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Abstract 
 
 
Purpose - The purpose of this master thesis is to examine individual social media behaviour 
in relation to corporate sustainability issues. Based on a model from environmental 
psychology, factors that influence this behaviour are identified. 
 
Methodology/approach - The study followed an explanatory and qualitative approach. Three 
focus groups, that consisted of 19 students in total, were conducted. 
 
Findings - Key findings are (1) the level of social media activity with regard to corporate 
sustainability issues is not directly connected to the students’ awareness and knowledge of 
sustainability issues; (2) responsibility and priorities have a weaker influence on social media 
than on offline behaviour; (3) the perceived locus of control can prevent students from 
communicating about corporate sustainability in social media; (4) students with high 
knowledge on sustainability are less inclined to trust corporate sustainability communication. 
 
Research limitations/implications - To further examine individual social media behaviour in 
relation to corporate sustainability issues, future research needs to apply long-term studies 
with bigger samples. Furthermore, participants with different socio-economic characteristics 
should be compared to see if key factors, relations, and barriers that have been the result of 
this study, are also true for other socio-economic groups. 
 
Practical implications - The study’s findings suggest that corporations need to consider three 
main issues if they want to inform and engage individuals in corporate sustainability activities 
via social media: (1) content has to be tailored for target groups with different levels of 
knowledge on sustainability issues; (2) third-party-endorsements significantly support the 
creation of confidence in the communication of corporate sustainability activities and are 
therefore crucial; (3) detailed replies to critical comments from individual users help to create 
trust and transparency. 
 
Originality/value - This study differs from previous research on social media in two ways: 
(1) it focuses on social media’s empowerment potential for sustainability instead of political 
issues; (2) it addresses the gap on individuals’ reasons to actively participate in social media. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords Communication, social media, corporate sustainability, individual empowerment, 
environmental psychology 
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Summary 
 
The purpose of this master thesis is to examine individual social media behaviour in relation 

to corporate sustainability issues. This differs to previous research on social media in two 

ways: First, it focuses on social media’s empowerment potential for sustainability instead of 

political issues. Second, it addresses the gap on individuals’ reasons to actively participate in 

social media. 

In order to examine the individual social media behaviour related to corporate 

sustainability issues, the study followed an explanatory and qualitative approach. Three focus 

groups, that consisted of 19 students in total, were conducted. Afterwards, the data material 

was content-analysed. A model from environmental psychology served as a basis for the 

category system and enabled the researchers to identify factors, as well as relationships 

between the factors, that influence individual social media behaviour related to corporate 

sustainability issues. 

Key findings of the data analysis are that (1) the level of social media activity with 

regard to corporate sustainability issues is not directly connected to the students’ awareness 

and knowledge of sustainability issues; (2) responsibility and priorities have a weaker 

influence on social media than on offline behaviour; (3) the perceived locus of control can 

prevent students from communicating about corporate sustainability in social media; (4) 

students with high knowledge on sustainability are less inclined to trust corporate 

sustainability communication. 

The study’s findings suggest three practical implications for corporations that want to 

inform and engage individuals in their sustainability activities via social media: First, content 

has to be tailored for target groups with different levels of knowledge on sustainability issues. 

Second, third-party-endorsements significantly support the creation of confidence in the 

communication of corporate sustainability activities and are therefore crucial. Third, detailed 

replies to critical comments from individual users help to create trust and transparency. 

To further examine individual social media behaviour related to corporate 

sustainability issues, future research needs to apply long-term studies with bigger samples. 

Furthermore, participants with different socio-economic characteristics should be compared to 

see if key factors, relations, and barriers that have been the result of this study, are also true 

for other socio-economic groups. 
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1. Introduction 
The amount of daily social media use has significantly increased in recent years (Statista, 

2016a). In connection to this, Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, and Instagram are just a few social 

media platforms that have become popular (Luca, 2016, p. 566) and thus, gained a 

considerable impact on both organisational and individual communication (Castells, 2009; 

Reilly and Hyan, 2014). They facilitate the dissemination of information, opinions, and 

contents, as well as promote social interactions among individuals, and between individuals 

and organisations (Botha and Mills, 2012; Wang et al., 2015). 

In this context, research has highlighted social media’s potential for political 

participation and activism (e.g. Conroy et al., 2012; Davis, 2010; Downey and Fenton, 2003; 

Gil de Zúñiga, 2012; Maireder and Schwarzenegger, 2012). On the one hand, it enables 

individual “new-opinion-makers” (Zerfaß and Boelter, 2005; cited in de Witt, 2011, p. 85) to 

spread content with global reach in a fast way; and on the other hand, it facilitates the 

organisation of political and social movements on a transnational level (Downey and Fenton, 

2003, p. 190). Thus, it has become an important tool for individuals to find like-minded 

people and to become organised in order to raise their voices. However, previous research 

focused on political issues and less attention has been paid to another topic of increasing 

public concern: Sustainability. In general, sustainability has been discussed in research for 

decades, mainly in the context of corporate responsibility towards social, human and 

environmental topics (Sahlin-Andersson, 2006, p. 596). Due to this, the spotlight has been put 

on corporations to take on their environmental and social responsibilities (Johansen and 

Nielsen, 2011, pp. 204-205).  

An example that illustrates social media’s empowerment potential for sustainability is 

Greenpeace’s Detox campaign. In 2012, Greenpeace successfully used several social media 

platforms and mobilised a high number of supporters in order to force the apparel industry to 

eliminate all hazardous chemicals from their supply chains (Coombs and Holladay, 2015, p. 

94). This shows how social media enabled a group of individuals to pressure corporations 

towards a more responsible behaviour and also highlights social media’s importance for 

corporations in terms of managing stakeholder relations and reputation (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2015, p. 89). 

As the example illustrates, social media represents a significant challenge to 

corporations since they are not the only creators of content in this communication channel. 

Consequently, they have lost the exclusive control about their public image (Eberle et al., 

2013, p. 742) and individuals can use social media in order to change their power 

relationships with corporations (Coombs and Holladay, 2015, p. 90). Nevertheless, there have 

been few studies to date that examine why individuals actively participate in social media and 

little attention has been paid to individual motivations for sharing information and personal 

opinions (Oh and Syn, 2015, pp. 2046-2048).  
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At the same time, the individual empowerment potential of social media is an increasing 

concern in discussion amongst researchers (de Witt, 2011, p. 80), but lacks attention towards 

corporate sustainability (CS) issues. Therefore, the individual communication behaviour in 

relation to CS topics is an interesting and relevant phenomenon to examine. This leads to the 

research question of this master thesis: Why do individuals exert or not exert their power in 

social media when it comes to communication about corporate sustainability issues? 

 

In order to examine the research question, an explanatory and qualitative study with three 

focus groups was conducted. The focus group participants were students with three different 

majors. This was valuable for the study since it enabled the researchers to compare different 

views and therefore, to gain a broader understanding of social media behaviour in relation to 

CS topics. Students were chosen as participants since young people increasingly use social 

media in order to inform themselves about other opinions as well as to “make, exchange and 

share meanings about ethical and political issues” (Andersson and Öhman, 2016, p. 4). 

The focus group discussions were content-analysed by applying a category system. 

Before the results of this analysis are presented, the theoretical background for the study is 

provided: The second chapter illustrates the rise of social media and depicts it as an 

empowerment tool for individuals. Furthermore, CS is introduced as an increasingly 

important topic for individuals.  

In chapter three, a model from environmental psychology is presented as an approach 

to explain individual social media behaviour in relation to CS issues. Thus, it serves as a basis 

for the category system. Afterwards, the methodology for the study is described in chapter 

four, before chapter five presents the study’s results. These are discussed and critically 

assessed in chapter six. 

The thesis ends by summarising the most relevant findings with regard to the research 

question. Furthermore, theoretical and practical implications are named. Additionally, it is 

pointed out how future research could further enhance the understanding of individual social 

media behaviour with regard to CS issues. 
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2. Social Media as a Communication Network 
The following subchapters provide an overview of social media and its impact on individual 

communication behaviour. In order to highlight the possibilities and challenges of social 

media, compared to traditional ways of communication, the subchapters focus on illustrating 

the power shift towards individuals. In this context, CS will be considered as a topic of 

increasing concern for individuals. 

2.1 The Rise of Social Media 

During the past decades, developments in communication and information technologies have 

led to the emergence of globally intertwined digital networks (Castells, 2009). This formation 

has strengthened the importance of social media as a communication channel. Social media 

are online tools that are “designed to facilitate the dissemination of content through social 

interaction between individuals, groups, and organizations” (Botha and Mills, 2012, p. 84). 

Thus, they enable individuals and organisations to interact through platforms, such as blogs, 

social networks or wikis, anywhere and anytime with a global reach (Castells, 2009; Reilly 

and Hyan, 2014). In comparison to traditional media, which distributes information in a one-

way direction to the audience, social media facilitate a two-way, interactive communication 

between involved units (Reilly and Hyan, 2014, p. 749). 

According to Wang et al. (2015, p. 35), individuals use social media because of the following 

functionalities: identity, conversations, sharing, relationships, and reputation. These 

functionalities differ for different social media channels. Social networking websites, for 

example Facebook, focus on identity, in terms of self-presentation by creating profiles, and 

maintain relationships by using integrated messenger services (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010, p. 

62; Wang et al., 2015,  p. 35).        

 Regarding the usage behaviour of social media users, Shao (2009) distinguishes three 

types: consumption, participation, and production. The usage type consumption represents the 

lowest level of interaction. It refers to users, who only read or watch content that other users 

present, without producing content themselves. Thus, this usage type is connected to the 

traditional one-way communication. The next higher level of interaction is participation, 

which includes an active user interaction in terms of sharing content with other users or rating 

content. When users create and publish own content, e.g. texts, images or videos, this 

demonstrates the highest level of interaction and is described as production. This also includes 

text production through commenting on existing posts (Ruehl and Ingenhoff, 2015, p. 291). 
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Concerning the users of social media, a worldwide survey from 2014 states that more than 

50% of the social media users are younger than 35 years. In certain channels, e.g. Instagram, 

the percentage even is around 70% (Statista, 2016b). This generation, which has grown up 

and is familiar with new media in terms of social networks as well as with the usage of new 

communication technologies, can be described as the one of “digital natives” (de Witt, 2011, 

p. 85).            

