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Abstract
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) becomes more and more prevalent in the busi-
ness world and is considered as one of the factors to make purchase intentions by 
customers. Thus, corporations are obliged to implement CSR initiatives to attract 
their customers. Generation Z is born in the world with the internet and social 
media. They are more able to handle technology and reply on the internet or social 
media to receive or search for information. They are more concerned with social 
issues or environmental problems. Therefore, CSR is one of the considerations when 
they make purchase decisions. This study is to explore whether CSR affects Gen-
eration Z purchase intentions in the food industry and which CSR categories have 
impacts on the purchase intention of Generation Z. A survey was used to collect 
the data from the youngsters at a post-secondary education institution. The findings 
showed that Generation Z will consider the CSR performance of the corporations in 
the food industry when they made purchase decisions. Most of the CSR initiatives, 
except shareholder related initiatives, had impacts on purchase intention. This may 
be due to the characteristics of Generation Z.

Keywords Generation Z · Corporate social responsibility (CSR) · Purchase 
intentions

Introduction

There were various discussions and arguments among academic researchers and 
business practitioners about corporate social responsibility (CSR) in these few 
decades which would be able to influence business practices and consumers’ pur-
chase intention or not. CSR is considered a trend in the current business world and 
also a “must-have” policy among the corporations in Hong Kong. The Hong Kong 
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Business Sustainability Index 2018 showed that there was a substantial improvement 
in CSR activities among the corporations in Hong Kong during the period between 
2016 and 2018, which increased from 45.73 to 50.82 (Hong Kong Polytechnic Uni-
versity, 2018). It indicated that more and more Hong Kong corporations emphasized 
CSR activities in their strategy and implemented CSR activities in various areas 
because this would affect the purchase intention of customers.

In the previous studies (Bianchi et al., 2019; Maignan & Ferrell, 2004; Marin & 
Ruiz, 2007), customers’ purchase intention would be affected by the CSR initiatives 
of the corporations but the impacts on customers’ purchase intention would be var-
ied among those initiatives. Thus, it is essential for the corporations to review their 
CSR initiatives and their impacts such that they could justify their investments in 
CSR. CSR is now a trend and draws more concern and attention from the youngsters 
who would take the performance of CSR into consideration when they made the 
purchase decisions.

Moreover, business practitioners and corporations were well noted that various 
generations had different characteristics and perceptions of ethics and social respon-
sibility (Young & Nagapal, 2013). The business and marketing practitioners had a 
key need to understand the characteristics of different generations, as this would 
affect the approach and strategy in promotion and advertisements based on the target 
customers of their products and services.

The purchasing power of Generation Z is now growing and increasing as they 
have been joining the job market in these few years, so they could have more and 
more money to spend. As a result, marketers and business practitioners had to con-
sider their thoughts and requirements when they designed their marketing plan and 
CSR initiatives.

This paper aims at exploring the ethical values and CSR perception of Generation 
Z in Hong Kong and whether CSR initiatives by the corporations in the food indus-
try would affect their purchase intention.

Definition of CSR

CSR was widely elaborated and debated among businesspeople, the public, and 
academics in the past few decades. Many corporations have included CSR in their 
business strategy and developed different CSR initiatives for their stakeholders (Hur 
et al., 2014; Pearce & Doh, 2005). There were various definitions of CSR, but no 
single and consensus definition of CSR which could cover all natures related to CSR 
and the initiatives of CSR implemented in the industry.

The definition of CSR was examined and developed in previous years. Many 
scholars suggested that CSR should be beyond economic and legal obligations such 
that the corporations must consider the impacts of their activities on society and 
community (Asaf et  al., 2012; Bowen, 1953; Lantos, 2001). Even though there 
were some alternative views from other scholars (Friedman, 1970), this explana-
tion and description of CSR were generally accepted by business practitioners and 
academics.
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There was a growing movement for CSR in the business world and more and more 
stakeholders requested the corporations to implement CSR initiatives and to pay more 
concern to the environment and underprivileged people. In addition, the authorized 
regulators may face difficulty to monitor the behaviors of local corporations in foreign 
countries, so CSR would be an appropriate and desirable way for the public and stake-
holders to review and control the behaviors of the corporations (Scherer & Palazzo, 
2011). Besides, the stakeholders of the corporations would also be concerned with the 
behaviors of the corporations around the world, not only focus their behaviors in their 
home country. As a result, CSR became a “must-have” element in business strategy 
and planning.

