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CSR awareness, communication,
and trust: how Generation Z
shapes ethical consumerism in
recovering economies

Angelis-Evangelos Papadopoulos, Panagiotis Arsenos?*,
Nicos Sykianakis and Dimitrios Stavroulakis

Department of Accounting and Finance, University of West Attica, Ancient Olive Grove Campus,
Egaleo, Greece

Background: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved from a
peripheral philanthropic activity into a strategic necessity, particularly in
recovering economies where social trust and consumer confidence are fragile.
Generation Z, shaped by economic turbulence and heightened social awareness,
increasingly demands transparency and ethical integrity from corporations. Yet,
despite growing CSR awareness, little is known about how communication and
trust translate that awareness into ethical consumer behavior in such contexts.

Objective: This study aimed to examine how CSR awareness, communication,
and trust influence the ethical consumerism of Generation Z in a recovering
economy, focusing on the mechanisms through which awareness transforms
into loyalty and advocacy.

Methods: A quantitative research design was employed using a structured
questionnaire administered to 322 Generation Z consumers in Greece.
Descriptive and inferential analyses, including exploratory factor analysis and
multiple regression models, were conducted to evaluate the relationships among
CSR awareness, communication, trust, and ethical purchasing behavior. The
study integrated the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and Social Identity Theory
(SIT) to interpret how attitudes, social norms, and identity alignment shape
consumer choices.

Results: Findings reveal that while CSR awareness among Generation Z
is moderate, participation in formal CSR education is low. Despite this
limited depth of knowledge, respondents strongly perceive CSR as beneficial
to society and the. Regression analyses demonstrate that CSR awareness
significantly predicts consumer, while communication positively influences trust
and transparency reinforced through NGO partnerships enhances credibility.
Simplified CSR messaging also contributes to ethical consumerism by improving
comprehension.

KEYWORDS

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Generation Z, ethical consumerism,
communication, trust

1 Introduction

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved from peripheral philanthropic
activity to a strategic imperative, reflecting shifting societal expectations and increasing
demands for corporate accountability (Carroll, 2008; Werther and Chandler, 2011;
Banerjee, 2008). In recovering economies, where financial constraints, institutional
fragility, and socio-political uncertainty exacerbate consumer skepticism, CSR assumes a
heightened role in rebuilding trust and fostering sustainable relationships between firms
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and consumers (Skouloudis et al, 2011; Ringov and Zollo,
2007). Within this environment, Generation Z emerges as a
transformative consumer group whose purchasing behavior is
deeply shaped by digital connectivity, social values, and demands
for authenticity in corporate communication (Chatzopoulou, 20205
McKinsey & Company, 2022; Deloitte, 2021).

Generation Z holds a dual identity: as a vulnerable cohort
shaped by global crises and economic turbulence, and as a
socially conscious group capable of reshaping market dynamics
through values-driven consumption (Harrison et al., 2020; Kagaba,
2025). Research indicates that they are more likely to support
firms whose CSR aligns with their ethical beliefs while showing
low tolerance for superficial or inconsistent messaging (Sen and
Bhattacharya, 2001; Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Wagner et al.,
2009). In recovering economies such as Greece, where austerity
and declining purchasing power have altered consumer priorities,
examining CSR awareness, communication, and trust becomes vital
to understanding the mechanisms that drive ethical consumerism
(Skouloudis et al., 2011; Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009).

This study employs Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB) and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory
(SIT) as complementary frameworks. TPB posits that attitudes,
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control determine
behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Armitage and Conner, 2001). In CSR
contexts, favorable attitudes toward CSR, coupled with social
norms and perceived consumer efficacy, increase the likelihood
of ethical purchasing (Rozenkowska, 2023; Djafarova and Foots,
2022). Extensions of TPB incorporating moral norms and identity
show that ethical consumption is also values-driven (Carrington
et al, 2010; Gregory-Smith et al, 2013). This is especially
relevant for Generation Z, whose consumer identity is grounded
in environmentalism, social justice, and inclusivity (Heim, 2022;
Kozlowski et al., 2020).