 As Andersson and Öhman (2016, p. 1) argue, especially young people use social 

media to exchange opinions and perspectives regarding political and moral issues. In this way, 

social media influence the meaning making about these issues (Andersson and Öhman, 2016, 

p. 1). Furthermore, discussions in social media can easily become global and thus, provide the 

potential for users to be crucial actors in a global context. Hence, they can become more 

responsible actors by exchanging content (de Witt, 2011, p. 80). 

2.2 Social Media and the Empowerment of Individuals 

Based on the changes towards global communication networks outlined in the previous 

subchapter, the question about the impact of social networks on individual communication 

behaviour arises. How do people use this new capacity to communicate about their own 

perspective and opinion with a global reach?      

 According to Di Bitetto et al. (2015, p. 47), mainly young people actively use the 

internet to participate in campaigns and to express their opinions. Social media provides them 

with the ability to create own content and to influence their own channels of information and 

news (Castells, 2009; de Witt, 2011). In this context, Zerfaß and Boelter (2005, cited in de 

Witt, 2011, p. 85) introduce the term “the new opinion-makers” to illustrate how the control 

of content creation has changed due to social media: Nowadays, the formerly passive 

audience in traditional mass media communication controls its own communication channels. 

However, Sunstein (2001, p. 65) highlights the risk that people are exposed to more biased 

information and expression of opinions in social media, compared to the traditional way of 

information transmission via mass media.        

 At the same time, Castells (2009, p. 136) points to social media’s potential to create 

shared meanings, which determine actions and in this way, represent a form of social power. 

For example, Downey and Fenton (2003, p. 189) emphasise that social media make it easier 

for individuals to find people with same opinions and understandings. Thus, they facilitate the 

mobilisation of other individuals for social, environmental or political issues. 

Previous research has considered this empowering function of social media for example in 

terms of a so called “Facebook Revolution”. This focuses on political activism, e.g. based on 

the ‘Arab spring’ (Olorunnisola and Martin, 2013, p. 276). Furthermore, both press and 

research highlight social media’s potential to increase the efficiency and success of social 

movements (Olorunnisola and Martin, 2013, p. 277).  
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The same is true for its potential to foster democratisation and participation worldwide. This 

is also considered by Downey and Fenton (2003, p. 189) as well as by Fieseler and Fleck 

(2013, p. 760), who argue that social media increase political mobilisation and participation. 

This is accompanied by a homogenisation and fragmentation of civil society: On the one 

hand, as already mentioned, social media connects people with similar understandings. Thus, 

it facilitates the group formation of like-minded people. This is a process of homogenisation. 

On the other hand, the formation of like-minded groups can lead to an increasing polarisation 

and confrontation between the single groups. This might have a positive impact on 

individuals’ willingness to participate in public discourse (Fieseler and Fleck, 2013, p. 760). 

2.3 Communication about Corporate Sustainability in Social Media 

As indicated in the previous subchapter, social media facilitate the mobilisation of individuals 

for social, environmental or political issues, while a focus of research has been based on 

scrutinising the relationship between political protest and internet communication (Downey 

and Fenton, 2003, p. 196; Olorunnisola and Martin, 2013). However, issues like 

environmental catastrophes, criticism against labour conditions and the general exploitation of 

resources by corporations around the world have drawn public attention to the environmental 

and social responsibilities of corporations (Sahlin-Andersson, 2006, p. 596).   

 In this context, the internet provides a platform for individuals to challenge corporate 

actions (Coombs and Holladay, 2015, p. 87): By creating their own content and participating 

in social media, they can put significant pressure on corporations to engage in responsible 

behaviour (Di Bitetto et al. 2015, p. 47). Besides, this interactive network communication of 

social media limits corporations’ control over content that is spread about them. While this 

represents a huge challenge for corporations, social media can unlock a considerable potential 

at the same time: As a study conducted by by Ruehl and Ingenhoff (2015) illustrates, the 

acceptance of corporate profiles on social media has increased over the last years. Thus, this 

channel has gained importance for communicating with individual users.   

 If used to its full potential, it can enable corporations to create common meanings and 

values with their audience (Dovleac, 2015, p. 34). Moreover, they can actively encourage 

social media users to give feedback on corporate activities through directly addressing posts 

and thus, engage in a dialogue with individuals (Ruehl and Ingenhoff, 2015, p. 298). 

However, a survey among corporations has revealed that the lack of control over the 

generated content is a major obstacle for corporations to engage in social media in an 

interactive way (Statista, 2016c). First, this implies that corporations only take the position as 

an observer in social media communication (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010, p. 60) and second, 

they often use this channel in the same way they use traditional media, i.e. for self-

presentations. Consequently, possible positive outcomes of social media use become less 

likely (Dovleac, 2015, p. 34).  
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This might pose a risk to corporations since stakeholders’ perceptions of organisational 

behaviour start to rely more heavily on direct peer communication instead of being shaped by 

traditional media and traditional forms of organisational communication (Colleoni, 2013, p. 

234). In this context, a study by Ali et al. (2015) has shown that a majority of respondents 

considers social media to be an important way to communicate CS activities.   

 Furthermore, Godemann and Michelsen (2011, p. 11) have emphasised that social 

media are important for communicating sustainability issues, since community actions are 

supposed to have a considerable power over individuals’ behaviour. One example that 

illustrates this situation is Greenpeace’s Detox campaign. Its aim is to eliminate all hazardous 

chemicals from the apparel industry’s supply chain (Greenpeace International, 2015). In 2012, 

Greenpeace targeted Zara to join this campaign and used several social media platforms in 

order to mobilise supporters. Within a few days, over 7 million people were following their 

efforts (Coombs and Holladay, 2015, p. 94). Finally, this made Zara commit to the Detox 

campaign’s goals (Greenpeace International, 2015), which shows how a group of individuals 

had the ability to pressure a corporation to engage in a more responsible behaviour. Even 

though offline protest also took place during this campaign, the main activity was executed 

via online channels. 
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3. Environmental Psychology as a Perspective on Communication 

about Corporate Sustainability in Social Media 
This chapter presents environmental psychology as a perspective on communication about CS 

issues in social media. In order to do so, it first gives a brief overview over the term’s 

definition and key characteristics. Afterwards, the model of pro-environmental behaviour by 

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) is presented as an approach to understand individual social 

media behaviour in relation to CS issues. This model serves as the basis for the data analysis. 

3.1 Environmental Psychology: Definition and Characteristics 

Environmental psychology is a rather new field of psychology research that has been 

recognised since the 1960s and has grown steadily due to the increasing awareness of 

environmental problems. It is defined as “the discipline that studies the interplay between 

individuals and their built and natural environment” (Steg et al., 2012, p. 2), while the built 

environment refers to “the very large and complex human-made environment” (Morgan, 

2008). In general, environmental psychology research follows an interactive, reciprocal 

approach: First, it scrutinises the influence that the environment has on “human experiences, 

behaviour and well-being” (Steg et al., 2012, p. 2); second, it also considers the influence that 

individuals have on the environment (Steg et al., 2012, pp. 2-5). In this context, human-

environment relationships refer to both the relationships between humans and their physical 

settings as well as to the relationships between humans and their social settings (Moser and 

Uzzell, 2007). 

One main objective of the discipline is to explain what constraints individuals, who possess 

environmental knowledge and awareness, to engage in pro-environmental behaviour, 

respectively how their behaviour could be changed (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 240; 

Steg et al., 2012, p. 4). According to Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002), pro-environmental 

behaviour means that individuals “consciously seek[s] to minimize the negative impact of 

[their] actions on the natural and built world” (p. 240).     

 As human behaviour includes perceptions, cognitions, emotions, and social 

interactions, among others (Sörqvist, 2016, p. 583), one way to influence environmental 

behaviour is through social drivers, e.g. social learning and norms (Steg et al., 2012, p. 282).

 This reinforces an argument by Uzzell and Räthzel (2009, p. 341) who emphasise that 

behaviour does not only depend on an individual’s rationales, evaluations, and deliberations, 

but also on cultural traditions, family, friends, emotional impulses, and trends. Furthermore, 

social and cultural factors influence the shaping of values and attitudes that, in turn, can 

influence human behaviour. However, this relationship has to be handled with care since 

certain attitudes will not automatically lead to a certain human behaviour (Uzzell and Räthzel, 

2009, p. 342). 
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Relative to the role of individuals, a shortcoming of existing environmental psychology 

research has been described by Uzzell and Räthzel (2009). According to them, many studies 

assume that individuals have one role, for example the role of consumers. This is due to the 

fact that the field focused on “understanding, meeting and changing user needs and 

preferences” (Uzzell and Räthzel, 2009, p. 341) in its early years, which made it an attractive 

approach to understand consumer attitudes and behaviours. In contrast to that, Uzzell and 

Räthzel (2009, p. 341) advocate that individuals always have several roles in their lives and 

therefore should not be limited to one role when one attempts to understand their behaviour.

 For increasing the understanding of individual human behaviour in an environmental 

context, several models from different scientific fields have been applied in environmental 

psychology, e.g. the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen and 

Fishbein, 1980) from social psychology and several models from sociology (e.g. Blake, 1999; 

Fietkau and Kessel, 1981). However, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) felt that no current 

model is sufficient to explain environmental behaviour. Thus, they developed their own 

model, including all the factors from previous models that they consider to be the most 

influential ones. This model is presented in the following subchapter. Prior to that, the 

perspective of environmental psychology is applied to individual communication behaviour 

about CS in social media. 

3.2 Applying Environmental Psychology to Communication about 

Corporate Sustainability: The Model of Pro-Environmental Behaviour by 

Kollmuss and Agyeman 

Applying an environmental psychology perspective to CS communication in social media is 

fruitful for three reasons: First, the definition of the term environment is not limited to the 

natural environment only, but does also refer to social settings (Moser and Uzzell, 2007). 

Social networks are such settings that have become important for social interactions 

worldwide today (Castells, 2009; Reilly and Hyan, 2014): As already mentioned in chapter 

two, they can both serve as a source for information, but also support the creation and 

exchange of meanings by the participants (Andersson and Öhman, 2016, p. 4).  

