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Abstract
This project attempted to analyze current corporate social responsibility initiatives
of companies and how these strategies impact Millennials’ buying patterns and brand
loyalty. In this study, the millennial population is defined as 18-24-year-olds in the
New York Metropolitan area who are either enrolled in higher education or are just
entering the workforce. Current research pertaining to Millennials in a general sense,
the benefits of corporate social responsibility (CSR), and various case studies with
effective programs were reviewed. The researcher gathered further information
regarding the target Millennial segment’s general knowledge about CSR and the
types of marketing and social media initiatives that resonate with the millennial
generation, purchasing patterns, and brand loyalty by conducting 100 surveys and 2
focus groups. Ultimately, this research has been used to help direct and design a
campaign detailing recommendations for S’well Bottle—a company that has low
visibility regarding its CSR efforts—and how this company can more effectively
target Millennials by highlighting its initiatives and engaging with them on social
media.
Keywords: Millennials, corporate social responsibility (CSR), marketing,
brand loyalty, social media engagement, S’well Bottle

CSR AND THE MILLENNIAL GENERATION

Cummings 3

Introduction
This paper will discuss the nature of corporate social responsibility and how it
impacts brand loyalty and buying patterns, paying attention to trends that are specific and
relevant to Millennials. It will also outline case studies of companies with successful
corporate social responsibility campaigns and draw data from these sources to further
evaluate the correlation between Millennials’ purchasing behaviors and preferences and
corporate social responsibility. In this study, the following questions will be addressed:
How are Millennials’ buying patterns impacted by corporate social responsibility? To
what degree is social media engagement effective in targeting this demographic? What
specific CSR initiatives resonate with the millennial generation?
Literature Review
Although many companies have had corporate responsibility initiatives in place
without promotion or publicity over the years, the trend is becoming increasingly relevant
in today’s market, as there has been a social push toward a more sustainable and socially
responsible world. Consumers, specifically Millennials, share an increased awareness of
these trends and respond positively when companies share their CSR initiatives. It has
become more important for companies to take their social responsibility into account
because it can significantly impact their brand image and overall success in the market.
CSR Trends and Rationale
Today’s market reflects a growing trend in ethical consumption as well as an
increase in ethical products available to consumers. According to a study by Hines and
Ames (2000), 68% of the population claimed to have purchased a product or service
based on a company’s responsible reputation. Because consumers are likely to take a
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company’s corporate responsibility into account to some degree, companies have been
acknowledging the importance of adopting social causes over the past several years.
Many organizations have also adopted social causes based on the assumption that
consumers will reward them with their business for their socially conscious efforts.
Brand Equity. Corporate social responsibility can be used as a branding strategy
for firms to improve brand visibility and loyalty while also potentially increasing their
market share. Companies are willing to participate in CSR initiatives in order to reap the
many benefits that coincide with their social responsibility. One major motivator is the
fact that brand equity is largely affected by how consumers view brands overall. As
consumers gain greater awareness regarding products and corporations as a whole,
including labor conditions, social responsibility and community involvement, these
factors begin to impact corporate branding. As a result, corporate branding is increasingly
gaining awareness and attention in the eyes of the consumer (Hassan & Shamma, 2011).
Corporate branding not only encompasses the brand itself and the features and
benefits of products, it also includes intangible image elements such as social
responsibility. Although studies suggest that there is no way to measure quantifiable
gains as they are directly related to CSR efforts, companies can still reap intangible
benefits by adopting social causes (Michel & Buler, 2016).
Cost. One major reason a company may not employ a social responsibility effort
is because they believe they are saving money by not doing so. However, in the long
term, implementing these initiatives can improve the image of the company as a whole
and as a result, increase profitability. It is important for firms to look beyond dollar value
because there are many long-term benefits associated with CSR efforts, including
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reducing the risk of future environmental costs, increasing brand value, and improving
reputation and consumer trust (Michel & Buler, 2016). By improving reputation and
consumer trust, companies can strengthen their brands and thus generate a greater profit.
Corporate responsibility initiatives are not only attractive in the eyes of the
consumer, but also in the eyes of shareholders and investors because they take this
information into consideration when evaluating a company. CSR can attract more
investors if they believe that the initiatives are making a clear and positive impact, which
will in turn result in increased capital and potential growth (Michel & Buler, 2016).
Companies should look at corporate responsibility as not only supporting a social cause
but also as a marketing investment.
Fit and Implementation. In order to fully reap the marketing benefits of CSR,
companies must ensure that their initiative aligns with their brand image. The level of
success corporate responsibility initiatives experience directly coincides with the degree
to which the cause relates to the company. There must be a perceived link between a
cause and the firm’s product line, brand image, positioning or target market. Consumer
attitudes toward responsibility efforts are impacted by the degree to which they perceive
relatedness between a company and a cause. If consumers view the relationship as
appropriate, they are more likely to have a positive attitude about the firm’s efforts
(Becker-Olsen, Cudmore & Hill, 2006).
Additionally, a high-fit cause further cements a firm’s market position and helps
the consumer understand how they fit into the competitive environment. Consumers
perceive these efforts as an indication of consistency because they can draw a clear link
between the company and the cause (Becker-Olsen, Cudmore & Hill, 2006).
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Consumer Perception and Behavior
All things being equal, consumers indicate that they are more likely to favor a
product with clear CSR initiatives over one without. Consumers perceive their purchases
as a means through which they can express their beliefs in regards to ethical behavior. By
opting to purchase a product that is ethically sourced, fair-trade, or supports a high
visibility CSR campaign, they believe that they are effectively taking a stance on that
issue (De Pelsmacker et al, 2005). The ethical consumer feels responsible toward society
and expresses these feelings through their purchasing behaviors. Consumers not only aim
to support companies making a positive impact through their efforts but also are likely to
boycott companies for their negative qualities such as adverse environmental impacts or
poor working conditions (De Pelsmacker et al, 2005).
Attitude-Behavior Gap. Despite the positive correlation between CSR initiatives
and consumer attitudes, there is a gap between attitudes and realistic purchasing
behaviors. Although perceptions and attitudes influence behavior, it is demonstrated that
attitudes are poor predictors of buyer behavior, especially in the realm of social
marketing. Although consumers indicate when surveyed that they would favor a socially
responsible product over one that is not, this response may not align with actual
purchasing behaviors. This discrepancy, known as the attitude-behavior gap, can be
attributed to the fact that in surveys, people often give socially desirable answers.
Responses to attitude-based questions tend to be more positive than the actual behavior
(De Pelsmacker et al, 2005).
Another factor that contributes to the attitude-behavior gap is the fact that
behavior is reflective of realistic, multi-faceted buying situations. In these situations,
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consumers must take many more factors into consideration aside from environmental or
social impact that also have the ability to greatly impact buying patterns. Many of these
factors include brand, price, packaging, and positive recommendations or reviews. Price
is a major driving factor when it comes to consumer purchases and often times,
consumers are not willing to pay more for a product if it does not directly impact the
quality (De Pelsmacker et al, 2005).
Millennials
Millennials are an important target demographic for companies to consider