SIT, meanwhile, emphasizes that individuals derive self-
concepts from social group memberships and reinforce them
through consumption (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Brown and
Dacin, 1997). Brands thus act as identity markers, and CSR
initiatives signal alignment with group values (Bhattacharya and
Sen, 2004; Guzman and Davis, 2017). When CSR resonates with
consumer identities, it fosters trust, advocacy, and consumer—
company identification (Huang et al., 2017; Agyei et al., 2021). For
Generation Z, this process is magnified through digital ecosystems
where identity-driven brand associations are cultivated (Kaplan
and Haenlein, 2010; Etter et al., 2019).

The convergence of TPB and SIT underscores the mediating
role of trust and authenticity in translating CSR awareness into
consumer behavior. Trust reduces uncertainty about CSR claims
(Swaen and Chumpitaz, 2008; Fatma et al., 2015), while authenticity
reinforces symbolic alignment with consumer identities (Afzali and
Kim, 20215 Safeer and Liu, 2023). Studies confirm that insincere
CSR—often dismissed as
(Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Lyon and Montgomery, 2015),

greenwashing—erodes  credibility
whereas transparency and third-party verification strengthen trust
(Parguel et al., 2011; Marschlich and Hurtado, 2025).

In recovering economies, these dynamics are amplified.
Economic instability heightens skepticism and constrains ethical
choices, prioritizing affordability (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004;
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Min and Arif, 2022). For Generation Z, CSR thus serves both
as a symbolic resource affirming identity and as a practical
framework reducing uncertainty in decision-making (Mohr et al.,
2005; Salkové et al., 2023). Yet, research indicates that awareness
often remains superficial, limiting CSR’s influence on behavior
(Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009; Wekesa, 2024). This elevates
the role of communication strategies: simplified and relatable
messaging enhances comprehension (Morsing and Schultz, 20065
Wan Afandi et al., 2021), while partnerships with credible
stakeholders reinforce authenticity (Du et al., 2010; Taofeek, 2024).

Accordingly, this study investigates how CSR awareness,
ethical
consumerism in recovering economies. By combining descriptive

communication, and trust shape Generation Z’
statistics and regression analysis, it examines how awareness
evolves into advocacy and purchasing, and how communication
mediates this process. Conceptually, the integration of TPB and
SIT shows that CSR awareness offers the evaluative foundation,
communication activates engagement, and trust validates
authenticity and identity alignment. Practically, CSR awareness
credible,

communication is essential to foster ethical consumerism (Ali

alone is insufficient—transparent, and accessible
et al, 2023; Deep, 2023). The study contributes by situating
ethical consumption within post-crisis contexts and identifying
Generation Z as both a driver and a filter of responsible

corporate behavior.

2 Materials and methods

The methodology of this study was designed to systematically
examine the relationship between CSR awareness, communication,
and trust, and their influence on the ethical consumerism of
Generation Z within the context of a recovering economy. A
quantitative research approach was employed, using a structured
questionnaire as the primary instrument for data collection. The
questionnaire was administered to a sample of 322 respondents
belonging to Generation Z in Greece, a demographic chosen for
its distinct social consciousness and growing importance as a
consumer group in shaping responsible market practices. This
context was considered particularly relevant given the increasing
role of CSR in rebuilding trust and consumer engagement in
post-crisis economies.

The questionnaire was structured into multiple sections in
order to capture a wide range of data. The first section gathered
demographic information, including age, gender, and education, in
order to situate consumer patterns within socio-economic profiles.
Subsequent sections explored CSR awareness, familiarity with CSR
principles and certifications, and engagement with CSR-related
educational initiatives. Additional sections focused on consumer
perceptions of CSR’s social and environmental impacts, trust in
corporate initiatives, and behavioral outcomes such as product
choices, loyalty, and advocacy. A combination of closed-ended
and Likert-scale questions was used to ensure both categorical
and scaled responses, thereby enabling descriptive and inferential
statistical analysis. Participants were assured of the voluntary
nature of participation and guaranteed anonymity, resulting in a
balanced and diverse sample.
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TABLE 1 Demographic profile of respondents (N = 322).