   

Second, some environmental psychology scholars have started to use the terms sustainability 

or sustainable development instead of referring to the environment only (e.g. Corral-Verdugo, 

2010; Uzzell and Räthzel, 2009). If these terms are used, there is a shift from a solely 

environmental to a broader perspective. This is due to the fact that sustainability is usually 

characterised as having three pillars: a social, environmental, and economic. This is for 

example expressed in the view of the Triple Bottom Line, introduced by Elkington (2004). 
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Third, as Andersson and Öhman (2016) have pointed out, it is likely that “sustainability issues 

dealing with political and moral concerns are also discussed and learned about in social 

media” (p. 1). This is supported by Castells (2009), who emphasises that social media 

mobilise individuals for social, environmental or political issues. Considering the role that 

social media have for two-way communication and public activism (see chapter two), it is 

highly interesting to examine how individuals communicate about CS issues in social media - 

both among themselves and with the corresponding corporations. As an approach to 

understand individual communication behaviour related to CS topics in social media, 

Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) model of pro-environmental behaviour is adjusted and 

applied. It is explained in the following sections. 

3.2.1 The Demographic and External Factors 

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 248) see two demographic issues as crucial influencers for 

pro-environmental behaviour. These are the gender and the years of education. The more 

years of education an individual has received, the more likely it is that there is existing 

knowledge on environmental issues. However, the only existence of knowledge might not be 

sufficient to motivate pro-environmental behaviour. 

 

Concerning the external factors, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, pp. 248-249) distinguish 

three of them: Institutional, economic, and cultural and social factors. The institutional factors 

refer to the existing infrastructure that individuals can use in order to engage in pro-

environmental behaviour. The worse the infrastructure, the less likely it is that individuals will 

engage in such behaviour. In the original model, this refers to possibilities to recycle and to 

take public transport. 

Economic factors are defined as money, time, and the effort that is necessary for 

individuals to engage in pro-environmental behaviour (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 249, 

252). They are supposed to have a significant influence on individual decisions and 

behaviours. However, this relation is complex and a causal relationship cannot be proven. 

Although it is possible to influence individuals towards pro-environmental behaviour by 

offering economic incentives, e.g. by lowering prices for environmentally friendly products, 

these factors have to be seen in an interplay with psychological, social, and infrastructural 

factors (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 249). 

The last set of external factors, the social and cultural ones, also exerts a huge 

influence on individual behaviour. On the one hand, they refer to cultural norms (Kollmuss 

and Agyeman, 2002, p. 249), on the other hand, other environmental psychology scholars 

mention factors like social pressures and the influence of peers, such as family members and 

friends (Steg et al., 2012, p. 282; Uzzell and Räthzel, 2009, p. 341). 
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3.2.2 The Internal Factors 

By including eight different factors, the internal factors are the most extensive category in 

Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) model. They include motivation, environmental knowledge, 

values, attitudes, environmental awareness, emotional involvement, locus of control, and 

responsibility and priorities. 

 

Motivations determine which behaviour is chosen from the options available. They are either 

conscious or unconscious and can be distinguished into two kinds: primary and selective 

motives. Primary motives are those, that make individuals “engage in a whole set of 

behaviors” (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 250), while selective ones will only influence 

one single action (Moisander, 1998, cited in Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 250). Kollmuss 

and Agyeman (2002, p. 250) assume that primary motives are often overridden by selective 

ones, since those would usually have a stronger influence on individual behaviour in one 

specific situation in the specific time when it does occur. 

Concerning the factor environmental knowledge, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 

250) point to previous studies that have proven that there is no causal relation between the 

existence of environmental knowledge and the engagement in pro-environmental behaviour. 

In this context, it is emphasised that even people with little concern for environmental 

problems might engage in pro-environmental behaviour due to economic benefits that are 

connected to the choice of this behaviour, e.g. a high tax on gasoline fosters a decrease of 

individuals driving. However, behaviours that are only economically motivated are supposed 

to be reversed easily when the economic benefit disappears or other circumstances change. 

In contrast to environmental knowledge, values probably have a more significant 

influence on environmental awareness and concerns. According to Kollmuss and Agyeman 

(2002, p. 251), they have a high stake in shaping intrinsic motivations. While this statement is 

quite clear, it is rather unclear how the values themselves are shaped. Family, friends, and 

other social groups probably have a key influence, whereas other actors, such as the media or 

political institutions, have a less significant influence. Finally, the individual’s cultural 

context is the weakest of the three influences (Fuhrer et al., 1995, cited in Kollmuss and 

Agyeman 2002, p. 251). 

The role of attitudes in shaping pro-environmental behaviour is more complex. In 

general, attitudes are “the enduring positive or negative feeling about some person, object, or 

issue” (Newhouse, 1991, cited in Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 252). Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002) highlight that their influence on pro-environmental behaviour is indirect, 

varying, and usually rather weak. By referring to the Low-cost-high-cost-model of pro-

environmental behaviour by Diekmann and Preisendoerfer (1992), they explain that people 

will choose an environmental behaviour based on cost concerns. These costs do not only refer 

to financial resources, but also to the time and the effort that has to be taken in order to 

engage in pro-environmental behaviour.  
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Due to this, even people that are aware of environmental problems and have a positive 

attitude towards pro-environmental behaviour will not necessarily engage in such behaviour 

when it is connected to high costs. Thus, there is a gap between attitudes and behaviour. 

Nevertheless, such individuals are likely to engage in low-cost-behaviour, such as recycling 

and also tend to be more open to changes in politics that foster an environmental behaviour 

(Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, pp. 252-253). 

The awareness of environmental problems has just been mentioned and is a crucial 

factor itself. Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) define it as “knowing of the impact of human 

behavior on the environment” (p. 253). They state that this awareness can be limited by 

cognition in three ways: First, environmental problems are often abstract and thus, their 

impacts are not immediately visible. Therefore, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 253) 

emphasise the need for creating an emotional involvement in order to make information on 

such problems more understandable, e.g. by using engaging pictures. In the context of 

sustainability issues, this is also supported by Adomßent and Godemann (2011, p. 35) who 

recommend creating an emotional involvement by using images that the target group can 

relate to. Emotional involvement is another factor of the model itself and will be explained 

more detailed shortly. The second cognitive limitation is that environmental destruction 

happens gradually and slowly. Thus, individuals are often not capable of seeing these 

changes. The last limitation is connected to the characteristic of environment problems to be 

complex systems. This makes it difficult to understand them and to see all their consequences.  

All in all, the cognitive limitations do not only limit the environmental awareness, but do also 

influence to which extent individuals engage with the environment emotionally and to which 

extent they are willing to contribute to the solution of these problems (Kollmuss and 

Agyeman 2002, pp. 253-254). 

The crucial role of emotional involvement to make environmental problems more 

comprehensible has just been mentioned before. In Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) model, it 

is defined as “the extent to which we have an affective relationship to the natural world” (p. 

254) and as “the ability to have an emotional reaction when being confronted with 

environmental degradation” (p. 254). In general, emotional involvement is supposed to have a 

significant influence on shaping values, attitudes, and beliefs connected to the environment.  

It is assumed that the stronger an individual reacts to environmental problems, the more likely 

it is that this individual will actually act in a pro-environmental way (Kollmuss and Agyeman 

2002, p. 254). Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) explain a lack of emotional involvement with a 

lack of knowledge and awareness, as well as with a resistance against information that is 

inconsistent with existing values, beliefs, and mental frameworks. With regard to the first 

reason, it is important to highlight that those individuals with existing knowledge and 

awareness will not automatically show emotional involvement. However, this is more likely 

compared to those who lack the same.  
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According to Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 254), the second reason is closely connected 

to Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance. It states that information that is 

consistent with existing values, beliefs, and mental frameworks is perceived and processed, 

while inconsistent information is neglected. 

As for the creation of emotional involvement, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) assume 

that individuals experience emotions of fear, sadness, pain, anger, and guilt when being 

confronted with environmental problems. These are supposed to be necessary preconditions to 

engage in pro-environmental behaviour. However, individuals tend to use “secondary 

psychological responses” in order to fight negative emotions (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, 

p. 255), which makes the performance of pro-environmental behaviour less likely. The 

responses include four defense mechanisms, which are denial, rational distancing, apathy and 

resignation, and delegation. An individual that is in denial will refuse to see the given reality, 

or existing problems, and only accepts information that fits its own version of reality. When 

applying the second defense mechanism, rational distancing, an individual acknowledges that 

there is a problem, but does not feel any emotions connected to it. Apathy and resignation 

occur when the negative emotions mentioned are combined with a feeling of helplessness. 

This mechanism does usually occur when individuals feel they cannot influence a given 

situation or problem. Finally, this might lead to the circumstance that individuals stop to 

obtain information on the situation or problem. They might still perform pro-environmental 

actions, but these are probably rather passive. Individuals who refuse to accept their personal 

responsibilities for a situation or problem and see others as the responsible parties instead, use 

the defense mechanism delegation. By applying this, they try to stop feelings of guilt. It is 

very likely that those individuals will not take any actions themselves, as long as they include 

personal sacrifices (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 255). 

Another crucial factor for an individual’s decision to act is the locus of control. 

According to Newhouse (1991, cited in Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 255), this refers to 

the question if one believes that own actions can change current problems or not. When 

individuals feel a sense of helplessness, or in other words a lack of control, they are unlikely 

to act and only consider other actors to be successful in effecting a change.  

Finally, the last factor that is supposed to play a significant role for pro-environmental 

behaviour is responsibility and priorities. If an individual feels responsible for an issue is 

influenced by values, attitudes and the locus of control. Depending on this, individuals assign 

different personal priorities to their responsibilities. Thus, the motivation to perform pro-

environmental behaviour is likely to increase when it is in accordance with the personal 

priorities, and likely to decrease when it is in conflict with them (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 

2002, pp. 255-256). 
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4. Methodology 
This chapter explains the research design and approach of the conducted study. Afterwards, 

the kind of data and data collection process is described. Finally, information on the data 

analysis process is provided. The chapter concludes with a critical reflection on the 

methodological approach. 

4.1 Research Design and Approach 

Since the aim of this study is to investigate individual behaviour in social media related to CS 

topics, a subjectivist and interpretative stance as well as an explanatory research approach is 

chosen. The taken stance is suitable to understand interactions between different social actors 

and the individual meanings people create towards an issue (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 132). 