because according to the U.S. Census (2015), Millennials now number 83.1 million and
also represent one quarter of the population. This group has very strong opinions
regarding companies and their brands and products. In order for companies to target this
segment effectively, it is important to note their purchasing behaviors as well as their
opinions regarding CSR initiatives.
Millennial Consumer Behavior. Millennials value brand loyalty, which is based
upon various attributes including product quality, good customer experience, and support
for society. According to a study conducted by the popular online news platform Elite
Daily (2014), 60% of Millennials are always loyal or often loyal to brands they currently
purchase. 48% of Millennials also take quality of the product into higher consideration
than they do the cost (21%) (p. 5).
Millennial buying patterns indicate that digital marketing is the most effective
means through which companies can reach this generation because they are consistently
going online for shopping, source of news, entertainment, and social networking (Smith
2012). In addition to their presence in the online community, Millennials are highly
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inclined to share their opinions and expertise with other consumers. According to a
survey by eMarketer (2010), “Millennials are talking about products online more than the
general population.” They also place a high value on the opinions of their peers and often
look to them for advice regarding purchases. Millennials believe that those whom they
perceive as their peers can provide more credible information than traditional advertising
(Smith, 2012).
18-24 Segment Behavior. Although this particular segment of the millennial
population is reported to have the lowest level of brand loyalty, the degree of brand
loyalty can vary across multiple product categories. Therefore, companies must position
their brand to coincide with the category it falls into. A 2007 brand loyalty study found
that the most important attributes of developing brand loyalty for household products
such as coffee and toothpaste, respondents placed an emphasis on quality and brand
reputation. However, for products such as mobile handsets, respondents of the study
indicated that both branding and brand as a “reflection of self-image” were important
factors for this product category (Srivastava, 2007).
Millennials & CSR. Key findings in the “Cone Communications Millennial CSR
Study” (2015) indicate that Millennials are willing to take action for CSR, including
participating in CSR initiatives. Additionally, Millennials stated that they would be
willing to pay more for a product that makes an impact on key issues they care about.
However, this data does not specify the discrepancy in the amount they would be willing
to pay. Overall, it is clear that Millennials are universally more engaged in CSR efforts
than the average consumer (Cone Communications, 2015).
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Millennials are also more fervent in their support of corporate social
responsibility than the average consumer and are prepared to make personal sacrifices on
issues they care about, including paying more for a product, sharing products, or taking a
pay cut in order to work for a more socially responsible company. Because Millennials
are also more connected online than any of the previous generations, they cannot ignore
the multitude of issues surfacing on their social media feeds and in their inboxes and are
more inclined to consider how their buying behavior impacts the world around them
(Cone Communications, 2015).
Not only does corporate responsibility impact Millennials’ attitudes and projected
purchasing behaviors, it also impacts their overall perception of the company. According
to the Cone Communications study (2015), more than nine-in ten (93%) Millennials feel
better about a company upon learning about their environmental or social efforts.
Therefore, it is in a company’s best interests to inform consumers of its CSR initiatives.
18-24 Segment & CSR. In terms of corporate responsibility, the young millennial
segment (18-24), is the most engaged and will reportedly take CSR into account in all
aspects of their lives. This group takes a company’s CSR initiatives into account when
they make purchases, volunteer time, and even when they decide where to work (Cone
Communications, 2015).
Millennials & Social Media Engagement. Millennials are known for using
social media platforms in order to amplify their opinions about certain products or brands
with 56% of Millennials talking about products and services online through social media
(Smith, 2012). As of 2014, the most popular platforms for expressing these opinions are
Facebook (42%), followed by Instagram (21%), Pinterest (12%), Twitter (6%) and
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Linkedin (6%). With over 1.2 billion users, Facebook is the most popular platform
Millennials utilize for purchasing information (Elite Daily).
Millennials believe they can use social media as a vehicle through which they can
express their opinions, especially those relating to social and environmental issues. This
group is far more likely to discuss or engage with companies than the average consumer,
with 66% of Millennials reporting they have interacted with a company regarding these
issues in comparison with the U.S. average (53%) (Cone Communications, 2015).
18-24 Segment & Social Media Engagement. The young millennial segment also
reported engaging around a company’s CSR efforts on social media much more than
other millennial segments. They are more likely to tell friends and family about a
company’s CSR efforts (53% vs. 43% mature millennial), and will also give their
opinions and feedback about a company’s CSR efforts directly to that company (44% vs.
37% mature millennial) (Cone Communications, 2015).
While the young millennial segment is much more likely to take CSR efforts into
account when making recommendations and providing feedback, it is also important for
companies to note that this segment is likely to ignore messaging about CSR efforts if it
is unclear or difficult for them to understand. Cone Communications reported that over
half of millennial segments are “confused by the messages companies use to talk about
their social and environmental efforts and impacts.” Additionally, 85% of Millennials
feel that companies need to do a better job of showing how their “social and
environmental efforts are personally relevant to them” (Cone Communications 2015).
In order for CSR initiatives to make an impact on this generation, companies need
to ensure that their messaging is clear and that they are telling this powerful market
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segment why they should care about their efforts. Clear, personalized, and engaging
messages are needed in order to break through to this particularly savvy segment of
consumers.
Case Studies
The following case studies address several of the topics discussed above and
provide insight into real-world application of corporate responsibility efforts. The
companies TOMS Shoes, Warby Parker and Starbucks will be discussed in order to
further evaluate the correlation among CSR implementation, buying patterns and brand
loyalty.
Warby Parker. Warby Parker, an online eyeglass frame retailer founded on
social impact, implements the buy-one, give-one model, as popularized by TOMS Shoes.
This company experienced success through implementing this business model and
consumer trends reveal that it is particularly attractive to Millennials. The millennial
generation is attracted to this business model because it places a high value on social
issues and also appreciates the simplicity and effectiveness of the marketing message.
This strategy provided companies like Warby Parker and TOMS Shoes a way to leverage
their core competencies for a social cause (Marquis & Park, 2014).
The buy-one, give-one model has been widely adopted in the consumer products
industry. Most companies find success selling consumer products within the buy-one,
give-one industry because these products offer consumers a way to publicly express their
support for various causes and provoke them into sharing how their purchase has made an
impact (Marquis & Park, 2014).
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Aside from the effective buy-one, give-one model, Warby Parker’s success can
also be attributed to its free “home try-on” program. The company mails potential
customers five frames they are considering purchasing and encourages them to share the
options on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. Because research
suggests that consumers, especially Millennials, often seek feedback from their peers
regarding purchasing decisions, this campaign was highly effective in increasing the
conversation surrounding Warby Parker and its social efforts (Said, Williams, Hurst &
Kane, 2013).
Warby Parker has also successfully built an online community in which users can
share their own photos as well as provide advice regarding others’ selections. Warby
Parker has rapidly expanded on platforms such as Facebook and has gone from over
100,000 users in its online to community in May 2013 to more than 580,000 users
currently. Its social media popularity can be attributed to this “home try-on” campaign,
which encourages users to post photos of themselves in the five different frames using the