10.3389/frsus.2025.1699052

TABLE 2 CSR awareness and education.

Variable Categories % ltem Mean Std. dev.
Gender Male 53.0 Awareness of CSR 3.17 1.05
Female 45.0 Familiarity with CSR principles 2.99 1.07
Other 2.0 Familiarity with CSR certifications 2.74 1.02
Age 18-20 73.8 Participation in CSR educational seminars 1.45 0.82
21-23 7.4
24-26 3.3
27-29 15.6 CSR (mean = 3.17), deeper knowledge of CSR principles (mean

Data were initially processed using Microsoft Excel for
organization and cleaning, while IBM SPSS Statistics was used
to conduct the statistical analysis. Reliability and validity were
ensured through the application of exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) and Cronbach’s alpha, which confirmed the internal
consistency of the constructs. Factor structures were further
validated through the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure and
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity. Following the extraction of factors,
regression models were employed to test hypotheses concerning
the impact of CSR awareness, communication, and transparency
on trust, loyalty, and ethical consumerism. For example, regression
analyses explored how simplified communication strategies
enhanced comprehension, how NGO partnerships reinforced
perceived authenticity, and how CSR awareness directly influenced
consumer loyalty.

In addition to regression analysis, descriptive statistics were
used to capture overall trends in CSR awareness and engagement,
while inferential statistics provided insights into the strength and
direction of the relationships between constructs. The statistical
significance threshold was set at p < 0.05, and only results
meeting this criterion were considered in the final interpretation.
This systematic and rigorous methodological approach ensured
the reliability of the study and enabled the identification of
the mechanisms through which CSR awareness, communication,
and trust shape the ethical consumerism of Generation Z in a
recovering economy.

The empirical results provide an in-depth understanding of
how CSR awareness, communication, and trust shape the ethical
consumerism of Generation Z in the context of a recovering
economy. The demographic composition of the sample (Table 1)
underscores the relevance of this cohort: with nearly three-quarters
of respondents aged 18-20, the data represent the youngest
segment of Generation Z, whose consumer behavior is still
forming but already deeply influenced by social and environmental
concerns. The predominance of younger respondents also amplifies
the importance of CSR communication strategies, as this
demographic is more digitally connected and more responsive to
corporate transparency compared to older generations.

2.1 CSR awareness and education

The results concerning CSR awareness reveal a contradictory
situation. While participants report a moderate familiarity with
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= 2.99) and international certifications (mean = 2.74) remains
limited (Table 2). The exceptionally low rate of participation in
CSR-related educational seminars (mean = 1.45) suggests that
awareness is largely derived from informal sources such as digital
media and peer networks rather than structured educational
programs. From an analytical perspective, this gap is critical: CSR
awareness functions as a necessary but not sufficient condition for
ethical consumerism. Without systematic educational engagement,
awareness risks remaining superficial, unable to consistently
translate into informed consumer action.

2.2 Perceived impact of CSR on society
and environment

Despite the limitations of formal education, the data indicate
that Generation Z strongly perceives CSR as a force for positive
change. As shown in Table 3, the perceived social benefits
of CSR (mean = 3.93) outweigh environmental contributions
(mean = 3.64). This discrepancy reflects the socio-economic
realities of recovering economies: immediate concerns about social
justice, employment, and equity take precedence over long-term
ecological issues. The visual distribution of these perceptions is
illustrated in Figure I, which highlights that while environmental
awareness remains significant, social impact is perceived as more
immediate and meaningful among respondents.

2.3 Consumer engagement and advocacy

The behavioral findings (Table4) provide evidence that
CSR awareness extends beyond passive recognition to active
consumer choices. More than two-thirds of respondents report
considering CSR in their purchasing decisions, while a similar
proportion actively avoid companies with irresponsible practices.
This behavioral tendency is clearly depicted in Figure 2, which
demonstrates the extent to which Generation Z consumers translate
CSR awareness into practical engagement. The high level of
interest in accessing CSR information underscores the demand for
transparency and confirms that ethical engagement is not merely
attitudinal but behaviorally enacted in purchasing contexts. This
pattern demonstrates that Generation Z not only perceives CSR as
relevant but also implements it in market behavior. Importantly,
the high level of interest in accessing CSR information underscores
the demand for transparency.
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TABLE 3 Perceived impact of CSR.