Classifications of CSR

Carroll (1991) considered that CSR initiatives could be assorted into four levels: eco-
nomic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic which could help to indicate various levels of 
impacts on stakeholders. This could help the corporations to understand the impacts of 
their CSR initiatives and the corporations could also collect the opinions and evaluation 
of various stakeholders on their CSR initiatives.

Besides, Freeman (1984) proposed that corporations must consider the interests 
of all stakeholders when they made decisions and prepared their strategies. Clarkson 
(1995) integrated Stakeholder Theory with CSR and suggested that corporations had 
to consider the stakeholders who had direct interaction with the corporations when they 
designed their policies. Thus, the categories of stakeholders could be one of the major 
methodologies to classify CSR initiatives which could help to evaluate the effective-
ness of CSR initiatives.

CSR initiatives could be categorized into six types, namely consumers, employees, 
overseas community, local community, business community, and environment (Brunk, 
2010). Other scholars had another view on the classification of CSR initiatives which 
included customers, environment, suppliers, employees, society, community, and 
environment (Oberseder et al., 2013). From the viewpoints of business practitioners, 
they classified CSR initiatives into various categories, for example, community, peo-
ple (employee), environment, supplier, and voluntary service (CK Hutchison Holdings 
Limited, 2020; Fairwood Holdings, 2020; Hang Seng Bank, 2020; Maxim’s Group, 
2020). This paper would adopt the suggestion of Oberseder et al., (2013)because this 
classification was similar to the practice of corporations in Hong Kong.

The CSR initiatives of each category were discussed and varied among business 
practitioners and academics. Table 1 provided examples of the CSR initiatives in each 
category with reference to academics and practitioners suggestions (CK Hutchison 
Holdings Limited, 2020; Fairwood Holdings, 2020; Hang Seng Bank, 2020; Maxim’s 
Group, 2020; Oberseder et al., 2013).

CSR and customers

Customers were considered as one of the key stakeholders with a corporation 
which had an essential influence on the operation and management of a corporation 
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(Buchholtz and Carroll 2012). When the customers found that the corporations 
could not be trusted due to their unethical behaviors, they might consider not pur-
chasing the products from the corporations (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). Thus, it 
was very important for corporations to consider the views and opinions of customers 
when they designed and implemented CSR initiatives.

CSR and food industry

The corporations in the food industry implemented various CSR initiatives and it 
showed that these could enhance and had positive impacts on customers’ purchase 
intention (Eastman et al., 2019; Leong & Mariadass, 2019). In addition, CSR and 
food safety affected the corporations’ reputation and image in the fast-food industry 
in Hong Kong (Tong et al., 2019). However, there were few studies to examine how 
CSR initiatives affected the customers’ purchase intention in the food industry.

Definition of Generation Z

There were various definitions to describe and define various generations. Different 
names and descriptions existed in different literature (Glum, 2015; Howe & Strauss, 
2000; Lancaster & Stillman, 2002; Martin & Tulgan, 2002). It was found that there 
was a disagreement in the characteristics of each generation. However, most schol-
ars considered that Generation Z were the people who were born after 1990.

The period for Generation Z was also the growth and expansion of personal com-
puters. As a result, Generation Z would have more opportunities than other gen-
erations to receive knowledge of technology when they grew up. One of the key 
characteristics of Generation Z was technological savvy and had good handling of 
social media and digital devices. Generation Z was born in a small family and nor-
mally they received formal education. Thus, they had more general knowledge and 
got more care from their parents and family.

Generation Z joined the workplace in these few years, and they could earn more 
money in the coming few years. As a result, their purchasing power was growing 
and would affect the business corporations which must take the viewpoints of Gen-
eration Z when they designed their CSR initiatives.

Table 1  CSR initiatives in each CSR category

CSR category CSR initiatives

Community Voluntary services to community, sponsorship and donations to the community
Employee Work-life balance to the employee, staff development and advancement
Shareholder Company communication with shareholder, risk management of the company
Environment Pollution reduction, sustainability policy with other stakeholders
Society Programme to under-privileged, donation and support to disadvantaged
Customer Accurate information provided to the customer, quality services and fair products
Supplier Supplier management to monitor the quality of supplier, regular review on the 

selection of supplier
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H1:CSR initiatives have a positive relationship with Generation Z purchase inten-
tion in the food industry in Hong Kong.