hashtag “#WarbyHomeTryOn”. This strategy not only allows customers to receive
feedback, but also allows Warby Parker to gain brand exposure through user-generated
content.
TOMS Shoes. TOMS Shoes is a brand that is entirely driven by its CSR efforts
with its name “TOMS Shoes” deriving from “tomorrow’s shoes.” The brand successfully
links CSR efforts with brand messaging as opposed to implementing CSR as a
supplementary strategy. Like Warby Parker, TOMS Shoes implements the buy-one, giveone model, allowing customers to purchase a pair of shoes with the knowledge that the
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company will donate a pair to someone in need (Brusseau, Brusseau & Chiagouris,
2013).
TOMS Shoes’ success can also be attributed to its use of social media in creating
brand value and building brand communities. Similar to Warby Parker, TOMS Shoes
launched a social media marketing campaign in 2015 that generated mass participation
across Instagram. However, instead of generating a conversation around the product,
TOMS Shoes centered their campaign on raising awareness for children in need. TOMS
successfully participated in the “One Day Without Shoes” campaign by donating one pair
of shoes for every photo posted to a child in need, whether the user was a customer or not
(Roncha & Radclyffe-Thomas, 2016).
This campaign relied on user-generated content and co-creation to add to its brand
value. This strategy also allowed TOMS to engage with its target audience because it
encouraged users to share unique photos of their bare feet using the hashtag
“#WithoutShoes.” The success of their social media campaign can also be attributed to
the fact that each post received a manual like or reply from the company’s social media
team, appealing to consumers’ desires for a personalized experience. TOMS Shoes
accepted entries from May 5 to May 21 with people in over 30 countries participating,
resulting in 296,243 posts and shoes donated to children in need (Roncha & RadclyffeThomas, 2016).
Not only has TOMS Shoes launched successful campaigns utilizing social media
and this powerful CSR business model, they have also expanded their brand and have
become a household name. They now offer many additional products beyond shoes that
coincide with the buy-one, give-one business model including sunglasses, apparel, bags
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and backpacks. Today, the company not only give shoes, they also help “give sight” by
providing eye exams, sight-saving surgery, prescription glasses, and medical treatment
(TOMS, 2017). The brand also sells coffee and for each bag purchased, TOMS provides
140 liters of water, the equivalent of a week’s supply, to an individual in need (TOMS,
2017). Other causes TOMS supports through its successful business model include safe
birth and bullying prevention. In total, TOMS Shoes currently works with over 90 giving
partners in over 70 countries around the world. (TOMS, 2017).
Starbucks. Starbucks offers another prospective approach to a company’s
relationship with CSR. Although it is a 100% profit-driven company, Starbucks
implements a number of socially responsible practices that have kept it in business over
the years. While the integrity of the company has always remained the same, Starbucks
has not always followed the strict socially responsible practices it does today. However,
early on, Starbucks anticipated the areas in which they would need to focus in order to
promote themselves as a socially responsible company as well as a trustworthy brand.
The company focused in on CSR before it went public and it benefitted their image and
overall perception in many ways. Starbucks paid their employees high salaries in
comparison to other firms within the service sector and also offered employees a stock
ownership plan before the company went public in 1991 (Heal, 2012).
Starbucks also successfully paired with environmental groups and suppliers and were
able to make initial investments that had long-term environmental and cost-saving
benefits (Heal, 2012). Today, the company continues to enforce strict guidelines their
suppliers must meet in order to conduct business with Starbucks. Starbucks claims
“whether it’s the merchandise on our shelves, the furniture in our stores or the aprons
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worn by our baristas, we care how the products in our stores are made” (Starbucks Coffee
Company, 2017). Unsurprisingly, one of Starbucks Coffee Company’s main CSR
initiatives concerns the coffee growing industry. The coffee and cocoa is 100% ethically
sourced and fair-traded and they are also working to improve conditions across the tea
industry (Starbucks Coffee Company, 2017).
In addition to Starbucks’ fair trade practices, it is also committed to reducing its
environmental footprint by selling sustainable products, ensuring the furniture is LEED
certified, and conserving water and energy. Starbucks is also involved with an array of
other nonprofits in an effort to encourage volunteerism and civic engagement (Starbucks
Coffee Company, 2017).
Methods
In this study, research was gathered through the distribution of a brief survey that
addressed Millennials and their knowledge of corporate social responsibility, their
purchasing patterns, brand loyalty, and social media engagement revolving around CSR.
This survey was primarily administered electronically via the service Survey Monkey but
additional paper copies were distributed to individuals who participated in the focus
groups. This quantitative data was later factored into the final results.
The researcher also moderated two focus groups in which the questions asked in the
survey were expounded upon in greater detail as well as to provide qualitative data. A
random sample of students was selected and placed in two groups of five based upon
their availability. The focus group sessions also covered topics regarding Millennials and
their general knowledge about CSR and touched on how important it is to them as
consumers.
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Population
This survey was distributed to the previously defined segment of Millennials:
students aged 18-24 years of age located in the New York Metropolitan Area who are
enrolled in higher education or just entering the workforce. These students were targeted
primarily on Ramapo College’s campus due to limited resources available to the
researcher. Some surveys were also distributed to students who attend William Paterson
University and county colleges of northern New Jersey as well as to individuals who have
recently entered the workforce.
A random sample within the target demographic was selected to participate in the
focus group. Due to convenience purposes and accessibility, all of the participating
individuals were Ramapo College students. These students are aged 18-24 years of age,
live in the Metropolitan area and all attend Ramapo College.
Data Collection
Survey. In this survey, respondents were presented with a series of questions
specifically regarding purchasing patterns, brand loyalty, and corporate responsibility.
Respondents were also asked to rank various product attributes based on their importance
to them and their purchasing decisions. Another question asked participants to rank issues
of corporate responsibility and the issues they care most strongly about.
In addition to these topics, the last series of survey questions asked participants to
share their thoughts about companies and their social media engagement regarding these
issues. The survey gauged how often Millennials interacted with companies regarding
their CSR efforts, how they felt about companies interacting with them, and also the
means through which this generation most prefers to receive this information.
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Focus Groups. The focus group participants first completed the above survey and
were then asked a series of questions that explore similar topics in depth. The participants
were asked about their knowledge of CSR and how they would define it. Based upon
their knowledge, the term was either defined or the questions moved forward to cover the
importance of CSR and whether or not it affects purchasing behavior. The final series of
questions participants were asked whether using and purchasing certain brands that were
socially or otherwise responsible reflected who they are as consumers.
Analysis
Survey
Between November 2016 and March 2017, 101 Millennials were surveyed on
various topics related to consumer purchasing patterns and social media engagement.
This study aimed to gain a better understanding of the millennial generation and their
purchasing behavior as it relates to CSR. The results have expanded upon previous
research and offer insight into a narrow segment of Millennials—18-24-year-olds in the
New York Metropolitan area and enrolled in a 4-year institution or newly entering the
workforce.
The survey was conducted electronically via the service Survey Monkey to a
regionally representative sample located in the Greater New York City area. Of the 101
respondents, 88 were between the ages of 18-24 and answered the survey in full. The
remaining 13 respondents were either not between the ages of 18-24 or completed some
but not all questions. Of the remaining respondents, 62 were female and 26 were male.
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When I shop, I consistently purchase the same brands:

9.52

9.52

2.38
19.05

Strongly Agree
Agree
Neutral
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Chart A

59.52

Purchasing Patterns. As seen above in Chart A, survey found that the
overwhelming majority of Millennials consistently purchase the same brands (78.55%).
In terms of product attributes, price was the attribute respondents cared most about,
followed by positive recommendations or reviews. Positive environmental or social
impact was one of the lesser-considered attributes, ranking as the 4th most preferred
answer out of 5 selections (see Appendix A).
CSR Initiatives. The survey found that Millennials value CSR and are willing to
support companies with clear initiatives. The majority of Millennials (82.76%) expect
companies to give back to society and 69.42% are willing to purchase a product with a
clear impact over one that doesn’t, while 46.51% would pay more for product with a
clear impact over one that doesn’t. 41.86% of Millennials also indicated that a company’s
commitment to social or environmental issues influences their decision to purchase their
product while an equal percentage (41.86%) felt neutral toward the issue.
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As it relates to corporate responsibility, please rank the issue
you care most strongly about to the issue you care least
strongly about:
3.21

3.26

Giving back to local communities
Sustainability
Giving back to global communities
2.84

3.64

Chart B

2.24

Safe working conditions & fair
wages
Health issues (cancer awareness,
research, etc.)

As it relates to corporate responsibility, responses were spread across the board in
terms of specific issues participants cared most about. As shown above in Chart B, the
survey concluded that Millennials were divided on which issues were most significant to
them. The most preferred answer choice was “Safe working conditions and fair wages,”
with a score of 3.64 out of 5 and 30 individuals selecting it as their top answer choice.
However, the other answer choices also scored somewhat evenly: “Health issues” (3.26),
“Giving back to local communities” (3.21), “Sustainability” (2.84), and “Giving back to
global communities” (2.24). Although the level of preference is clear, there is not one
issue that scored significantly higher than others and may depend upon personal
preference.
Social Media Engagement. Millennials were also divided on the reasons they
would engage with a company on social media. “Couponing or discounts” was the
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preferred answer choice, scoring a 3.82 out of 5. “Social/environmental issues” scored
the lowest with a 2.36 weight.
Although not relating to CSR, more than half of Millennials (52.87%) indicated
that if they feel strongly about a company or product, they would express their opinion on
social media. Similarly, 39.08% agreed that they would engage with a company whose
products they felt strongly about. However, a slightly larger percentage of respondents
(40.23%) disagreed with this statement and 20.69% were neutral. Although more than
half of Millennials do not appear eager to initiate engagement with companies on social
media, 58.62% like when companies engage with them on social media. Only a minority
of respondents (12.65%) indicated that they did not like when companies engage with
them on social media.