CSR dimension Mean
Impact on society 3.93 0.88
Impact on environment 3.64 0.92
S
4
3
2
1
0
Impact on Impact on
society environment
FIGURE 1
Perceived impact of CSR among Gen Z.

TABLE 4 Consumer engagement and advocacy.

Behavior/attitude % Agree/strongly
agree
Considers CSR when purchasing products 68.4
Avoids companies with irresponsible practices 71.2
Actively seeks information about companies’ CSR 64.9
efforts
100
80
60
40
20
0
Considers CSR Avoids Actively seeks
when purchasing companies with  information

products

irresponsible about companies’
CSR efforts

practices

FIGURE 2
Consumer engagement and advocacy among Gen Z (N = 322).

2.4 Regression analysis: the mediating role
of communication and trust

The regression results provide robust evidence that CSR
awareness, communication, and trust are not independent variables
but parts of an interconnected system that drives ethical
consumerism among Generation Z. The first model (Table 5)
demonstrates the direct influence of CSR awareness on loyalty
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TABLE 5 Regression results: CSR awareness and loyalty.

CSR awareness
— loyalty

**Statistical significance at p < 0.001.

and ethical orientation, with an exceptionally high standardized
coefficient (B = 0.739) and variance explained (R*> = 0.546). This
result confirms that awareness alone is a powerful predictor of
consumer loyalty, validating the Theory of Planned Behavior’s
proposition that attitudes directly shape behavioral intentions.
However, the magnitude of this effect also suggests that awareness
functions as a foundational construct: it equips consumers with
the evaluative framework through which they interpret corporate
practices, but it does not fully account for the processes that
translate intention into consistent action.

The subsequent models illuminate these mediating processes.
CSR communication (Table 6) significantly predicts trust (p =
0.546, R*> = 0.298), highlighting communication as more than an
informational conduit. Effective communication strategies create
meaning, enhance transparency, and foster emotional resonance,
which in turn consolidate trust. In recovering economies, where
consumer skepticism is heightened due to corporate misconduct
and financial instability, communication becomes a decisive
factor in transforming awareness into confidence. The relatively
lower R* compared to the awareness model also suggests that
communication alone cannot drive consumer outcomes without
the groundwork of prior awareness, but it is indispensable in
strengthening relational trust.

Trust is further reinforced through credibility mechanisms
such as transparency and partnerships with NGOs (Table 7). The
positive and significant association (B = 0.586, R> = 0.343)
demonstrates that external validation is critical in contexts where
authenticity is questioned. NGO partnerships serve as third-
party endorsements, mitigating concerns about “greenwashing”
and aligning corporate initiatives with socially trusted actors.
This finding resonates with Social Identity Theory, as external
validation strengthens the symbolic alignment between consumer
identity and corporate values, thereby reinforcing consumer—
company identification.

Finally, simplified CSR messaging emerges as a practical enabler
of behavioral change (Table 8). While its explanatory power (R* =
0.231) is lower than that of awareness or credibility mechanisms,
its role should not be underestimated. By reducing cognitive
barriers and enhancing comprehension, simplified communication
increases perceived behavioral control—a key determinant in
the Theory of Planned Behavior. This indicates that consumers
are more likely to act on their ethical preferences when CSR
information is clear, accessible, and framed in relatable terms.

The comparative visualization (Figure 3) illustrates these
dynamics. CSR awareness exerts the strongest direct influence
on loyalty, but communication, trust, and simplified messaging
each play complementary roles that amplify and sustain ethical
consumerism. Together, these findings point to a layered process:
awareness establishes the evaluative foundation, communication
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TABLE 6 Regression results: CSR communication and trust.