This is supported by applying a model from environmental psychology, which is concerned 

with explaining the behaviour of subjects, or individuals (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 

240; Steg et al., 2012, p. 4). The explanatory research approach is reflected in the use of focus 

groups, which is a strong research method for gaining insights into complex behaviours 

(Bryman and Bell 2007, p. 511; Morgan and Krueger, 1993, cited in Morgan, 1996, p. 139; 

Hennink and Leavy, 2014, p. 20).  

 

Hence, the use of this research method contributes to the examination of the research question 

in three areas: First, focus group discussions offer valuable and detailed insights into the 

participants’ use of social media and their attitude towards CS issues in social media. This is 

due to the characteristic that focus groups encourage participants to work together, but also to 

argue with each other and to challenge each other’s views. Second, it is possible that issues, 

which have not been part of the guiding questions for the focus group, arise during the 

discussions. This might uncover further key themes that are relevant in order to understand 

individual behaviour in social media with regard to CS issues (Hennink and Leavy, 2014, p. 

3). Third, focus groups offer a platform for the participants to discuss ideas related to CS in 

social media. Such findings would be very interesting in order to deduce theoretical and 

practical implications for CS communication and for individual engagement in CS discussions 

in social media (Bryman and Bell 2007, p. 511). 

4.2 Kind of Data and Data Collection 

In order to examine the research question, three focus groups were conducted. The 

discussions had a duration of one and a half hour per group and were held in Germany 

between April 8, 2016 and April 21, 2016. All participants of the focus groups agreed to have 

the discussion audio- and video-recorded. 
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The focus group participants were 19 students from three German universities with three 

different academic backgrounds: The first group consisted of business administration students 

on a bachelor level, while the second one was conducted with master students in sustainability 

sciences. The third group represented journalism students on a bachelor level. All students 

were aged between 18 and 26 years, except for one student from the US, who was 40 years 

old. However, he was included in the second focus group since his different cultural 

background and age had been seen as an enrichment for the study. Apart from that, the choice 

to only use students as study participants is supported by the fact that focus groups should be 

homogeneous in terms of socioeconomic and demographic characteristics (Malhotra and 

Birks, 2006, p. 160). Moreover, this group was easily accessible for the researchers, and, as 

mentioned in chapter 2.1, part of the age group that represents the majority of social media 

users.    

          

It was assumed that a focus group sample of students that are already familiar with each other 

facilitates the group discussion and makes the participants comfortable to speak their minds 

spontaneously (Acocella, 2012, p. 1127). Due to the groups’ variety of educational 

backgrounds, it was furthermore expected that the participants have a different knowledge on 

sustainability and social media, which leads to different perspectives on the topic. According 

to Hisrich and Peters (1982, p. 12, cited in Acocella, 2012, p. 1127), having such minor 

differences within focus groups is valuable since it enables the collection of diverse points of 

view. In this study’s context, this provided a broader understanding of young people’s social 

media behaviour in relation to CS topics.      

 Ethical concerns did not occur since the participant selection process was transparent 

in terms of stating the question areas that were discussed in the focus groups. Therefore, it 

was assumed that the participants are willing to share their thoughts, opinions and knowledge. 

Moreover, it was made sure that the questions avoid to intimidate the participants and that the 

participants identity is not revealed. The latter was assured by using codes for the participants 

instead of their names. These codes were composed of abbreviations for the city in which the 

focus groups were conducted and of a number that was assigned to each participant in each 

group. Table 1 shows an overview of the codes that were given to the participants: 
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Table 1: Participants and Participant Codes 

According to methodology literature, the common size of focus groups is between six and ten 

participants (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 517; Hennink and Leavy, 2014, p. 2). However, the 

focus groups for this study consisted of five to eight people. This size was chosen since 

smaller groups are more suitable for complex and controversial topics. Such topics are those 

that strongly involve people and thus, make them engage in vivid discussions (Bryman and 

Bell, 2007, p. 518).          

 The questions that were posed to the focus group participants were divided into three 

phases: During the first phase, participants were asked about their activities in social media 

and about the relevance they ascribe to sustainability and CS. This enabled the researchers to 

gain knowledge on the participants’ attitudes towards CS and social media use prior to the 

study. The second phase was concerned with questions about CS issues in social media. 

Mainly, these questions aimed to find out if and how the participants interact with companies 

or other social media users who communicate about CS issues.  



 
 

16 
 

As a part of this, it was asked how the communication of other social media users influences 

the participants’ attitudes towards CS. In the last phase, Facebook sample posts of CS 

communication were given to the participants.       

 Posts from Facebook were chosen as examples since this social media platform has the 

largest number of registered users worldwide, compared to other social networks (Statista, 

2016d). The posts should help the participants to envision CS in social media and to make the 

discussion more hands-on by adding practical examples. The reasons to choose Facebook 

posts from three sustainable fashion companies and one well-known multinational fashion 

corporation were two in particular: First, sustainability is a critical topic within the apparel 

industry. Especially events like the Rana Plaza collapse in 2013 have drawn public attention 

towards working conditions (Kozlowski et al., 2015, p. 377). Second, apparel is an everyday 

product and thus, relevant for most people. For these two reasons, it was assumed that 

participants would have views and opinions to share when being confronted with these posts 

from two different kinds of companies. With reference to the stakeholder communication 

strategies by Morsing and Schultz (2006), three posts that represent a one-way 

communication (information) as well as three posts that represent a two-way communication 

(involvement), were chosen by the researchers. The posts can be found in part two of the 

attachment from page 43 to page 48. All guiding questions for the focus group discussions 

can be found in part one of the attachment from page 41 to page 42. 

4.3 Data Analysis  

The focus group discussions were transcribed and subsequently analysed. In this context, the 

qualitative data analysis programme MAXQDA was used as a helping tool. Once the 

transcription had been finished, it was checked by the researchers to avoid any errors 

(Saunders et al. 2012, p. 485). 

                         

The data analysis itself was based on a content analysis, which was conducted in four steps: 

First, the main statements from all participants were summarised per focus group. In this way, 

the key themes and patterns as well as relationships between them became visible more easily. 

This helped with the second step of the analysis, which was to develop categories in order to 

group the collected data. The model of pro-environmental behaviour by Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002) was used as a basis for building those categories. Subsequently, all 

categories were made visible in MAXQDA and connected to examples from the conducted 

focus groups as well as to coding rules. Third, the data from the focus groups was sorted into 

the developed categories within MAXQDA (Saunders et al. 2012, pp. 489-494). This 

classification of the empirical data was double-checked by both researchers to avoid 

discrepancies. As a last step, the category system was interpreted with regard to the research 

question. 
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4.4 Limitations 

All in all, it was expected that a qualitative research approach is suitable to examine the 

research question. Nevertheless, this approach bears limitations and risks: For instance, it does 

not make the data universally comparable: Other researchers may form different categories 

from the data material and thus develop other interpretations (Saunders et al. 2012, p. 493). In 

addition, the focus groups only represent single cases that might not be generalizable. 

However, a generalisation of the results was not the aim of this study. Rather, it was a first 

attempt to better understand the individual use of social media with regard to CS topics. 

 Regarding the choice of focus groups as a research method, following risks had to be 

considered (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 525): First, is the question of control. Focus group 

discussions are mainly dependent on the participation of the group members. Nevertheless, it 

is important that the interviewer leads the discussion with the right level of control to gain 

valuable outcomes. Second, participants with strong opinions can suppress the perspectives of 

others. Therefore, it is vital that the interviewer includes all participants in the discussion and 

creates an atmosphere that allows everyone to speak out. However, based on the collected 

data material, these risks did not appear in the conducted focus groups. 
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5. Results 
As a first step, the individual social media use in general was assessed. In this context, five 

primary factors were identified: consumption of content, participation in content creation, 

production of own content, one-to-one communication, and barriers to participate and to 

produce content. These results gave a first insight into the participants’ general attitudes and 

behaviours in this communication channel.  

As a second step, it was assessed if and how participants do exert their power in 

relation to CS issues in social media, for example by interacting with companies or other 

social media users who communicate about CS issues. For this purpose, the model by 

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) served as a basis to categorise the collected data. Thus, 

deductive key themes were external, demographic, and internal factors. Although these key 

themes were sufficient to explain the material, they were modified in order to apply them to 

the sustainability and social media context. In this context, emotions have emerged as an 

additional sub-theme. Table 1 shows an overview of the coding categories: 

 

 

Table 2: Coding categories 
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In general, the following sections will refer to the focus groups by naming their majors. This 

is only due to structural reasons, since certain patterns could be observed during the data 

analysis. However, it was not this study’s goal to compare the single groups to each other, but 

to gain a broad understanding of young people’s social media behaviour in relation to CS 

topics. 

5.1 Social Media Usage Behaviour 

Results show that all participants use social media and have active accounts in social media 

networks, mostly in Facebook. Although the usage behaviour differs among the participants, 

the most important reason to use social media is to exchange messages with friends and to 

organise university groups and events (e.g. LG-P3, HH-P7, HH-P2). Below, the five key 

themes related to the social media usage behaviour are presented in detail. 

 

Consumption 

Most participants from the business administration group emphasised that they only consume 

content in social media. This includes reading news (HH-P8) and the ratings of companies, 

restaurants, or other places, that were produced by other social media users (HH-P4, HH-P7, 

HH-P8). Obtaining information on events and university related issues were further prominent 

reasons to consume content (HH-P7). Overall, the participants from this focus group stated 

that they are passive users and avoid any interaction with organisations or personally 

unknown persons in social media (e.g. HH-P3; HH-P7).  

In the sustainability science group, half of the participants only consumes content in 

social media (LG-P1, LG-P2, LG-P3). Another participant, who is more active than the three 

ones previously mentioned, emphasised that he only reads comments generated by other users 

“if there is (..) a controversial topic” (LG-P5). 

Similar to the business administration group, the journalism focus group is also mainly 

concerned with consuming content (EI-P2, EI-P3, EI-P4, EI-P5). One of their main reasons to 

consume is reading the news (e.g. EI-P3). While most of the participants from the other two 

focus groups indicated that they only scan presented content, participants from the journalism 

group were more interested in reading comments that other users gave to certain posts, e.g. 

posts from news agencies or companies (EI-P2, EI-P3, EI-P4). For one participant (EI-P1), 

reading comments was only interesting when her friends have written those comments.  

