digital

access to information, making them more discern-
ing and skeptical toward marketing messages
(Djafarova & Bowes, 2021). Construal Level The-
ory (CLT) (Trope & Liberman, 2010) provides a
useful framework for understanding how Gen Z
processes CSR messaging, as their engagement
depends on the psychological distance they per-
ceive in corporate initiatives. Within this context,
CSR message clarity and perceived motives sig-
nificantly shape Gen Z’s attitudes and subsequent
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donation behavior.

CSR Message Clarity and Attitude toward CSR
Message

According to CLT, individuals process infor-
mation through high-level construals (abstract
thinking) or low-level construals (concrete think-
ing) depending on the psychological distance of an
event (Trope & Liberman, 2010). CSR message
clarity reduces psychological distance by making
information more concrete, structured, and acces-
sible, enabling consumers to process the message
at a low construal level with a focus on specific,
tangible details. Given Gen Z’s preference for di-
rect, transparent, and fact-based communication
(Prasanna & Priyanka, 2024), clear CSR messag-
ing plays an essential role in shaping positive atti-
tudes toward the brand’s social responsibility ef-
forts.

The significant positive effect of CSR message
clarity on attitude toward CSR messaging (H1)
aligns with this perspective. When CSR messages
are clearly articulated, Gen Z consumers perceive
them as credible, relatable, and trustworthy, fos-
tering favorable attitudes toward the initiative.
These results are consistent with previous research
indicating that clear and well-structured CSR mes-
sages enhance consumer perceptions and trust (Du
et al., 2010; Kim & Ferguson, 2018).

Additionally, the interaction between CSR
message clarity and perceived CSR motives (H4)
suggests that Gen Z’s attitude toward CSR mes-
sages is influenced by whether the initiative is
seen as public-serving or self-serving. When CSR
motives were perceived as public-serving, mes-

sage clarity had a stronger impact on attitude. This

aligns with CLT, as public-serving CSR initiatives
are perceived as more psychologically “near”,
making Gen Z more receptive to the message’s de-
tails. Given Gen Z’s heightened awareness of so-
cial issues and demand for ethical corporate be-
havior (Franczak & Shanahan, 2022; Uche, 2018),
they engage more with CSR efforts that authenti-
cally prioritize social good.

However, when CSR motives were self-serv-
ing, psychological distance increased, leading to
greater skepticism and diminished effectiveness of
message clarity in shaping attitudes. This finding
is particularly relevant to Gen Z, who are hyper-
aware of performative activism and “greenwash-
ing” practices (Kim et al., 2025). Previous re-
search supports that Gen Z consumers are more
critical of CSR messages that appear profit-driven
rather than altruistic (Forehand & Grier, 2003;
Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). Therefore, for CSR
campaigns targeting Gen Z, message clarity alone
is insufficient; organizations must also ensure that
their CSR motives are perceived as authentic and

public-serving.

The Role of Attitude in Driving Donation Intent

The results further support the mediating role
of attitude toward CSR messaging in influencing
donation intent (H3). CLT suggests that attitudes
serve as a psychological bridge between under-
standing a message (low-level construal) and
forming behavioral intentions (high-level con-
strual). Given Gen Z’s reliance on digital sources
for brand evaluation (Turner, 2015), the process of
forming positive attitudes toward CSR initiatives
is critical in influencing their willingness to en-

gage in pro-social behaviors, such as donations.
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Interestingly, CSR message clarity did not di-
rectly influence donation intent (H2 not sup-
ported), but it did so indirectly through attitude.
This suggests that for Gen Z, a positive attitude to-
ward CSR messaging is necessary before behav-
ioral engagement can occur. This finding aligns
with dual-process persuasion models, such as the
Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986), which posits that clear, well-ar-
ticulated messages enhance consumer attitudes,
which subsequently influence behavioral engage-
ment. Given that Gen Z consumers actively com-
pare and scrutinize brands before making purchas-
ing or donation decisions, simply presenting a
clear CSR message is insufficient—companies
must first build trust and positive brand attitudes
to drive behavioral responses (Pacut, 2024; Wil-
liams & Page, 2011).

The Influence of Perceived CSR Motives on the
Indirect Effect

The moderated mediation analysis (H6) further
underscores the importance of perceived CSR mo-
tives in shaping the effectiveness of CSR commu-
nication. The indirect effect of CSR message clar-
ity on donation intent through attitude was
stronger when CSR motives were perceived as
public-serving than when they were perceived as
self-serving. This supports CLT’s assertion that
psychologically closer events (public-serving mo-
tives) encourage more concrete processing, lead-
ing to stronger attitudinal and behavioral effects
(Trope & Liberman, 2010).

For Gen Z, public-serving CSR initiatives feel
more “real” and relevant, making them more

likely to engage with the brand’s social mission

Understanding Gen Z’s Response to CSR Messaging

(Uche, 2018). When Gen Z perceives CSR mo-
tives as genuine and socially driven, they process
the message more favorably, ultimately increasing
their intent to donate. However, when CSR mo-
tives are self-serving, Gen Z perceives a greater
psychological distance, making them less likely to
fully engage with the CSR message, thus weaken-
ing the impact of clarity on donation intent.

This result aligns with research suggesting that
consumer skepticism toward corporate motives
can reduce the persuasiveness of CSR campaigns,
even when messages are clear (Becker-Olsen et
al., 2006; Ellen et al., 2006). Given Gen Z’s ten-
dency to use social media as a tool for brand ac-
countability and advocacy (Mei et al., 2025), or-
ganizations must ensure that CSR messaging is
backed by real, demonstrable action. If a CSR ini-
tiative is perceived as insincere or opportunistic,
Gen Z would disengage or even boycott the
brand.