Please rank the electronic methods you prefer
corporations to use in communicating with you on social
issues
3.1

3.59

4.38

Facebook
5.12

4.21

Chart C

Youtube

4.71

2.81

Blogs
Twitter
Corporate Website
Email
Search Engine Advertising

As seen above in Chart C, when asked which platforms they most prefer
corporations to use in communicating with them on social issues, Facebook was the most
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preferred selection, followed by Twitter. The remaining choices in order of preference are
as follows: email, corporate websites, YouTube, search engine advertising, and blogs.
When asked how often Millennials have engaged in any way with a company on social
media in the past 12 months, 74.71% indicated that they had only done so 1-3 times.
14.94% indicated that they had done so 4-6 times while only 6.9% had done so 10-20
times.
Focus Groups
Two focus groups were conducted between February and March 2017. Each
group contained 5 individuals who were within the target millennial segment and willing
to actively participate in a discussion with the researcher as well as with each other. The
participants were given 5-8 minutes to complete the survey and upon completion of the
entire group, were asked a series of questions. This focus group’s goal was to expand
upon previous research as well as the primary survey data. Although all individuals
actively participated, not all duplicate answers are shown and responses that did not
answer the question or pertain to the research topics were also not included in the
analysis.
In order to gauge the participants’ general knowledge about CSR, they were first
asked to define what it is. Many of the participants were able to identify one or several
aspects of social responsibility. Multiple respondents used words and phrases such as
“giving back” and “positive impact” in order to define the term. Many people agreed that
giving back and having a positive impact was how they would define corporate social
responsibility. One person from the second focus group identified that CSR refers to
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“aiding or supporting different causes relating to social or environmental issues,” which
indicates a clear understanding of the topic.
In the second set of questions, participants reflected on the types of corporate
responsibility that were important to them. Similar to the responses received in the survey
data, participants were divided on specific initiatives that resonate with them. No clear
theme emerged as individuals cited a variety of answers such as the environment, fair
wages, local communities, American-made products, and supporting LGBT rights.
Although no clear theme emerged in terms of a specific issue, some participants could
agree on how important corporate responsibility is to them as a consumer. One
participant spoke for the first group by saying “unless CSR is very obvious I don’t care
about it.” When probed further, the other participants seemed to agree with this answer
with one individual stating that if they buy a product and later find out about the
company’s CSR initiatives it is a “perk.”
When discussing whether or not CSR affects their purchases, participants gave
similar answers, indicating the importance of price and quality of the product over CSR
initiatives. Price point was a key factor for many and one person indicated that lack of
CSR initiatives would not prevent them from purchasing a product they need. Another
participant felt strongly that if the product was good quality and had a clear CSR strategy,
they would be more inclined to gravitate toward it as opposed to a lower quality product
with a CSR initiative. One individual also indicated that a strong CSR initiative would
lead them to be more brand-loyal.
Finally, participants were asked to discuss whether or not they felt that the brands
they purchased reflect more about them; either positively, negatively, or not at all. Two
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participants from different groups held similar beliefs that the brands they purchase do
not reflect anything about a person and that they should not be judged for purchasing
certain products that do not support CSR initiatives. However, many participants agreed
that they “like to think” that brands they purchase reflect positively on them as
individuals. When asked which brands they feel reflect positively, answers included:
Love Your Melon, TOMS Shoes, Lokai Bracelets, Tylenol, and Starbucks. When asked
which brands reflect negatively, answers included: Nike, Walmart, ExxonMobil, ChickFil-A and Ivanka Trump.
Discussion
According to the above research, over 60% of Millennials are brand-loyal (Elite
Daily 2015) while the primary data reinforces that number with over 78% indicating they
consistently purchase the same brands. With such a high rate of brand loyalty, it is in any
company’s best interests to infiltrate this market of loyal consumers. The question is: how
can brands gain these loyal consumers? The data shows that 82.76% of Millennials
expect brands to give back to society and 93% of Millennials also feel better about a
company upon learning about their CSR efforts (Cone Communications 2015).
However, it is not enough to simply support and engage in various CSR initiatives
behind the scenes. Brands must engage in clear messaging about their initiatives that is
easy for this generation to understand. Cone Communications’ “Millennial CSR Study”
concluded that if Millennials do not understand the messaging surround CSR initiatives
or if it is simply unclear, they will ignore it altogether. The focus group data also
coincides with this finding because participants indicated that if CSR initiatives are not
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“very obvious” Millennials are not motivated to do much of their own research to learn
more about them.
Another key finding in the survey and focus group data is that there is not one
clear initiative that resonates with this generation more than others. Health issues, giving
back to the local community, and sustainability all resonated with this generation.
However, because there is no clearly defined choice, it is better for a company to select a
high-fit cause or initiative because consumers are more likely to respond positively to this
perceived link and view the social responsibility efforts as more authentic (Becker-Olsen,
Cudmore & Hill 2006).
Limitations. The limitations of this study exist both in the surveys and the focus
groups. Because the survey was limited primarily to Ramapo College students, it is not
entirely representative of a truly regional sample of the New York Metropolitan area.
This study was limited by the finite amount of resources available to an undergraduate
student researcher. A large obstacle was that a large enough sample of Millennials could
not be reached with the survey and some participants skipped questions, which results in
a margin of error. The survey was also limited to those that the researcher had access to
via the Internet, as it was distributed electronically. A larger number of surveys collected
would be more representative of the target young millennial segment’s attitudes,
behaviors and beliefs. The focus groups were also limited based on accessibility to
Millennials willing and available to participate in the study.