10.3389/frsus.2025.1699052

B (CSR communication)

CSR communication — trust 0.546 0.298 0.296

134.27

0.000 0.546™**

***Statistical significance at p < 0.001.

TABLE 7 Regression results: transparency, NGO partnerships, and trust.

(transparency

& NGO

partnerships)
Transparency/ | 0586 | 0.343 | 0.341 | 167.23 0.000 0.586""
NGOs —

trust

***Statistical significance at p < 0.001.

TABLE 8 Regression results: simplified messaging and ethical
consumerism.

p
(simplified
messaging)
Simplified 0.481 | 0.231 0.229 87.16 0.000 0.481***
communication
— ethical
consumerism
***Statistical significance at p < 0.001.
5
41 31
17 2.99
) 2.74

3

2

1

0
Awareness of CSRFamiliarity with CSR

certifications
FIGURE 3
CSR awareness and education among Gen Z (N = 322).

shapes trust, credibility mechanisms authenticate corporate claims,
and simplified messaging empowers consumers to act. Without this
sequence, awareness risks remaining superficial, communication
risks being perceived as rhetoric, and trust risks erosion. With
these mediators in place, however, CSR becomes not only an
attitudinal preference but a driver of concrete consumer behavior
in recovering economies.

3 Discussion
The findings of this study confirm the centrality of CSR

awareness, communication, and trust in shaping the ethical
consumerism of Generation Z in a recovering economy. What
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emerges is not only a descriptive account of attitudes and behaviors
but also a theoretical clarification of how psychological mechanisms
and identity-based processes interact in the domain of ethical
consumption. The results provide strong support for the predictive
capacity of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) while also
affirming the explanatory value of Social Identity Theory (SIT),
particularly in clarifying the symbolic and relational dimensions
of CSR.

From a TPB perspective, the significant association between
CSR awareness and both ethical standards and brand loyalty
highlights the role of attitudes as determinants of behavioral
intention. Generation Z respondents who report higher levels
of awareness also display a stronger commitment to socially
(1991)
proposition that favorable attitudes increase the likelihood

responsible brands, thereby aligning with Ajzen’s
of corresponding behavior. Furthermore, the emphasis on
communication as a determinant of trust and engagement
reinforces the importance of subjective norms. Communication
does not merely convey information but also signals social
approval, shaping consumers’ perception of what is expected
by their peer group and society at large. Finally, the finding
that simplified messaging enhances comprehension points
to the importance of perceived behavioral control. When
CSR information is accessible and relatable, consumers feel
more capable of acting on their ethical preferences, reducing
the intention-behavior gap that often undermines socially
responsible consumption.

SIT enriches this analysis by demonstrating how CSR functions
as an identity resource for Generation Z. The positive association
between CSR awareness, advocacy, and purchasing behavior
indicates that CSR is more than an evaluative criterion; it is
a marker of self-concept and group belonging. By avoiding
products from irresponsible companies and actively seeking
CSR information, consumers affirm their identification with
values such as fairness, sustainability, and accountability. This
resonates with Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) argument that group
membership shapes self-definition and behavior. CSR activities
that align with Gen Z’ values serve to strengthen consumer—
company identification, fostering loyalty and advocacy. Conversely,
when CSR communication lacks transparency or authenticity,
identification is weakened, and trust collapses, reflecting the
fragility of brand-consumer relationships in the presence of
perceived inconsistency.

The integration of TPB and SIT is particularly useful in
explaining the mediating role of trust. From the standpoint
of TPB, trust reduces uncertainty and increases perceived
control, encouraging consumers to act in line with their ethical
attitudes. From the SIT perspective, trust validates the alignment
between consumer identity and corporate values, reinforcing the
symbolic link that underpins loyalty and advocacy. The regression
results that emphasize the importance of NGO partnerships
and transparent communication confirm this dual role: by
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providing external validation, NGOs enhance perceived control
over consumption decisions and simultaneously reinforce the
identity alignment between consumer values and brand practices.