Generation Z and CSR

CSR was common and well accepted in the world. It seemed that young people 
were more inclined and agreed with the values and practices of CSR. Their purchase 
intention would be affected by CSR initiatives of the corporations (Leong & Mari-
adass, 2019). However, there was little literature to study how CSR affected Genera-
tion Z’s purchase intention in the food industry in Hong Kong. Thus, this paper is 
going to fill the gap.

Customers’ purchase intention would be reflected by various components 
including willing to pay more and recommend to others (Creyer, 1997; Zeithaml 
et al., 1996). Thus, when the corporations implemented CSR initiatives which were 
aligned and followed with the requirements of the customers, the customers would 
be willing to pay more and recommend to others.

Customers’ purchase intention would be affected by the CSR initiatives of the 
corporations (Castaldo, et  al., 2009; De Pelsmacker et  al., 2005). Customers were 
more willing to purchase the products or services from the corporations which 
implemented credible and trustful CSR initiatives (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; 
Yadav & Pathak, 2017). Thus, some corporations would try to look for endorse-
ments from external public organizations as it could enhance the trustworthiness of 
the corporations and their CSR initiatives.

CSR initiatives would have positive impacts on customers’ purchase intention and 
corporations’ brand (Marin et  al., 2009; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). Studies sug-
gested that different initiatives would have varied impacts on customers (Castaldo, 
et al., 2009; Pomering & Dolnicar, 2009; Yadav & Pathak, 2017) and the impacts 
sometimes could be positive or negative. Some customers would be more interested 
in specific CSR initiatives, so it was important for the corporations to know and 
understand the perception of the customers.

The following hypothesis are underdeveloped.

H2a:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (community-related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.
H2b:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (employee-related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.
H2c:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (shareholder related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.
H2d:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (environment-related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.
H2e:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (society related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.
H2f:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (customer-related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.
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H2g:Purchase intention of Generation Z will be positively affected by CSR initia-
tives (supplier-related) in the food industry in Hong Kong.

Summary

In summary, CSR played an important role in influencing the purchase intention of 
customers. In this study, it was to explore the relationship between CSR and pur-
chase intention of Generation Z in the food industry. The study prescribed the above 
hypotheses and questionnaire was designed to collect data which could be used to 
examine the hypothesis.

Methodology

Sample and procedure

This study was to examine the relationship between CSR initiatives and purchase 
intention of Generation Z. The opinions of Generation Z would be collected by a 
questionnaire and the data from the questionnaire would be analyzed by statistical 
tests to examine the relationship among those variables. The theoretical framework 
and hypotheses were developed with reference to the previous literature. Moreover, 
this study was not going to collect in-depth personal understanding and viewpoints 
from the respondents. In addition, the questionnaire was designed based on previ-
ous studies (Creyer, 1997; Oberseder, et al., 2013; Wong, 2018). The questions were 
designed in close-ended format because the theories were clear in this study. As a 
result, a quantitative research approach would be appropriate in this study (Creswell, 
2013).

The graduates and students from one medium size tertiary education institution in 
Hong Kong were contacted to complete the survey. An online questionnaire was set 
up and the link was distributed to 532 volunteers and 111 completed the question-
naire. Among those completed questionnaires, 102 were usable because 9 of them 
were born before 1990 which was not the target population. The respondents had 
their own discretion to answer the questionnaire or not. The information on respond-
ents’ identities or responses collected from the questionnaire could not be identi-
fied. The questionnaire was designed in bilingual (English and Chinese) so that the 
respondents could fully understand the questions. Common method bias (CMB) was 
discussed among researchers and some suggested that CMB might divert the results 
of the research (Podsakoff et al., 2012; Williams et al., 2010). Some researchers had 
alternative views which indicated that CMB was not a crucial factor in the research 
and it was debateable (Antonakis et  al., 2010, 2014; Chang et  al., 2010; Spector, 
2006). Due to the small scale of the questionnaire in this study and various types of 
questions were asked in the questionnaire, CMB would not constitute great impact 
on the result of the study.
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Measures

Table 2 showed the demographic characteristics of the respondents. It was noted that 
the ratio between males and females of the sample was similar to the ratio in Hong 
Kong (47.81%:52.19%) (Census & Statistics Department, 2019).