The data reviewed in the above literature as well as the data gathered from the
survey and the focus groups will be utilized in the following recommendations section.
Based on the above data, the company selected with low CSR visibility is S’well Bottle.
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The brand is already appealing to the millennial generation because they feel that brands
reflect information about them as individuals. Although the bottles have a high price
point for this demographic, the research shows Millennials are often willing to pay more
for a product that is either better quality or supports an issue they care strongly about and
S’well has the ability to offer both of these product attributes.
This company was selected because while they have a number of high-fit
corporate responsibility initiatives in place, there is limited visibility of those initiatives
in the brand’s messaging. The brand already engages with consumers exceptionally well
on social media platforms but by bringing their charitable initiatives to light through a
campaign surrounding their efforts, S’well will be able to more effectively reach a
socially and environmentally conscious segment of the millennial population.
Recommendations
About S’well
S’well is a company that was founded by owner and CEO Sarah Kauss in 2010
with the “mission to rid the world of plastic water bottles” (S’well, 2017). Combining
function and fashion, Kauss believed she could encourage people to reduce their use of
plastic bottles and opt for a higher quality alternative such as the S’well Bottle. S’well’s
positioning as a high end water bottle that appeals to an eco-conscious, adventurous and
fashionable consumer has already resulted in a great deal of success for the brand (see
Appendix C for samples of S’well Bottles). There is also a high sense of brand loyalty
because customers have an average of 5.5 bottles at home (Loudenback, 2016).
According to Kauss, “we keep coming out with new lines—spring, summer, fall,
holiday—just like a fashion brand” (Kauss qtd. in Loudenback, 2016). However, in order
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to propel S’well’s brand and product into further success as more than just a functional
fashion accessory with a positive environmental impact, their CSR initiatives needs to be
brought to the forefront of the brand’s messaging.
Although S’well’s mission is to “rid the world of plastic bottles” (S’well, 2017),
the company’s CSR efforts are not being shared with the public in a profound and
impactful enough way in order to truly capture the brand’s mission and core values.
According to Kauss, “We don’t even talk about it much with our customers, but it’s just
the right thing to do… It’s a part of our DNA, it’s part of our mission statement and part
of everything that we do. I think customers are really smart and it has to come from an
authentic place” (Kauss qtd. in Loudenback, 2016). S’well needs to change their low
visibility efforts because smart consumers will do their research on products and
purchases but will respond more positively if the information is readily available to them,
especially in terms of Millennial consumers.
However, a couple initiatives that S’well launched on a smaller scale have
captured and highlighted this mission. One such event was S’well’s “1 Million Bottle
Project,” which began when S’well gave out 6,000 limited-edition bottles at the Sundance
Film Festival to attendees who signed a pledge to go plastic-free (Shapiro, 2017). The
project’s mission is to “eliminate 1 million single-use plastic bottles from entering the
environment” (Kauss qtd. in Shapiro, 2017). Eliminating plastic has always been
somewhat prevalent in the brand’s social media messaging yet their other initiatives are
rarely featured. Occasionally, S’well utilizes the hashtag #ReduceTheUse but this tagline
is not brand-specific, making it less recognizable.
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About American Forests
American Forests is one of the nation’s oldest conservation organizations and
have been restoring forests for more than 140 years in all 50 states and 50 countries.
Since 1990, American Forests has planted over 50 million trees (American Forests,
2017). Their mission includes: “protecting and restoring threatened forest ecosystems;
promoting and expanding urban forests; and increasing understanding of the importance
of forests” (American Forests, 2017). S’well has partnered with American Forests to aid
in these conservation efforts and pledges to plant a tree for every wood-surfaced S’well
Bottle sold (Loudenback, 2017). American Forests have a number of corporate partners
with similar CSR efforts in place.
Campaign Goal
S’well’s additional partners include UNICEF USA and Drink Up. These charity
partners are all working toward the same sustainable mission as S’well, which makes it
clear that the brand’s initiatives are high-fit and S’well should therefore keep them in
place. However, in order to fully reap the benefits of CSR and engage Millennials, it is
important that the brand bring higher visibility to one if not all of these causes.
Campaigns featuring each of its philanthropic partners interspersed with the brand’s
current messaging would effectively integrate its CSR initiatives into consumers’
perception of the brand. Because its initiatives are already high-fit, the campaigns would
reflect the brand’s core values while also maintaining its brand positioning. For the
purposes of this research project, one such campaign will be the focus because it will be
based around a timely issue.
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Because S’well Bottles are inherently sustainable as they eliminate the need for
plastic water bottles, environmentally conscious individuals are already inclined to
purchase the product. However, as an added benefit, a campaign highlighting the success
and impact of an additional CSR initiative such as S’well’s partnership with American
Forests offers more of an incentive for consumers to purchase the product and support a
socially responsible brand.
Although S’well’s current initiative through American Forests is to plant a tree for
every wood-surfaced bottle sold (Loudenback, 2017), it is not an initiative that is made
well known to consumers and is not listed on their website (see Appendix D for images
of wood surfaced S’well Bottles). By bringing this initiative to light, S’well could
potentially increase sales of their wood-surfaced bottles while also aiding in planting
trees. Not only would it be beneficial to bring this initiative to light, it is also in S’well’s
best interests to promote American Forests through a social media campaign surrounding
Earth Day.
Strategies. The campaign itself would occur through the end of March up until
Earth Day, which falls on April 22, 2017. By featuring and planning the campaign around
Earth Day, S’well can take advantage of the already increased environmental awareness
that occurs throughout this time of year. It will also allow them to highlight their own
sustainable features and initiatives in a relevant and authentic way. It is also to S’well’s
advantage that their core values and year-round initiatives align well with the initiatives
of Earth Day so its consumers will perceive a strong link between the company and the
cause.