Implications

The findings of this study provide actionable
insights for brands and sports organizations seek-
ing to optimize their CSR communication strate-
gies for Gen Z. As a digitally native, socially con-
scious, and highly skeptical consumer segment,
Gen Z demands transparent, authentic, and engag-
ing CSR messaging that aligns with their values.
This study highlights the importance of CSR mes-
sage clarity, perceived CSR motives, and attitudi-
nal engagement in influencing Gen Z’s responses
to CSR initiatives. Given that many CSR efforts
focus on long-term, abstract goals (e.g., sustaina-
bility, social justice, community development),

there is a risk that Gen Z may perceive them as
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distant or insincere. According to CLT, when CSR
messages are vague or ambiguous, consumers en-
gage in high-level construal processing, leading to
reduced engagement. However, when CSR mes-
sages are clear, specific, and well-structured, they
become more tangible and persuasive, allowing
Gen Z to process them at a low construal level and
engage more meaningfully. To enhance message
clarity and reduce psychological distance, brands
should use specific, measurable CSR commit-
ments, leverage visual storytelling (e.g., short-
form videos, infographics), and humanize CSR
through authentic storytelling featuring real bene-
ficiaries or brand advocates.

Furthermore, the study underscores the critical
role of perceived CSR motives in shaping Gen Z’s
trust in CSR initiatives. This generation is highly
skeptical of corporate motives and quick to call
out performative activism or ‘“greenwashing.”
Consumers respond more favorably to CSR initia-
tives that are perceived as public-serving rather
than self-serving, reinforcing the need for trans-
parency, long-term commitment, and third-party
validation. To build trust and credibility, brands
must clearly communicate their CSR goals, im-
pact metrics, and progress updates, ensuring that
their efforts align with genuine social impact ra-
ther than mere marketing tactics. Additionally,
brands should prioritize sustained CSR engage-
ment rather than opportunistic, short-term initia-
tives, as Gen Z values consistency in corporate so-
cial efforts.

The study also highlights that attitude for-
mation plays a crucial role in driving behavioral
engagement with CSR initiatives. Since Gen Z

does not passively accept marketing messages,

brands must focus on building a strong, positive
attitude toward CSR efforts before expecting ac-
tions such as donations or brand loyalty. This can
be achieved through emotionally compelling sto-
rytelling, interactive CSR campaigns that encour-
age direct consumer participation, and leveraging
peer and influencer advocacy to enhance credibil-
ity. Given Gen Z’s reliance on social media influ-
encers and user-generated content, integrating au-
thentic brand ambassadors and community leaders
into CSR campaigns can significantly boost en-
gagement and trust. By implementing these strat-
egies, brands can create compelling, transparent,
and relatable CSR narratives that resonate with
Gen Z’s expectations and drive long-term con-
sumer loyalty and social impact. Future research
should further explore the impact of cultural dif-
ferences, digital engagement trends, and emerging
technologies such as Al-driven CSR initiatives on

Gen Z’s CSR perceptions and behaviors.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this study offers valuable insights into
how Gen Z engages with CSR messaging, several
limitations should be acknowledged. First, the
study relies on self-reported measures of donation
intent, which may not always align with actual be-
havioral outcomes. Given that Gen Z consumers
often express strong ethical stances online but may
not always translate them into tangible actions, fu-
ture research should incorporate real-world dona-
tion data, experimental donation tasks, or digital
engagement metrics to provide a more accurate as-
sessment of behavioral responses to CSR initia-
tives.

Second, while this study applies CLT to CSR
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communication in sports, future research should
explore additional psychological mechanisms that
influence Gen Z’s engagement with CSR messag-
ing. Since Gen Z is highly driven by emotional
connections, peer influence, and digital culture,
future studies could examine the role of emotional
appeals, message framing strategies, and brand
trust in influencing CSR perceptions. Investigat-
ing how social proof (e.g., influencer endorse-
ments, user-generated content) enhances CSR
credibility could provide further insights into ef-
fective CSR engagement strategies for digital-first
consumers.

Lastly, cultural and regional differences may
impact how Gen Z perceives CSR motives and
processes CSR messages. As Gen Z is a globalized
yet diverse generation, future studies should ex-
plore cross-cultural variations in CSR engage-
ment, examining whether the observed effects
hold across different countries, economic con-
texts, and cultural values. Additionally, research
should assess the role of digital platforms and
technological advancements (e.g., Al-driven CSR
campaigns, metaverse-based CSR experiences, in-
teractive gamification of social impact initiatives)
in enhancing CSR communication effectiveness
for Gen Z consumers. By addressing these gaps,
future research can provide a more globally rele-

vant understanding of how Gen Z interacts with

Understanding Gen Z’s Response to CSR Messaging

CSR messaging, ultimately helping brands and or-
ganizations craft more impactful and engaging so-

cial responsibility initiatives.

6. Conclusion

This study expands the understanding of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility (CSR) communica-
tion in sports, particularly in how Gen Z
consumers engage with CSR messaging through
the lens of Construal Level Theory (CLT). The
findings well-struc-

demonstrate that clear,

tured CSR messages significantly enhance
atti-tudes toward CSR initiatives, which, in
turn, in-crease donation intent and consumer
engagement. However, this effect is moderated
by perceived CSR motives, with public-serving
motives ampli-fying the impact of clarity on
attitudes and behav-ioral responses, whereas self-
serving motives cre-ate psychological distance,
These

im-portance of both

weakening  message  effectiveness.
highlight the

message clarity and authenticity in crafting

insights

effective CSR communication strate-gies for
Gen Z consumers, who are highly skepti-cal,
socially conscious, and digital-first in their en-

gagement with brands.
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