 

Participation 

Participation was rather low in the business administration group. Only two students 

mentioned that they regularly participate in social media. For HH-P7, participating in 

university groups on Facebook is the main reason, while HH-P1 often tags her friends in a 

comment in order to draw their attention to a specific post. 
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In the sustainability science group, two students stated that they only participate in university 

groups and very rarely like or share content (LG-P2, LG-P3). Two other students (LG-P4, 

LG-P5) showed that they participate in a stronger way. However, sharing a post does only 

make sense for LG-P5 if the message reflects his opinion.  

LG-P4 agreed with this behaviour: “for me it’s more about elaborating, or more than I do 

comments. I think I’m like you, I like a lot and I share”. This student mainly shares posts 

connected to topics of justice and equity. He stated that he actively uses the option to share 

such posts in order to spread information among his friends. 

A similar picture emerged in the journalism group. Half of the students indicated that 

they only react to content on Facebook by liking it, while the other half showed stronger 

participation. One student (EI-P4) tags friends in comments and two others (EI-P5, EI-P6) 

sometimes share news articles on Facebook. 

 

Production 

In total, five students indicated that they produce own content in social media, while this is 

concentrated on the social network Facebook. HH-P7, from the business administration 

group, produced content once when she was in need of information about a delayed flight. 

Thus, she posted her question on the corporate profile on Facebook. 

Two students from the sustainability science group regularly produce content in order 

to spread information on political, social, and sustainability issues. LG-P4 mainly posts 

information “that people could use to critically assess the situation [US elections] all the 

better and [tries] to present it in a way that’s not polarising”, while LG-P5 posts content in 

relation to three main topics: the refugee crisis in Germany, sustainability, and the US 

elections. He stated that he tries to use Facebook as a channel to actively spread his view on 

these topics among other users. However, he refrains from commenting on posts:  

 
I would usually just share it because I agree with the message and, yeah… because for me, to, to 

comment on that I would have to disagree somehow. (LG-P5) 
 

In the journalism group, two participants stated that they sometimes comment or post content, 

but the reasons are more for entertaining than for information purposes (EI-P2, EI-P5). 

 

One-to-One Communication 

All in all, the use of social media is mainly connected to social reasons, like staying in touch 

with friends or participating in university groups and events (e.g. LG-P3, HH-P7, HH-P2). 

Therefore, all participants use social media, especially Facebook and instant messenger 

services like WhatsApp and Snapchat, in order to exchange messages with people they know 

in real life. In this way, they rather use social media as an additional tool for one-to-one 

communication than for communicating issues from one-to-many. Exceptions are only five 

students, as previously mentioned. 
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Barriers to Participate or to Produce Content 

Overall, the general willingness to actively participate in social media or to produce content is 

limited. Throughout all three focus groups, main reasons to not participate and to produce 

content are privacy concerns, a perceived low quality of social media content, and the 

reluctance to harm others by giving critical comments. 

Privacy concerns are related to participants’ unwillingness to appear on social media 

sites with their names (HH-P1, HH-P4, EI-P5).  

The quality of social media content is perceived as low since participants feel that 

many comments of other users are either not relevant or not constructive for the discussion. 

Thus, they do not want to take part in them (HH-P6, LG-P1, EI-P4, EI-P5). Furthermore, they 

accentuated that the most active users in social media discussions seem to be people with a 

highly negative attitude towards the topic (“hater”, EI-P4). In their view, this circumstance 

hinders constructive outcomes of social media discussions. 

An interesting barrier was mentioned in the business administration group. Two 

students (HH-P3, HH-P8) of this group indicated that they do not want to harm corporations 

by criticising them publicly via social media. Instead, they would rather contact the 

corporations directly by e-mail. 

5.2 Communication Behaviour towards Corporate Sustainability in Social 

Media 

Findings indicate that most participants do not exert their power in relation to CS issues in 

social media. Despite the fact that participants in each group show some variation in their 

opinions, it is possible to observe tendencies with regard to attitudes as well as with regard to 

sustainability knowledge and awareness for each group.  

Results for all key themes and sub-themes that were discovered in the data material 

are presented below. The demographic characteristics (age, level of education) of the focus 

groups were named in the method section on page 15. Therefore, they are not explained 

separately at this point. 

5.2.1 External Factors 

An infrastructure in terms of social media access is given for all students. All of them use at 

least Facebook and for most of them, it is the main social media channel (e.g. LG-P1; LG-P2; 

LG-P3; EI-P4; EI-P5). Other popular social media platforms named by some students are 

Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube as well as the instant messenger services Snapchat and 

WhatsApp (e.g. HH-P7; LG-P1; EI-P5). 
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In the study at hand, economic factors appeared as the availability of time to engage in online 

discussion about CS issues and as the time and money the participants are willing to spend in 

order to act sustainably offline. It was expected that this sheds light on the importance that 

participants ascribe to sustainability issues in their personal lives, which helped to understand 

their online communication behaviour related to CS issues.  

In the business administration group, economic factors had a significant influence on 

sustainable behaviour. The students emphasised that a higher price of sustainable products (in 

terms of organic vegetables or fairly produced clothes), compared to conventional products, 

hinders them to consume more sustainably (e.g. HH-P2, HH-P7). Furthermore, they stated 

that a certain time effort is required to act sustainably (HH-P1, HH-P7).  

In the other two focus groups, economic aspects were less important for individual 

behaviour. Some participants from the journalism group dislike that social media is very time 

consuming and distracts them from offline activities (EI-P1, EI-P4). Another participant (EI-

P1) mentioned that the financial aspect is relevant when purchasing sustainable products, but 

highlighted that this is no significant criteria for her own purchase decisions. In contrast to 

that, the sustainability science students rather discussed economic aspects of sustainability 

from a global perspective: 

 
If those organisations are now incurring the true cost of doing business, the impact, the externalities 

globally, now the price of products goes up pretty high and our ability to consume goes down pretty 

extremely too. (LG-P4) 

 

As already mentioned in subchapter 5.1, social media is an important tool for the participants 

to stay in touch with their friends and to contact people that they know in real life. However, 

only few of them (e.g. HH-P1, HH-P2, EI-P1) stated that it influences them when content is 

shared by one of their friends: 

 
But I give it a different meaning when it is posted by friends of mine because then I am interested in the 

person as well. In this case, I rather read the content or look at it than when it is posted by someone else. 

(HH-P2, translated from German) 

 

For another participant from the sustainability science group, it does not make a difference 

what other say to a specific content (LG-P3).  

Participants of the business administration group stated that they perceive a high 

awareness towards sustainability issues in Germany. They argued that this influences their 

individual behaviour since they feel it is expected and common: 

 
For us it is natural. I think everyone in Germany pays somehow attention to it unknowingly because 

you have been brought up like this… that is the society… and you do not necessarily think about it 

anymore like: Ohh, I am environmentally conscious. We just do it. (HH-P8, translated from German) 
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5.2.2 Internal Factors 

Motivations 

As primary motives for the participation and production of content in social media, several 

participants mentioned to exchange messages with friends and to organise university team 

projects (HH-P1-8; HH-P7; LG-P3; EI-P4) as well as other events (HH-P5; HH-P7).  

The motivation to inform themselves or to communicate about CS topics in social 

media was rather low throughout the three focus groups. Most participants stated that they do 

not follow corporations in social media and are not interested to do so (e.g. LG-P1, LG-P4, 

HH-P1, HH-P7). Nevertheless, this does not mean that all of them are passive when it comes 

to sustainability topics in general. Especially two of the sustainability science students (LG-P4 

and LG-P5) indicated that they regularly participate by sharing and liking. Moreover, 

expressing their political opinion and convincing others of their opinion was a highly relevant 

motive: 

 
My behaviour has recently changed from being a passive consumer to becoming more of a political 

activist because (...) so many people were… not really political, even though the situation in Germany 

became… bad. I, I’m specifically talking about the refugee crisis and this was when I started posting 

more on Facebook and sharing more links other people post, ‘cause I, I felt (...)  I needed to express that 

and (...) to convince people of the right things. (LG-P5) 
 

While LG-P5 mentioned that he regularly participates and produces contents to convince 

other users in general, LG-P4’s motives are more selective. He stated that he gets active when 

a specific comment or post raises his interest and pointed out that his main topics for posting 

content are equity and justice: 

 
Every once in a while (...) there is just something I have to share regarding equity or justice (...) I will 

find some statistics that I think are generally, like informative, that, I think, information that people 

could use to critically assess the situation all the better and try to present it in a way that’s not 

polarising, I just want the information to be out there. (LG-P4) 

 

Although their motives slightly differ, the two participants seem to disagree with prevailing 

political and social circumstances. This is an incentive for them to get active, which was also 

illustrated when LG-P5 mentioned that he would only comment on posts if he disagrees with 

the posted message. 
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Knowledge and Awareness 

Two participants from the sustainability science group (LG-P4, LG-P5) mentioned that they 

participate and produce content related to sustainability. They presented a significant 

knowledge on sustainability issues during the discussion. Their fellow students showed a 

similar knowledge and awareness (LG-P1, LG-P2, LG-P3), but do not perform the same 

behaviour. As already indicated earlier, they were rather passive with regard to participating 

and producing social media content. The journalism students (EI-P6, EI-P5, EI-P1, EI-P4) 

showed awareness of CS issues:  

 
Everyone knows these negative stories and everything about Nestlé but still people buy their products. 

(...) I had a look at Nestlés’ PR page and it is really good. They consider the criticism and answer it by 

telling you exactly what you want to hear... (EI-P1) 
 

The business administration students presented less knowledge, but were also aware of some 

sustainability problems. Related to that, they mentioned that they changed some offline 

behaviour patterns, e.g. bringing own bags to the supermarket instead of buying them, but 

they did not feel the need to communicate about such issues in social media (e.g. HH-P1, HH-

P7). 

 

Responsibility, Priorities and Locus of Control 

Participants from the business administration group indicated that sustainability is not a 

priority for them, respectively that they only engage in sustainable behaviour when it is 

connected to existing cultural norms, as mentioned in section 5.2.1. For them, acting 

sustainably is especially difficult in relation to fashion consumption. They prioritised the 

pleasure of shopping over sustainability issues and felt that sustainable fashion is neither 

matching their taste nor is affordable for them (e.g. HH-P1; HH-P2).  