The study’s findings also advance the broader discourse
on CSR in recovering economies. Previous literature has often
assumed that CSR models developed in affluent markets are
universally applicable. However, the evidence here suggests that
in contexts marked by economic insecurity, CSR perceptions are
filtered through a heightened sensitivity to authenticity and a
stronger emphasis on immediate social issues relative to long-
term environmental concerns. The finding that respondents rated
CSR’s societal impact higher than its environmental contribution
illustrates how socio-economic realities shape the salience of CSR
dimensions. For Generation Z in recovering economies, ethical
consumerism is not a luxury but a means of affirming collective
resilience and social justice in contexts of structural vulnerability.

These insights also highlight the paradox of Generation
Z consumer behavior: while awareness and advocacy are
strong, participation in formal CSR education remains low,
and affordability constraints continue to moderate actual
purchasing behavior. This paradox underscores the persistent
intention-behavior gap noted in the literature (Mohr et al., 2005;
Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004). The present analysis suggests that the
gap can be narrowed not only through better education but also
through communication strategies that enhance trust and simplify
CSR narratives. In this sense, the results lend empirical support to
recent arguments that communication is not peripheral to CSR but
constitutive of its impact (Pomering and Johnson, 2009).

In sum, the discussion confirms that Generation Z is both
a driver and a filter of CSR in recovering economies. They are
drivers because their expectations and behaviors compel companies
to integrate CSR authentically into their strategies. They are
filters because their skepticism and demand for transparency
force companies to demonstrate credibility before trust is granted.
The combination of TPB and SIT provides a comprehensive
framework for explaining this dual role, demonstrating that ethical
consumerism is shaped by the interplay of attitudes, norms,
control perceptions, and identity processes, all mediated by the
trustworthiness of corporate communication.

4 Theoretical and practical
implications

The study offers valuable insights into the relationship between
CSR awareness, communication, and trust among Generation
Z in a recovering economy, yet it is not without limitations.
On the theoretical level, the research primarily draws upon the
Theory of Planned Behavior and Social Identity Theory, both
of which provide a strong explanatory framework for ethical
consumerism but remain somewhat constrained in capturing the
broader socio-economic and cultural complexities that influence
consumer decisions in post-crisis contexts. While these models
highlight attitudes, perceived control, and identity alignment, they
do not fully account for structural factors such as unemployment,
inflation, or institutional trust deficits, which may significantly
shape consumer behavior in recovering economies. Moreover,
the study’s reliance on self-reported perceptions and intentions
introduces the well-documented intention-behavior gap, leaving
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open the possibility that actual purchasing practices diverge from
stated preferences due to affordability constraints or market
availability. Another theoretical limitation lies in the treatment
of CSR as a relatively uniform construct; although the paper
distinguishes between awareness, communication, and trust, it does
not deeply interrogate how different dimensions of CSR—such
as environmental vs. social initiatives—may carry unequal weight
across varying economic and cultural conditions (Skordoulis et al.,
2020, 2024, 2025).

On a practical level, the study is limited by its methodological
scope and sample design. The research draws exclusively on a
survey of 322 respondents from Generation Z in Greece, which,
while valuable for understanding this demographic in a specific
recovering economy, limits the broader applicability of findings to
other age groups, cultural contexts, or economies with different
recovery trajectories. The predominance of respondents aged 18-
20 further narrows the perspective to the youngest segment of
Generation Z, potentially overlooking variations in attitudes and
behaviors among older members of the cohort. Additionally, the
reliance on quantitative measures, though effective for identifying
statistical relationships, restricts the depth of understanding that
could be achieved through qualitative insights such as interviews
or focus groups, which might reveal nuanced motivations,
contradictions, or lived experiences behind consumer choices.
Practical constraints are also evident in the study’s treatment
of CSR education: while low participation in formal training is
identified, the research does not explore in detail the structural
barriers—such as accessibility, availability, or interest—that explain
this gap. Finally, the focus on consumer perspectives without
integrating the corporate side of CSR communication strategies
risks presenting a one-dimensional view of the issue, leaving
unaddressed how firms themselves perceive, design, and implement
CSR in recovering economies.