Analysis

The respondents answered 25 questions by using a seven-point Likert scale (ranging 
from 1 “strongly disagree” to 7 “strongly agree”). Before analyzing the data, Cron-
bach’s alpha was calculated to check the reliability of the data. The 25 questions 
could be divided into 4 categories. The first 3 questions were used to measure the 
relationship between CSR and purchase intention in the food industry which could 
help to test H1. Questions No. 4 to 10 were used to measure the importance of CSR 
to the respondent. Questions No. 11 to 17 and No. 18 to 24 were used to reflect the 
purchase intention by using two indicators (willing to pay more and recommend to 
others). Question No. 25 was to indicate which CSR category respondents had a 
greater interest and concern. Table 3 showed Cronbach’s alpha for 4 categories.

George and Mallery (2003) indicated that the Cronbach’s alpha is ranged from 
0 to 1 and the closer to 1, the higher the internal consistency of the data. 0.8 to 0.9 
showed excellent internal consistency while 0.7 was at an acceptable level. Thus, the 
internal consistency was acceptable in the survey as the Cronbach’s alpha in differ-
ent categories were over 0.7. It showed that the data could be further analyzed as it 
was reliable.

After considering the reliability of data, the first 3 questions were examined to 
reflect the relationship between CSR and purchase intention. Table  4 showed the 

Table 2  Sample demographic 
statistics

Characteristics Respondent (number) %

Age
Born on or after 1990 102 100%
Gender
Male 49 48.04%
Female 53 51.96%

Table 3  Cronbach’s alpha for 4 
categories

Category No of 
questions

Cronbach’s alpha

Relationship between CSR and 
Purchase Intention

3 0.711

Importance of CSR to respondents 7 0.895
Purchase Intention 1 7 0.913
Purchase Intention 2 7 0.919
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mean value and standard deviation of each question and the one-sample t-test statis-
tics (significance level = 0.05 and mean value larger than 5).

The mean value of the three questions was statistically significantly greater than 
5 which showed that the respondents agreed with the statement in the question. It 
reflected that the existence of CSR initiatives would affect the purchase decision of 
the respondents. Respondents were concerned whether the food company had imple-
mented CSR initiatives when they bought their products. Thus, H1 was not rejected 
by the above analysis. CSR initiatives have a positive relationship with Generation Z 
purchase intention in the food industry in Hong Kong.

As shown in Table 5, the mean values of all questions were over 5 which showed 
that the respondents agreed with the statements in the question. In addition, the 
T-test statistics values of these 7 questions, except Question 6, were greater than the 
critical value. Thus, the mean value of these 6 questions was statistically greater than 
5 which indicated the importance of these 6 CSR categories was significant. How-
ever, respondents might not agree with the importance of CSR initiatives related to 
shareholders.

The purchase intention could be measured by willingness to pay more and rec-
ommend to others (Creyer, 1997; Zeithaml et al., 1996) and Tables 6 and 7 showed 
whether respondents were willing to pay more and recommend to the others when 
the corporations implemented various CSR initiatives.

With reference to Tables 6 and 7, the mean values of all questions, except Ques-
tion 13, were over 5. In addition, based on the T Statistic value of the questions, 
the mean values of all questions, except Question 13 and 20, were statistically sig-
nificantly greater than 5. It showed that the respondents were willing to pay more or 
recommend others when the corporation implemented CSR initiatives, except the 
initiatives related to shareholders.

Correlation study

Before analyzing the data by the regression model, the correlation study between 
the importance of CSR initiatives, willingness to pay more, and recommend oth-
ers would be conducted and to check whether these 3 factors in the same category 
would be correlated (Tables 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14).

With reference to the Spearman’s correlation coefficient study, it showed that 
there was a significant correlation among the three variables in each category, as 
Spearman’s correlation coefficients were ranged from 0.538 to 0.757 and p-values 
were 0. Thus, the regression model could be analyzed in the coming section.