Participants from the journalism and sustainability science group showed a stronger 

tendency to prioritise sustainability issues, but rather expressed this by lowering or changing 

their consumption behaviour than by engaging in sustainability communication or questioning 

CS actions via social media (e.g. LG-P3, LG-P5, EI-P6, EI-P1). 

In terms of tackling sustainability problems, participants from the business 

administration and journalism group felt that they do not have the power to change prevailing 

circumstances (e.g. HH-P1; EI-P5). The journalism students assumed that expressing their 

opinions in social media might not be effective to change corporate practices or to be 

considered by other users in general (e.g. EI-P6; EI-P4).  

 
I don’t know if a company actually pays attention to negative or positive comments on social media. If 

that really puts pressure on them… (EI-P4, translated from German) 
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Other participants saw the need for individuals and society to change towards a more 

sustainable lifestyle, but rather connected these actions to the offline than to the online world 

(e.g. LG-P4; EI-P4). Some journalism students delegated this responsibility to other actors, 

such as political and economic ones (EI-P2, EI-P4, EI-P5). They felt that these “big players” 

(EI-P4) have more power in effecting a change. 

 

Attitudes 

When it comes to companies in social media, many participants do not want to follow them 

because they do not want to be carriers and receivers of advertisements or because they feel 

annoyed by the amount of company posts (e.g. HH-P1; HH-P7; LG-P1; LG-P4; EI-P4). 

With regard to CS activities, the participants showed similar attitudes as well: Distrust 

on companies’ honesty is prevailing and communication on sustainability activities is often 

perceived to only happen for marketing or image reasons (e.g. HH-P1; HH-P3; HH-P8; LG-

P5; EI-P1). However, participants across all three focus groups highlighted the role of third-

party-endorsements for creating confidence in CS activities. These could be endorsements 

from media (e.g. HH-P1; LG-P2; LG-P3; LG-P4; EI-P4; EI-P2), through certifications (e.g. 

LG-P4; LG-P2), non-governmental organisations (e.g. LG-P2; LG-P5), and political 

institutions (EI-P4). The doubts about CS activities in general were also reflected in the 

participants’ attitude towards the communication of CS issues in social media: 

 
I think I will always have the feeling if a company posts something about their sustainable… work, I 

will always have the feeling, what do you hide? (LG-P2) 
 

I think it is difficult if they are starting to post more on Facebook themselves. One does not know if this 

is really true, or just consider how many things are photoshopped… (EI-P6, translated from German) 

 

As the participants’ statements and reactions towards the sample posts showed, the amount 

and way of communication are crucial factors in this context: 

 
If they [the corporations] spam you, you do not want to deal with it [information about sustainability 

activities] at that moment and you are just annoyed and then you will certainly not look at it anymore. 

(HH-P8, translated from German) 

 
I think this is slightly connected to the frequency, how often do people click on that. If it is only one 

article or contribution from time to time, then the chances are higher that one says: Ok, I click on it and 

have a look on it. But when there is something coming up all the time, one does not read it. (EI-P6, 

translated from German) 

 

Moreover, some participants did not consider social media, especially Facebook, to be a 

reliable platform for communication about CS issues (e.g. LG-P4; EI-P4).  
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While doubts about the reliability of CS communication existed across all focus groups, it was 

interesting to see that the sample posts were perceived differently by the groups. Informative 

posts were rather less appealing to participants from the business administration group: 

 
Even if the message behind that is super, this rather is an advertisement post for me. (...) we are 

sustainable and this is the explanation, but if I already follow them, I do not need to be reminded of that. 

So, I would not be that happy if I would see that, that would annoy me. (HH-P1, translated from 

German) 
 

For me, this article is too much connected to the eco-movement. Also the comments, these are the 

typical people, little bit of activists, that are into the topic (...) sure, this is a high level, but it is too 

difficult for me to connect with that (...) it is not really tangible. (HH-P8, translated from German) 

 

Two commonalities of all groups were the overall negative reaction towards the multinational 

corporation’s post and the positive reaction towards a smaller, sustainable fashion company’s 

detailed replies to critical comments. The first one is mainly connected to doubts about the 

company’s honesty and the feeling that the communicated issue is ridiculous (e.g. HH-P5; 

HH-P7; LG-P5; LG-EI-P4; EI-P5, EI-P1), whereas the second one is seen as an indicator for 

transparency and honesty (e.g. HH-P7; EI-P4; EI-P6). 

 

Emotional Involvement and Emotions 

As already mentioned above, two participants from the sustainability science group (LG-P4, 

LG-P5) indicated that they express their political opinion in social media in order to convince 

others. According to their statements (see motivations), both participants seem to share a 

feeling of injustice connected to current political and social issues that they want to fight by 

spreading information on social media. The feeling of injustice can be classified as a negative 

emotion. At the same time, it seems to cause a positive emotion for LG-P4 if he can share 

such information with others via social media: 

 
Even if, like, I can influence anybody or I don’t influence, and maybe I just feel a little bit better, 

because I, hopefully somebody finds it and that kind of maybe gives him a little bit better informed 

decision. (LG-P4) 

 

However, there are also negative feelings connected to that action: 

 
I try to stay away from that as much as I can, but every once in a while (...) something gets me fired up 

(...) but then, (...) it’s almost like I’m apologetic, ‘cause immediately after that I will post some, like, 

silly pictures of some cat (...) like I’m, not trying to steer political agenda or something. (LG-P4) 
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Concerning the reactions towards the sample posts, participants from the business 

administration group showed positive emotions when being confronted with those posts that 

try to engage social media users and do not directly point to sustainability issues. As the 

following statement illustrates, this is connected to the use of appealing pictures and contents 

that match the participant’s interests: 

 
For me, it is important that the issue is communicated like this, that it does not bear this eco-impression 

from the very beginning, but that it is exactly like this (...) that it sparks my interest. (HH-P1, translated 

from German) 
 

In contrast to that, participants from the sustainability science group reacted rather negatively 

to all sample post, no matter if they communicated their messages in an informative or 

engaging way. They were mostly considered as superficial, marketing or not truly sustainable 

(e.g. LG-P1; LG-P3; LG-P4; LG-P1). 

The journalism group’s reaction can be considered to be in between the other two 

groups. They reacted positively to one post that gave detailed informed, since the corporation 

“explained everything step by step” (EI-P4), but the reaction towards the more engaging posts 

were rather mixed. Some participants considered them to follow a good concept (e.g. EI-P3; 

EI-P4), while others were not convinced by their approach (e.g. EI-P5). 
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6. Discussion 
This study suggests that one-to-one communication is a main incentive to use social media, 

rather than to share content and communicate with many. This finding contrasts existing 

literature. This usage behaviour seems to have an impact on the participants’ communication 

behaviour towards CS issues in social media as well: Results indicate that the level of social 

media activity with regard to CS issues is rather low, with only few exceptions. Thus, social 

media’s potential as an empowerment tool is not unlocked by the participants. 

6.1 Social Media Usage Behaviour 

Overall, the classification of the collected data into three social media usage types is in 

accordance with the types defined by Shao (2009). However, these three types could not be 

found in every focus group. Moreover, findings suggest that the classification by Shao (2009) 

is not sufficient since it excludes one-to-one communication. 

 

As already mentioned in subchapter 5.1, most of the students use social media in a 

consumptive way. This rather passive behaviour illustrates a discrepancy to previous research, 

since for example Castells (2009) highlights the possibilities for individuals to create own 

content in social media and spread it with a global reach. The level of participation varied 

among the three focus groups, however content sharing was limited to certain topics and 

sometimes to content produced by friends. Only two students unlock the full potential of 

social media in the role of “the new opinion-makers”, as it is defined by Zerfaß and Boelter 

(2005; cited in de Witt, 2011, p. 85), and produce contents. 

In general, the majority of participants acts rather passive in social media, which 

suggests that the distinction of social media users to the passive audience in traditional mass 

media is not as clear as Castell (2009) states. In connection to this, the study reveals that 

social media does not change communication behaviours totally since most participants use 

social media for one-to-one communication with friends or with people they know in real life. 

This points to the need to extend Shao’s (2009) classification of social media usage types by 

including personal one-to-one messaging. 

 

Barriers to Participate or to Produce Content 

Participants across all three focus groups indicated that privacy concerns are a major barrier 

that makes them refrain from posting or commenting on corporate social media sites. Those 

concerns are also mentioned by Sánchez et al. (2012) who conducted a survey among students 

in order to assess their privacy expectations in the social media context. Their findings 

suggest that students want to keep their privacy towards potential employers, but still publish 

a lot of personal information in social media networks.  
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Since the present study found that participants do not want other individual users and 

corporations to see their names on corporate social media sites, the first finding by Sánchez et 

al. (2012) can be supported. However, participants in this study are in general rather passive 

when it comes to sharing their personal information and opinions on social media networks. 

This contradicts Sánchez et al.’s (2012) second finding, but is in line with a more recent 

study, carried out by Custers et al. (2014). They analysed consumers’ privacy expectations 

with regard to social media and came to the conclusion that those were significantly high 

(Custers et al., 2014, p. 291). 

Another barrier for the participants in the study at hand is that they often perceive 

content and discussions in social media as low quality ones. Thus, they do not want to engage 

in the same. To the authors’ knowledge, low quality has not explicitly been mentioned as a 

barrier for individual social media use in previous research. However, research by Agichtein 

et al. (2008) and Figueiredo et al. (2013) points to the potential lack of quality in user-

generated content. A second finding that - again, to the authors’ best knowledge - has not 

been covered by previous studies is that some participants from the business administration 

group refrain from contacting corporations publicly in social media since they do not want to 

harm them. 

6.2 Communication Behaviour towards Corporate Sustainability in Social 

Media 

Results indicate that the level of social media activity with regard to CS issues is not directly 

connected to the participants’ sustainability knowledge and awareness. Even if these two 

factors are given, most participants were not inclined to communicate about CS. One reason 

might lie in the perceived locus of control. A second reason might be that personal 

responsibility and prioritising sustainability apparently has a weaker influence on social media 

than offline behaviour. Finally, findings suggest that students with a high knowledge on 

sustainability issues are less inclined to trust CS communication and to be involved 

emotionally by engaging pictures and texts only. 