5 Limitations of the work

This study, while offering significant insights into the role of
CSR awareness, communication, and trust in shaping Generation
Z’s ethical consumerism in a recovering economy, is not without
limitations. On a theoretical level, the analysis relies heavily on the
Theory of Planned Behavior and Social Identity Theory, which,
although effective in explaining attitudinal and identity-based
mechanisms, do not fully capture the broader socio-economic
and institutional conditions that affect consumer decision-making
in post-crisis contexts. Structural factors such as unemployment,
affordability constraints, and institutional credibility may moderate
consumer behavior in ways that extend beyond the explanatory
power of these frameworks. Furthermore, CSR is treated as a
relatively cohesive construct, with limited differentiation between
its social and environmental dimensions, even though the findings
suggest that these may carry unequal significance for consumers in
different contexts.

From a methodological perspective, the study is constrained
by its reliance on a single-country sample drawn exclusively from
Greece. While this context is particularly relevant to recovering
economiies, it limits the broader applicability of the results to other
cultural and economic settings. The predominance of younger
respondents within the sample, particularly those aged 18 to
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20, narrows the scope further by emphasizing perspectives from
the earliest segment of Generation Z, potentially overlooking
differences among older members of the cohort. The use of
self-reported survey data also introduces the possibility of social
desirability bias and does not fully address the gap between
stated intentions and actual consumer behavior, which may be
shaped by financial limitations or market constraints (Ntanos et al.,
2018a,b). In addition, the quantitative design, though valuable
in establishing statistical relationships, restricts the exploration
of deeper motivations, lived experiences, and contradictions that
might be better captured through qualitative methods such as
interviews or focus groups.

Finally, the study approaches CSR predominantly from the
consumer perspective and does not incorporate the corporate side
of communication practices. This one-dimensional focus limits the
understanding of how firms themselves design and implement CSR
strategies in recovering economies, and how these align—or fail to
align—with consumer expectations. Addressing these limitations
in future research would allow for a more holistic and context-
sensitive understanding of the dynamics that underpin CSR, trust,
and ethical consumerism.

6 Potential areas of future study

Building on the findings and limitations of this work,
several potential areas for future research emerge. One promising
direction is the exploration of how structural and macroeconomic
conditions, such as unemployment rates, inflation, and institutional
trust, interact with individual attitudes and identities to shape
ethical consumerism in recovering economies. Such an approach
would extend the current theoretical reliance on behavioral and
identity-based models by integrating broader socio-economic
factors that may constrain or facilitate responsible consumption.
Another avenue lies in a more nuanced examination of CSR
dimensions, particularly the varying weight consumers assign to
social vs. environmental initiatives. Comparative studies across
different industries or cultural contexts could shed light on how
these dimensions are prioritized and how firms might tailor their
CSR strategies accordingly.

Future research could also benefit from broadening the
demographic scope beyond Generation Z and beyond Greece.
Cross-generational comparisons would reveal whether the patterns
identified here are unique to younger consumers or represent
broader societal shifts, while cross-national studies could test the
applicability of these findings in diverse cultural and economic
environments. In addition, longitudinal studies would be valuable
in assessing whether CSR awareness and advocacy among
Generation Z translate into consistent ethical purchasing as this
cohort matures and gains greater purchasing power.

Methodologically, the integration of qualitative approaches
could provide richer insights into the motivations, contradictions,
and lived experiences behind consumer choices. In-depth
interviews, focus groups, or ethnographic studies would
complement quantitative findings and capture nuances that
survey instruments may overlook. Finally, incorporating the
corporate perspective into future work would provide a more

balanced understanding of CSR communication. Examining
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how firms design, implement, and evaluate their CSR strategies
in recovering economies, and how these strategies align with
consumer expectations, would offer critical insights for both
scholars and practitioners seeking to bridge the gap between
corporate intentions and consumer perceptions.