Regression

As there were two components (willingness to pay more and recommend oth-
ers) in the dependent variable (purchase intention), a multivariate general linear 
model would be used to develop a regression model (McCulloch, 2000). There 
were 7 regression models to indicate how the importance of each CSR category 
affects purchase intention. The independent variable of the regression model was 
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Table 8  Correlation between 
Q4, 11, and 18 (community 
category)

Q4 Q11 Q18

Q4 1
Q11 0.597 1
Q18 0.665 0.634 1

Table 9  Correlation between 
Q5, 12, and 19 (employee 
category)

Q5 Q12 Q19

Q5 1
Q12 0.671 1
Q19 0.578 0.674 1

Table 10  Correlation between 
Q6, 13, and 20 (shareholder 
category)

Q6 Q13 Q20

Q6 1
Q13 0.677 1
Q20 0.701 0.748 1

Table 11  Correlation between 
Q7, 14, and 21 (environment 
category)

Q7 Q14 Q21

Q7 1
Q14 0.688 1
Q21 0.615 0.737 1

Table 12  Correlation between 
Q8, 15, and 22 (society 
category)

Q8 Q15 Q22

Q8 1
Q15 0.635 1
Q22 0.680 0.704 1

Table 13  Correlation between 
Q9, 16, and 23 (customer 
category)

Q9 Q16 Q23

Q9 1
Q16 0.617 1
Q23 0.631 0.757 1
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the importance of the CSR category which was the mean value (Questions 4 to 10) 
and the dependent variable of the regression model was purchase intention which 
was represented by the mean value (Questions 11 to 17 and Questions 18 to 24). 
Table 15 showed the intercept, coefficient, and significance of the model in different 
categories.

Based on the result in Table 15, the importance of these 7 CSR categories had 
impacts on the purchase intention, as the values of F statistics were greater than 
critical values.

Summary

Based on the result of the regression model and one-sample t-test, it was found 
that the 7 CSR categories had positive impacts on purchase intention, except the 
shareholder category. The mean value of importance and purchase intention was not 
statistically significantly larger than 5, such that it implied that respondents did not 
fully agree that CSR initiatives related to the shareholder category would affect their 
purchase intention. Therefore, the hypotheses from H2a to H2g, except H2c, were 
not rejected.

Discussion and limitation

With reference to the analysis result in the previous section, it was found that CSR 
initiatives had a positive relationship with purchase intention of Generation Z in 
Hong Kong which aligned with the previous studies (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; 
Yadav & Pathak, 2017) that CSR initiatives were important in the decision of 
customers.

Table 14  Correlation between 
Q10, 17, and 24 (supplier 
category)

Q10 Q17 Q24

Q10 1
Q17 0.674 1
Q24 0.538 0.652 1

Table 15  Intercept, coefficient, 
and F-statistics of the regression 
model

Category Intercept Coefficient F-statistics

Community 0.702 2.905 53.237
Employee  − 1.176 3.872 85.062
Shareholder  − 0.931 3.672 112.417
Environment  − 1.421 4.109 90.941
Society  − 0.463 3.529 67.633
Customer  − 0.957 3.858 75.902
Supplier  − 0.254 3.337 78.801
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In addition, the CSR initiatives related to the shareholder were less concerned by 
the respondents. Generation Z just entered the job market, and they might not have 
much investment in the market. As a result, the CSR initiatives related to the share-
holders might not get their attention. They might care more about society and the 
disadvantaged people.

Limitation

As this was a cross-sectional study, the findings might only indicate the respondents’ 
behavior at a specific time. The perception of Generation Z might change due to the 
occurrence of various issues. A similar study might be conducted later to reflect the 
latest perception of Generation Z related to CSR.

In addition, the study focused on the Generation Z and food industry in Hong 
Kong. Thus, the result might not be able to extend to other countries or other indus-
tries. Different countries or industries might need to conduct a similar study to 
reflect the perception of their customers.

Conclusion

The results of this study were consistent with similar research which indicated that 
CSR initiatives had positive impacts on the purchase intention of the customers. 
The findings in this study had potential contributions to literature and management. 
Firstly, the purchasing power of Generation Z is growing in the next few decades 
and they were more willing to spend on consumption. Thus, the corporations could 
try to attract their attention and purchase intention which could enhance the profit-
ability of the corporations. Secondly, the corporations could design their CSR initia-
tives based on the findings which could enhance the effectiveness of CSR initiatives. 
This would eventually ensure the investment of CSR initiatives. Finally, the findings 
of the study could fill the gap of the literature and business practitioners and aca-
demics could design the research in similar or related fields or industries based on 
the findings and design of the study.
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