6.2.1 External Factors 

The findings of this study suggest that external factors play a role for individual 

communication behaviour towards CS issues. However, the original definition, as suggested 

by Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002), is only partly applicable to the present data material. 

While they see institutional factors as related to the infrastructure of public transport 

and recycling facilities (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 248), this definition was not 

entirely tenable for the analysis of the focus groups at hand since their main focus was online 

instead of offline behaviour.  
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Thus, institutional factors mainly appeared as online infrastructure. This refers to the 

availability of social media accounts in order to participate in CS discussions on these 

platforms. 

Although economic factors were visible in the data material, as explained in section 

5.2.1, they do not seem to be directly connected to the participants’ social media behaviour 

towards CS issues. As in the original definition, social and cultural factors were visible as 

influences from the participants’ culture and from people in their environment, i.e. family, 

friends, and acquaintances. Nevertheless, only few participants mentioned social and cultural 

influences explicitly and thus, they do not seem to play a decisive role for their behaviour in 

social media. 

6.2.2 Internal Factors 

For the data analysis, Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) internal factors had to be modified. 

The modifications are explained below. The factor values could not be assessed based on the 

data material. 

 

Motivations 

In the context of the data material at hand, motivation was scrutinised with regard to two 

issues: First, the motivation to participate and produce content in social media in general. This 

helped to gain a better understanding of the communication behaviour in social media, which 

was relevant for scrutinising communication about CS issues. Second, the motivation to 

consume, participate or produce content in social media with regard to CS issues was 

assessed.  

The data analysis showed that participants’ behaviour is driven by both primary (e.g. 

the comfort of social media as a communication tool for private and university issues) and 

selective motives (e.g. getting or spreading fast information in one specific situation). This is 

in accordance with Kollmuss and Agyeman’s model (2002, p. 250). However, the 

participants’ motivations to inform themselves or communicate about CS topics in social 

media were rather low throughout the three focus groups. Thus, the question remains why 

most participants do not use their communication power when it comes to CS issues.  

Only two participants (LG-P4, LG-P5), who were from the sustainability science 

group, indicated that they regularly participate and produce content with regard to social, 

political, and sustainability topics. Their main argument for this action was to inform others 

about these topics, either in order to convince them of their opinion (LG-P5) or in order to 

provide information that helps them to reflect the topics critically (LG-P4). This behaviour is 

in accordance with a statement by Oh and Syn (2015). They highlight that people are more 

likely to participate in social systems if they “feel that they have enough knowledge and 

expertise in a particular subject and that this will help others” (p. 2047). 
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Although LG-P4’s and LG-P5’s motives slightly differ, they seem to share a feeling of 

injustice connected to political and social issues that they want to fight by spreading 

information on social media. Thus, disagreement with prevailing circumstances is an 

incentive for them. This positive impact of polarisation on individual willingness to 

participate in public discourse is also highlighted by previous research (e,g. Fieseler and Fleck 

2013, p. 760).  

 

Knowledge and Awareness 

As indicated by Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 254), knowledge and awareness of 

environmental problems do not automatically foster pro-environmental behaviour, but can 

make it more likely to occur. Thus, it was assumed that knowledge and awareness of 

sustainability problems make a pro-sustainability behaviour, including the communication 

about these problems, more likely, but not a necessity. This was confirmed by the focus group 

participants. Although participants from the sustainability science group showed the most 

extensive knowledge on sustainability issues, only two students from this group claimed to 

regularly engage with social, political, and sustainability issues in social media. The 

participants of the other two focus groups stated that they neither communicate about CS 

issues in social media nor contact corporations directly, even if they are aware of 

sustainability issues.  

 

Responsibility, Priorities and Locus of Control 

According to Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) it is more likely that individuals engage in pro-

environmental behaviour when these are “in alignment with [their] personal priorities” (p. 

256). When considering the findings from the business administration group, this can be 

confirmed since participants stated that sustainability is not a priority for them and apparently, 

this is why they also do not engage in communication about CS issues in social media. 

     However, this factor fails to explain the social media inactivity of the journalism and 

sustainability science students. Some participants from the journalism group acknowledged 

the importance of sustainability issues. However, their activity level with regard to CS issues 

in social media was no different from the business administration group.  

With only two exceptions, the same was true for the sustainability science students 

since sustainability is a priority for all of them and they are aware of their own 

responsibilities. As already indicated, they rather show this by changing their consumption 

behaviour. This suggests that responsibility and priorities might have a weaker influence on 

social media than on offline behaviour.  
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Furthermore, another reason for this inactivity might be the locus of control. This is for 

example visible when participants stated that they would not have the power to change 

sustainability problems. Instead, they felt that other actors from economy and politics have 

more power in effecting a change, which is in accordance with Kollmuss and Agyeman 

(2002, p. 256).  

 

Attitudes 

Although Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 252) ascribe a weak, indirect and varying 

influence to attitudes as the shapers of pro-environmental behaviour, the participants’ 

attitudes offered valuable insights into their social media communication behaviour related to 

CS issues. Attitudes could mainly be observed with regard to three areas: the attitude towards 

social media, the attitude towards CS, and the attitude towards CS communication in social 

media. 

     Concerning the first area, participants showed mixed attitudes: On the one hand, they 

valued social media as an easy tool to organise events and university team works as well as to 

stay in touch with personal contacts (see motivations). On the other hand, they doubted its 

reliability and effectiveness when it comes to topics that are not directly related to their 

private lives. The attitude towards CS activities is quite similar across all the focus groups 

since distrust towards corporations’ honesty is prevailing and the communication on 

sustainability activities is often perceived to only happen for marketing or image reasons. 

With regard to the third area, many participants stated that they do not want to follow 

corporations in social media which is contrary to findings presented by Smith and Gallicano 

(2015). They have found that young people wish to establish a dialogue with organisations 

and thus, have subscribed to their content. However, participants in the present study did not 

subscribe to content from corporations. Especially the sustainability science students showed 

a strongly negative attitude towards CS communication in social media. Similar to their 

opinion on CS activities in general, they judge this communication as a marketing and 

reputation management tool. Hence, they do not perceive it as trustworthy or really addressing 

sustainability issues. This critical opinion is probably related to the fact that students from this 

group show the highest levels of sustainability awareness and knowledge, compared to the 

other two focus groups. Still, even the majority of this group was not willing to express their 

opinions on CS issues in social media or to discuss these issues with corporations or other 

users. The main reason was that social media is not considered to be an appropriate tool for 

getting information and for having discussion about CS issues. For this purpose, other 

channels, such as accredited sustainability reports, are favoured. In relation to that, 

participants across all three focus groups emphasised the relevance of third-party-

endorsements in order to create confidence in CS communication. This relevance has also 

been pointed out by existing literature on corporate communication (e.g. Walter, 2012, p. 

152). 
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Emotional Involvement and Emotions 

A feeling of injustice seems to motivate two participants (LG-P4, LG-P5) from the 

sustainability science group to participate and produce contents on current political, social, 

sustainability issues in social media. This feeling can be classified as a negative emotion 

which might lead to emotional involvement. Consequently, actions become more likely 

(Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 254). 

With regard to LG-P4, the posting of entertaining content after political content might 

point to concerns about social acceptance, which can be seen as a negative emotion. Although 

he considers the content he posts or shares to be important, he might feel that it is not popular 

in his network. This underlines the purpose of social media networks for self-presentation and 

social-integration, which has been identified by previous research (Lin and Chung, 2014; 

Wang et al., 2015,  p. 35). Furthermore, according to Goffman (1959, cited in Kaplan and 

Haenlein, 2010) “the concept of self-presentation states that in any type of social interaction 

people have the desire to control the impressions other people form of them”. Thus, with 

regard to this and to Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 255), LG-P4 might try to fight this 

negative emotion by posting entertaining pictures and hence, create a distance to the content 

he had posted before. 

 

When looking at the focus groups’ reactions towards the sample posts, the finding from the 

business administration group was interesting. Their rather negative attitude towards 

corporations and sustainability topics in social media contrasted their reaction in this case. 

The pictures and contents seemed to appeal to them on an emotional level, since they were 

more inclined to react after they had seen these posts. This is accordance with Adomßent and 

Godemann (2011, p. 35) who highlight that communication should create emotional 

involvement by using images that the target group can relate to. 

Apparently, this does not work for the other two focus groups since the journalism 

students considered posts with detailed information on sustainability topics to be most 

interesting and trustworthy, while the engaging posts caused both positive and negative 

reactions. For the sustainability science students, the reactions were negative towards all 

posts. Consequently, the willingness to react on the posts and participate in the discussion did 

not increase for most participants from those two groups. 

6.3 Key Relationships 

In conclusion, the data material shows that the level of social media activity with regard to CS 

issues is not directly connected to the participants’ awareness and knowledge of sustainability 

issues. However, two participants with high sustainability knowledge and awareness were the 

only ones who claimed to regularly participate and produce content with regard to 

sustainability topics.  



 
 

34 
 

This suggests that knowledge and awareness make activity more likely, but not a necessity 

since the other participants from the sustainability science group were not engaging in the 

same behaviour. As already indicated, they rather showed that sustainability is a priority for 

them by changing their consumption behaviour, instead of communicating about these issues 

online. This points to a weaker influence of responsibility and priorities on social media than 

on offline behaviour. 

As findings from the journalism focus group suggest, another reason for not 

communicating about CS issues in social media might be the locus of control. Participants felt 

that not themselves, but other actors from economy and politics have more power in effecting 

a change. 

 

The participants’ reactions towards the sample posts implied another relationship between the 

factors: While most of them had negative attitudes towards social media as a communication 

tool for corporations and sustainability issues, the business administration students’ reaction 

towards the sample posts contrasted this attitude. The posts seemed to cause emotional 

involvement since the participants stated that they were more inclined to react after they had 

seen these posts. Thus, their attitude towards CS topics in social media seemed to change after 

emotional involvement had been caused.  

The fact that most participants from the other two focus groups reacted rather 

negatively towards the sample posts might be connected to their level of knowledge on 

sustainability issues. Especially participants from the sustainability science group indicated 

that they are very critical towards corporate actions and thus, have difficulties to trust CS 

communication. 

Although all participants of the sustainability science group agreed on this view, two 

of them (LG-P4, LG-P5) show a more active social media usage than their fellow students. 