7 Conclusion

This study set out to investigate how CSR awareness,
communication, and trust influence the ethical consumerism
of Generation Z in the context of a recovering economy.
The findings underscore that Generation Z, despite limited
formal education on CSR, demonstrates heightened sensitivity to
corporate responsibility, perceiving its role in advancing social
welfare and environmental protection as integral to responsible
business practice. Their engagement extends beyond passive
recognition to active advocacy, including the willingness to avoid
irresponsible companies and to seek transparent information about
CSR initiatives. In this way, Generation Z emerges as a decisive
force shaping the future of ethical consumption in markets still
grappling with economic recovery.

The results confirm that CSR awareness is a powerful predictor
of consumer loyalty and ethical orientation, but awareness
alone is insufficient to close the persistent intention-behavior
gap. Communication and trust operate as critical mediators,
transforming knowledge into action. Simplified and relatable
CSR messaging increases comprehension, while transparent
practices and partnerships with credible organizations such
as NGOs strengthen authenticity, mitigating skepticism and
reinforcing brand-consumer identification. These dynamics align
with the explanatory power of the Theory of Planned Behavior,
which emphasizes the importance of attitudes, norms, and
perceived control, and with Social Identity Theory, which
highlights the symbolic role of CSR in affirming consumer values
and self-concept.

Importantly, the study highlights the context-specific nature
of CSR in recovering economies. The prioritization of social over
environmental impacts reflects the immediate challenges faced by
consumers navigating conditions of economic insecurity. Ethical
consumerism in such contexts is not merely a matter of lifestyle
preference but part of a broader expression of resilience, fairness,
and community values. This insight calls into question the universal
applicability of CSR models designed in affluent markets and
reinforces the need for strategies that are sensitive to local realities.

For businesses operating in recovering economies, the
implications are clear. CSR must be embedded authentically
in core strategy, communicated with clarity and simplicity,
and validated through transparent reporting and stakeholder
engagement. Generation Z will reward these efforts with loyalty
and advocacy, but they will equally penalize insincerity with
disengagement and distrust. By recognizing this generation as
both a catalyst for change and a demanding filter of authenticity,
companies can align their practices with evolving expectations and
contribute to the consolidation of ethical consumerism even under
challenging economic conditions.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that CSR in recovering
economies is not a peripheral exercise but a strategic necessity,
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driven by a generation that insists on accountability and
transparency. The integration of theoretical and empirical evidence
confirms that CSR awareness, communication, and trust are not
isolated elements but interdependent forces that together shape
consumer behavior. As such, Generation Z represents both an
opportunity and a challenge for businesses: an opportunity to
cultivate loyalty through responsible practices, and a challenge to
consistently meet the heightened standards of authenticity and
impact that this cohort demands.

The findings of this study underline that CSR should be
regarded as a core strategic function rather than an ancillary
activity, particularly for managers aiming to engage Generation
Z in recovering economies. Awareness of CSR among this
demographic is evident but remains fragmented, presenting
an opportunity for businesses to transform familiarity into
deeper understanding through accessible, engaging, and digital-
first communication. Simplified narratives, visual storytelling, and
emotionally resonant messages—especially on social media—can
bridge the gap between abstract principles and tangible impact,
thereby strengthening consumer confidence. At the same time,
CSR communication must go beyond promotional rhetoric to
highlight authenticity and purpose, clearly linking corporate
initiatives to broader social and environmental issues that matter to
younger consumers.

Equally important is the central role of trust in converting
awareness into ethical consumerism. This requires the adoption
of credibility mechanisms such as third-party certifications, NGO
partnerships, and transparent reporting, which reduce skepticism
and reinforce legitimacy. For firms in recovering economies,
CSR strategies must also reflect local priorities by emphasizing
immediate social impacts such as fairness, inclusivity, and
community development while balancing global sustainability
commitments. Generation Z acts simultaneously as a driver,
pushing companies to adopt responsible practices, and as a filter,
critically evaluating authenticity and consistency. Businesses that
embed CSR authentically, communicate it effectively, and reinforce
it with trust-building mechanisms will not only secure loyalty but
also gain competitive advantage as leaders of ethical consumerism
in challenging economic contexts.
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