CSR AND THE MILLENNIAL GENERATION

Cummings 29

The campaign will raise awareness about its charitable partner American Forests
while also increasing S’well’s reach both online and at various Earth Day events or
celebrations. The campaign will utilize the messaging “I S’well,” “Show us why you
S’well,” and so on. This messaging deliberately makes the S’well brand into an active
verb, equating the brand with taking action to protect the environment by reducing the
use of plastic bottles, planting trees, et cetera.
Tactics. Three tactics that will coincide with the goals and strategies of this
campaign will be the use of social media (Facebook Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram),
the release of a limited-edition S’well Bottle, and S’well-branded filling stations at Earth
Day-related events in New York City. These tactics, as outlined below, will result in a
cohesive campaign that will bring to light much of S’well’s social responsibility efforts
while also staying authentic to the brand and its loyal consumers with the potential to
attract new customers.
Social Media. Throughout the month, S’well would feature various bottles in
different environments, which is similar to its current social media aesthetic (See
Appendix E for samples of social media messaging). However, these posts would feature
the campaign hashtag “#ISwell because…” followed by a fact about the environment or
an eco-friendly reason why someone would be inspired to use a S’well Bottle. Messaging
would also feature the wood-surfaced S’well Bottles, American Forests and tease the
limited edition bottle that will be expanded upon below.
Throughout the week of Earth Day, users are encouraged to use the hashtag
#ISwell and share images of themselves with their S’well Bottles and how they are
celebrating Earth Day (planting trees, attending events, park clean ups, et cetera). S’well
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will feature this user-generated content on Instagram and Twitter while also incorporating
feature stories on YouTube and Facebook. Tying into Millennials’ love of coupons, each
person that shares an image using the hashtag will receive a coupon to use on their next
S’well Bottle purchase. Similar to the TOMS Shoes social media campaign surrounding
“One Day Without Shoes,” each photo using the hashtag will receive a manual like or
comment, appealing to the millennial consumer’s desire for a personalized customer
experience and also to the 59% of young Millennials who like when companies engage
with them on social media.
Limited-Edition Bottle. A limited-edition bottle will be designed for this specific
Earth Day campaign. Similar to the wood-surfaced bottles, a percentage of the proceeds
from each bottle sold would go directly to American Forests. The bottles would be very
timely and on trend, keeping in line with S’well’s current positioning and feature
Pantone’s color of the year: Greenery (see Appendix F for a mockup of the limitededition bottle). According to Pantone’s website (2017), Greenery is “Illustrative of
flourishing foliage and the lushness of the great outdoors…[it] signals to consumers to
take a deep breath, oxygenate and rejuvenate” (Pantone website). Due to its clear link
with nature and the environment, it is the perfect color to feature on this bottle and in this
Earth Day campaign. The bottles would only be available for purchase for a limited time
through the end of March until Earth Day. This limited availability creates a sense of
urgency for consumers who are driven by both the iconic color of the year and the
opportunity to give back and celebrate the Earth.
Filling Stations. Throughout New York City, where S’well is based, there are
various events and celebrations that occur each year on Earth Day. One additional way to
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bring S’well’s initiatives to light would to participate in one or multiple events by
featuring branded S’well water filling stations and fountains. Expanding upon the “1
Million Bottle Project at the Sundance Film Festival, S’well representatives will give
away complimentary limited edition bottles, once again in exchange that individuals
pledge to go plastic-free. The individuals that receive the bottles would also be
encouraged to share their new pledge on social media with the #ISwell hashtag.
Conclusion
According to the above research, this campaign will comprehensively and
cohesively increase S’well’s visibility regarding their CSR efforts. It is important for
S’well to highlight its social responsibility initiatives because they are high-fit causes that
the consumer will perceive as authentic and worthy of their support. By incorporating the
already present initiatives into S’well’s marketing and public relations strategies and
engaging through social media and other outreach methods, they will be able to attract
this young millennial segment of the market. The research shows that Millennials
respond positively to CSR initiatives, will pay more for socially conscious brands, and
feel better about companies upon learning about their social and environmental efforts.
Because S’well already has these initiatives in place, they can easily promote them in
their messaging. By doing so, they will be able to cultivate a positive brand image as well
as generate brand loyalty.
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Appendix A: Survey Data
Brand Loyalty and CSR:

When I shop, I
consistently
purchase the
same brands:
A company’s
commitment to
social or
environmental
issues influences
my decision to
purchase their
product:
If a company
behaves
irresponsibly I
no longer
purchase their
products:
If two equal
products were
the same price, I
would choose
the product that
has a clear
impact on an
environmental
or social issue
over one that
does not:
I would pay
more for a
product that
makes an impact
on issues I care
about:
I expect
companies to
give back to
society:

Strongly
Agree
19.05%
16

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

59.52%
50

9.52%
8

9.52%
8

Strongly
Disagree
2.38%
2

6.98%
6

34.88%
30

41.86%
36

15.12%
13

1.16%
1

10.84%
9

43.37%
36

31.33%
26

13.25%
11

1.20%
1

21.18%
18

48.24%
41

20.00%
17

9.41%
8

1.18%
1

13.95%
12

32.56%
28

32.56%
28

16.28%
14

4.65%
4

22.99%
20

59.77%
52

9.20%
8

5.75%
5

2.30%
2

Please rank the following product attributes you consider when making a purchase from 1 to
5, with “1” indicating the attribute you care most strongly about and “5” indicating the
attribute you care least strongly about:
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1
3.85%
3