This suggests that the level of education does not have a decisive role for activity since all 

participants went through several years of studies. This is contrary to Kollmuss and Agyeman 

(2002, p. 248) and Oh and Syn (2015, p. 2057), who describe the level of education as a 

crucial factor for motivation and information sharing. However, Kollmuss and Agyeman 

(2002, p. 248) mention that the educational level might not be sufficient to motivate a 

behaviour, but that other factors play a role for this as well. This is confirmed by the findings 

of this study. They rather point to the relevance of the subject of education, since the most 

active participants are from the sustainability science group. However, the fact that both 

participants put a higher emphasis on communicating about social and political issues, rather 

than about sustainability issues, might relate to cognitive limitations, as they are mentioned by 

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002). While environmental destruction happens slowly and is not 

immediately visible, the political issues the participants are referring to have a high current 

relevance. However, this is only one possible explanation and other factors are probably 

shaping this behaviour as well. 
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All in all, the mainly critical attitudes towards social media as a communication tool for 

sustainability issues, as well as the barriers to engage in social media discussions, are often 

too high for the majority of the students. Most of them were not motivated to follow, 

comment or react on CS issues in social media. Thus, they are not inclined to exert their 

communication power with regard to CS topics in this channel.  

6.4 Applicability of the Pro-Environmental Behaviour Model by Kollmuss 

and Agyeman  

Most categories from Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) model were suitable for the analysis 

of the focus group discussions. However, some categories and underlying factors were 

modified due to the context of social media: While most external factors could be applied to 

the data material in their original definition, their impact was mainly connected to individuals’ 

offline behaviour towards sustainability issues. Thus, their relevance for the aim of this study 

was limited. 

 

The internal factors responsibility and priorities and locus of control could be applied in their 

original definition (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 256). Values could not be assessed 

based on the data material. The other internal factors had to be modified to match the context 

of sustainability and individual social media behaviour:  

First, awareness was not only considered as “knowing of the impact of human 

behavior on the environment” (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 253), but as acknowledging 

the environmental and social impact of human behaviour. The same is true for knowledge, 

which was understood as knowledge on sustainability issues and thus, was broader than 

environmental knowledge only.  

As suggested by Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 250), motivations could be divided 

into primary and selective ones. Nevertheless, they were not considered in relation to pro-

environmental behaviour, but first, with regard to the motivation to participate and produce 

content in social media in general, and second, with regard to the motivation to consume, 

participate or produce content related to CS issues. 

A similar modification was made concerning the factor attitudes. While the definition 

of the term could be maintained (Newhouse, 1991, cited in Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p. 

252), attitudes towards pro-environmental behaviour were not a key theme in the data 

material. Instead, attitudes could be observed with regard to three areas: the attitude towards 

social media, the attitude towards CS, and the attitude towards CS communication in social 

media. 
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The last modified factor is emotional involvement. In Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) model, 

it is defined as “the extent to which we have an affective relationship to the natural world” (p. 

254) and as “the ability to have an emotional reaction when being confronted with 

environmental degradation” (p. 254). In the data material, emotional involvement rather 

emerged as the participants’ emotional reaction when being confronted with CS 

communication in social media. In connection to this factor, emotions appeared as a relevant 

factor. Especially negative emotions in terms of a feeling of injustice could be identified as an 

incentive for active participation. This is in line with previous research conducted by Fieseler 

and Fleck (2013) who state that an increasing polarisation can have a positive impact on 

individuals’ willingness to participate in public discourse.  

6.5 Critical Reflection of Results and Further Research 

As mentioned previously, studies about individual communication behaviour related to 

sustainability topics in social media are still rare. In connection to this, it is rather unexplored 

how individuals use social media in order to challenge corporate actions and CS issues. 

Therefore, this thesis aimed to contribute to that field. The purpose was to examine individual 

social media behaviour related to CS issues. This was analysed by using three focus groups, 

composed of students from different academic backgrounds. As a result, knowledge has been 

gained about factors that might foster or hinder individuals to use their communication power 

with regard to CS issues in social media. For this purpose, Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) 

model of pro-environmental was applied in a modified way. 

 

The qualitative approach of using focus groups and content analysis was suitable to achieve 

this study’s goal. Still, it has limitations. First, the factor values from Kollmann and 

Agyeman’s (2002) model could not be assessed based on the data material. Future research 

could specifically target how this factor influences a pro-sustainable communication 

behaviour in social media. Second, several participants only use certain social media 

platforms, mostly Facebook. Thus, the findings of this study are above all connected to this 

social media platform. Further research could examine whether the individual communication 

behaviour with regard to CS issues is different in other social media platforms. Third, the 

chosen participants only represent one socio-economic group with two cultural backgrounds 

(German and American). Therefore, further research could apply long-term studies in order to 

scrutinise bigger samples or to compare participants with different socio-economic 

characteristics (e.g. cultural background, age, income, education level). This enables to see if 

the key factors, relations, and barriers that have been the result of this study, are also true for 

other socio-economic groups. Since only two participants of all focus groups indicated that 

they are regularly active on social media when it comes to political and sustainability topics, 

the results on factors that determine such behaviour are rather weak. Further research could 

scrutinise samples of active participants in order to find out what motivates their behaviour. 
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7. Conclusion and Outlook 

Overall, the model of pro-environmental behaviour by Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) was a 

suitable basis to evaluate students’ social media behaviour in relation to CS issues. The key 

themes were sufficient to explain the data material, but they had to be modified in order to be 

applicable to the context of social media and sustainability. 

The empirical results of the study suggest that (1) the level of social media activity 

with regard to CS issues is not directly connected to the students’ awareness and knowledge 

of sustainability issues. However, knowledge and awareness may make activity more likely; 

(2) responsibility and priorities have a weaker influence on social media than on offline 

behaviour; (3) despite of an acknowledgment of sustainability issues, the perceived locus of 

control can prevent students from communicating about such topics in social media; (4) 

students with high individual knowledge on sustainability are less inclined to trust CS 

communication and to be involved emotionally by engaging pictures and texts only. 

In conclusion, most participants are not inclined to exert their communication power 

over corporations in social media. According to the collected data material, this is not only 

true for CS issues, but for most discussions in social media in general. 

 

The findings point to several theoretical and practical implications: First, findings question the 

relevance of social media as an empowerment tool with regard to CS issues. This is contrary 

to previous research on political and social movements. Thus, further research is necessary in 

order to validate this study’s results for the area of CS issues. 

Second, there has been a lack of studies to date that assess the reasons for individuals 

to use social media interactively. Moreover, little attention has been paid to individual 

motivations for sharing information and personal opinions (Oh and Syn, 2015, pp. 2046-

2048). The study at hand contributes to this area of research by focussing on CS topics. In 

connection to this, three main barriers for individuals to communicate about CS issues in 

social media were identified: While privacy concerns are an issue that has already been 

considered in previous literature (e.g. Custers et al., 2014; Sánchez et al., 2012), this study 

found two additional barriers that have not been mentioned previously: a perceived low 

quality of social media discussions and content, and the reluctance to harm other social media 

users, in this case corporations. 

Finally, three practical implications can be drawn: The mainly critical attitudes 

towards social media as a communication channel for CS topics question its appropriateness 

to communicate these issues. According to this study’s findings, corporations that want to 

inform and engage individuals in their CS activities via social media need to consider the 

following issues: First, it is crucial to communicate CS content in a way that is tailored for 

different target groups. While students with high knowledge on this topic prefer to have in-

depth information rather than engaging posts, students with lower knowledge are more 

inclined to react to engaging posts that do not directly point to sustainability issues.  



 
 

38 
 

Second, corporations benefit from third-party-endorsements, since they significantly support 

the creation of confidence in the communication of CS activities. Third, it is crucial for 

corporations to give detailed replies to critical comments from individual users in order to 

create trust and transparency. 
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I. Guiding Questions for Focus Groups 

1) Are you active on social media and what are your main activities? 

2) Do you follow any companies in social media? 

3) If so, which companies do you follow and why? If not, why do you not follow any 

    companies? 

4) Do you know the term sustainability and what do you connect with it? 

5) Do you consider sustainability to be important in your personal life? 

6) Do you consider companies to be responsible to address social and environmental 

    issues? 

7) Which channels do you trust most when it comes to corporate sustainability 

    communication? 

8) Do you trust corporate sustainability communication in social media? Why or why 

    not? 

9) Do you have the impression that companies are open to feedback in social media? 

10) Do you give such feedback to companies by commenting on their posts or by 

      messaging them? 

11) Do you share companies’ posts on sustainability? 

12) Do you follow comments to corporate sustainability posts that you have liked? 

13) What are the factors that encourage or hinder you to comment on posts / to share them 

      /to message companies? 

14) Do your friends / family members communicate about corporate sustainability in 

      social media or share corporate sustainability posts? 

15) If so, does their communication influence your opinion on corporate sustainability? 

16) How important is the reaction of companies on user comments or their reaction on 

      user feedback to you? 
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17) Does it make a difference for you if the company only distributes information on its 

      sustainability engagement (one-way communication) or if it tries to engage the users 

      in sustainability actions and goals (two-way communication)? (in terms of credibility, 

      legitimacy, developing the own understanding of sustainability,...) 

18) Do you know these examples of corporate sustainability posts on Facebook? → The 

      participants will see examples of corporate sustainability posts on Facebook. With 

      reference to the stakeholder communication strategies by Morsing and Schultz 

      (2006), they will see posts that represent a one-way communication (stakeholder 

      information) as well as posts that represent a two-way communication 

      (stakeholder involvement). 

19) What do you think about the way in which the information is presented? Do you 

      consider it to be comprehensible and transparent? 

20) Do you consider the corporate sustainability activities to be legitimate, judging from 

      the Facebook posts and user comments? 

21) Do you have the impression that the companies are committed to sustainability 

      judging from the Facebook posts? Why or why not? 

22) Would you react to these particular posts or share them? Why or why not? 

23) When considering your own experiences and the examples that we have shown you: 

      What would you like to change with regard to corporate sustainability post contents 

      and/or the way of communication about corporate sustainability in social media (e.g. 

      preference of one-way or two-way communication, who should communicate, which 

      contents,...)? 
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II. Facebook Sample Posts for Focus Groups 
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