2
8.97%
7

3
12.82%
10

4
20.51%
16

5
53.85%
42

Score
1.88

Positive
recommendation
or review

26.25%
21

40.00%
32

16.25%
13

10.00%
8

7.50%
6

3.67

Brand recognition

4.75%
4

20.24%
17

36.90%
31

22.62%
19

15.48%
13

2.76

60.47%
52

15.12%
13

10.47%
9

10.47%
9

3.49%
3

4.19

4.60%
4

17.24%
15

24.14%
21

34.48%
30

19.54%
17

2.53

Packaging

Price

Positive
environmental or
social impact

As it relates to corporate responsibility, please rank the following from 1 to 5, with “1” indicating
the issue you care most strongly about and “5” indicating the issue you care least strongly about
1
15.38%
12

2
29.49%
23

3
24.36%
19

4
21.79%
17

5
8.97%
7

Score
3.21

Sustainability

18.75%
15

11.25%
9

26.25%
21

22.50%
18

21.25%
17

2.84

Giving back to
global
communities

6.25%
5

7.50%
6

26.25%
21

23.75%
19

36.25%
29

2.24

Safe working
conditions and
fair wages

37.04%
30

24.69%
20

14.81%
12

12.35%
10

11.11%
9

3.64

Health issues
(cancer
awareness,
research, etc.)

25.88%
22

27.06%
23

11.76%
10

17.65%
15

17.65%
15

3.26

Giving back to
local
communities
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Social Media Engagement:
Please rank the reasons you might engage with a company on social media from 1-5

Product information
or usage

1
20.51%
16

2
25.64%
20

3
29.49%
23

4
17.95%
14

5
6.41%
5

Score
3.36

Couponing or
discounts

43.59%
34

25.64%
20

11.54%
9

7.69%
6

11.54%
9

3.82

Job opportunities

15.85%
13

8.54%
7

18.29%
15

21.95%
18

35.37%
29

2.48

Social/environmental
issues

6.02%
5

13.25%
11

19.28%
16

33.73%
28

27.71%
23

2.36

New product updates

16.67%
14

27.38%
23

25.00%
21

17.86%
15

13.10%
11

3.17

Strongly
Agree
14.94%
13

Agree

If I feel strongly
about a
company or
product I will
express my
opinion on
social media:
If I feel strongly
about a
company or
product I will
reach out to the
company on
social media
I like when a
company
engages with
me on social
media

Neutral

Disagree

37.93%
33

20.69%
18

19.54%
17

Strongly
Disagree
6.90%
6

8.05%
7

31.03%
27

20.69%
18

32.18%
28

8.05%
7

19.54%
17

39.08%
34

28.74%
25

9.20%
8

3.45%
3
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How often have you engaged in any way with a company on social media over the past 12
months?
Answer Choices

Responses

1-3 times

74.71%

65

4-6 times

14.94%

13

7-10 times

0.00%

0

10-20 times

6.90%

6

More than 20 times

3.45%

3

Please rank the electronic methods you prefer corporations to use in communicating with you on
social issues:
1
11.11%
9

2
6.17%
5

3
12.35%
10

4
20.99%
17

5
14.81%
12

6
19.75%
16

17.07%
14

35.37%
29

17.07%
14

14.63%
12

7.32%
6

6.10%
5

2.44% 5.12

3.61%
3

4.82%
4

13.25%
11

8.43%
7

16.87%
14

22.89%
19

30.12% 2.81
25

Twitter

26.51%
22

19.28%
16

14.46%
12

7.23%
6

13.25%
11

9.64%
8

9.64% 4.71
8

Corporate
website

14.29%
12

13.10%
11

15.48%
13

19.05%
16

19.05%
16

13.10%
11

5.95% 4.21
5

Email

21.43%
18

16.67%
14

14.29%
12

14.29%
12

5.95%
5

14.29%
12

13.10% 4.38
11

4.76%
4

4.76%
4

13.10%
11

15.48%
13

22.62%
19

13.10%
11

26.19% 3.10
22

YouTube

Facebook

Blogs

Search
engine
advertising

7
Score
14.81% 3.59
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Appendix B: Focus Group Data
Question 1: What is CSR?
“companies with same values as them and does good for the world”
“positive impact or not negative”
“give back to community” “company responsible to give back to consumer, employees,
environment”
“goals besides making profits”
“aid or support different causes relating to social issues”
Question 2: What kinds are important to you?
“fair wages”, “environment”, “local”, “ran and operated in America and stimulate jobs”,
“work for or against LGBT rights”
Question 3: How important is it?
“unless CSR is very obvious I don’t care about it” “facts have to be readily presented to
me or I don’t go out of my way to learn about companies before I buy a product”
Question 4: Does it affect your purchases?
“not important enough that it would keep me from purchasing something I need”
“only if it doesn’t affect price” “price point”
“yes if it is a good (quality) product and does good”
“I would be more likely to remain loyal if they were giving back to a good cause”
Question 5: Do you think the brands you purchase reflect more about you? Good or
bad? Which ones?
“people could judge you for specific brands you wear but it is more for yourself”
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“if people judge my character because of a brand I wear, that person has some serious
issues” “people should not be blamed for supporting companies that don’t give back”
“does not reflect about our personalities”
“I like to think so (good)” “my companies reflect the good”
“Some brands not all” “Won’t buy Ivanka (certain brands)”
Good: TOMS shoes, Lokai, Love Your Melon, Tylenol, Starbucks
Bad: Ivanka Trump, Walmark, Exxon
Appendix C: S’well Bottles

Left: S’well Bottles are available
in a variety of colors and patterns
and consumers also have the
ability to customize them.
Image source: pureluxebride.com

Left: S’well Bottles come in three
sizes and range in price from $25
to 45.
Image source: Nordstrom.com
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Appendix D: Wood Surfaced Bottles

Above: For every wood surfaced bottle sold, S’well will plant a tree in association with American Forests.
Image source: gadgetflow.com

Left: S’well’s
Wood Collection is
also available in a
variety of colors.
Image source:
lookupbeforebuying.com
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