Framed for Impact: Using framed social media CSR to
enhance voluntary carbon offset purchase intentions

Abstract:

This study investigates the impact of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
communications through social media (CSR-S) on voluntary carbon offset (VCO) purchase
intentions within the airline industry. As global carbon emissions rise over time along with the
number of air travelers, the aviation industry faces pressure to adopt sustainable business
models. More importantly, communicating these sustainable initiatives becomes vital to
influence individual behaviors towards a sustainable path. The aviation industry has introduced
voluntary carbon offset (VCO) programs to encourage consumer participation in supporting
sustainable air travel. Voluntary Carbon Offset purchase intentions and the actual purchase
historically have low adoption rates, partly due to ineffective communication strategies. The
paper aims to show how framing strategies in CSR communications through social media can
influence consumers' attitudes and their intention to purchase VCOs. Previous research
examined CSR on consumer behavior, but the role of framed CSR through social media in
shaping VCO purchase intentions remains underexplored. Specifically, the impact of framing
is still being discussed and so far, inconclusive. In addition, the study examines the moderating
role of message credibility in enhancing the impact of framed CSR-S on consumer attitudes.
Widespread consumer skepticism and cynicism against corporate social responsibility claims
require a credible message to enhance the effectiveness of the CSR communications on social
media. Message credibility is likely to strengthen gain-framed CSR-S on consumer attitudes
and amplify the impact of loss-framed messages on VCO purchase intentions. Online
experimental study will be used to test the hypotheses and Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
will be utilized to collect data. Participants will be assigned to different framing conditions and
ANOVA will be used for the impact of gain/loss framing analysis. Further, Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM) will be used to analyze the data and test the hypothesized relationships. The
expected results will contribute to how airlines can use framing in CSR communications
through social media for promoting sustainable behaviors among stakeholders.
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Introduction

The increasing significance of voluntary carbon offsets and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) initiatives has prompted companies to actively utilize social media
platforms to highlight their commitment to environmental sustainability and social impact.
However, airline management mostly focuses on the social side of CSR. This means airlines
consider improvements and sustainability aspects related to board members and employees
while the environmental aspect receives less attention (Abdi et al., 2022). Consequently,
airlines are more willing to share their goals related to environmental sustainability and less
willing to share their initiatives (Cowper Smith & de Grosbois, 2011).

Despite the challenges, addressing environmental issues is an important part of the
airline CSR. One of the most important environmental issues in the aviation industry is carbon
emissions. Carbon emissions are an integral part of the airline industry as aircraft emissions
contribute to the greenhouse effect and climate change (Somerville, 2004), accounting for 2%
of'the global carbon emissions in 2022 (International Energy Agency, n.d.). If the current trends
remain, by 2050 this number has the potential to triple (Environmental and Energy Study
Institute, n.d.). Moreover, air travel has other contributions to environmental damage and
global warming through various environmental impacts (Cowper Smith & de Grosbois, 2011).

As the demand for air travel is rising, leading to more carbon emissions, it is imperative
to implement measures that mitigate these negative effects. Nenkov (2024) emphasizes that a
comprehensive shift toward sustainability necessitates the involvement of governments,
corporations, and individuals. Change for sustainable air travel requires combating
environmental challenges through integrating micro-level consumer behavior shifts, meso-
level business model transformations, and macro-level policy changes (Nenkov, 2024).

In this regard, one of the pillars of sustainable development is shifts in consumer
behavior. In air travel voluntary carbon offset programs are designed to involve consumers in
mitigating some of the damages of aircraft emissions on the planet by collecting funds, which
are then invested in global projects, such as reforestation initiatives. Communicating voluntary
carbon offset (VCO) programs can increase consumer participation, thereby reducing the
damage to the environment caused by aircraft emissions. While the literature provides various
reasons for the low purchase rates of VCO programs, this study will focus on communication
issues, specifically on social media. The previous research has provided evidence for a lack of
awareness and knowledge of voluntary carbon offset initiatives by travelers (Dodds et al., 2008;
Dodds et al., 2012).

CSR communications through social media (CSR-S) can increase consciousness and
recognition of voluntary carbon offset programs. However, airlines face challenges when they
communicate about VCO programs. While there are many challenges, Becken and Mo (2017),
for example, analyzed 139 airlines and found that offsetting communications were inconsistent
and insufficient. Furthermore, Framing research has not yet reached any conclusion and the
impact of message framing is still widely researched due to mixed findings (Homar & Cvelbar,
2021; Stadlthanner et al., 2022).

Research concerning the impact of CSR framing on voluntary carbon offset (VCO)
purchase intentions remains limited. Previous studies focused on the influence of framing on
VCO purchase intentions but not on the impact of corporate social responsibility through social
media (CSR-S) on the purchase intention of VCOs. Thus, the aim of the current research is to
understand the impact of how framing strategies on CSR-S influence VCO purchase intentions.



Literature Review

Corporate Social Responsibility

Combining three different perspectives from three different periods and acknowledging
the shortcomings of any viewpoints, (Husted & Allen, 2000; European Commision, 2011;
Licandro et al., 2023), we define corporate social responsibility (CSR) as a comprehensive
management philosophy in which companies strategically allocate resources to achieve long-
term social objectives, create competitive advantages, and take responsibility for their impact
on society.

With social media enabling two-way communication, interactivity in CSR messaging
have become crucial (Barth et al., 2017). Effectively communicating CSR initiatives can serve
as a powerful strategy for promoting the brand through demonstrating the environmental
responsibility for their actions. An effective CSR communication does not only inform
stakeholders, but also influence their perception. The perception and alignment of CSR with
the stakeholders’ beliefs and priorities further enhance the success of the initiatives (Xu et al.,
2023). Moreover, companies that communicate their CSR through social media have better

endorsement and overall engagement with their audience (Araujo & Kollat 2018).

To increase the effectiveness of CSR communications on social media several strategies
have been introduced. Message framing is one such approach to improve the effectiveness of
the CSR communications. Framing specifically involves selection of some aspects of reality
and making them more salient (Entman, 1993). Presentation of one or two messages in different

but equivalent wording is called framing. The message is more easily perceived when it is
framed rather than presented as plain text (Baxter & Gram-Hanssen, 2016). The effectiveness
of message framing has been widely researched and well-documented in various fields
(Bertolotti & Catellani, 2014; Wen & Lee, 2020; Ye et al., 2021; Rossolini et al., 2021; Corfora
et al., 2022; Cordero-Gutiérrez et al., 2024).

One of the main framing strategies undertaken is gain/loss framing. Gain/loss framing
is equally important and valuable for the impact of the message (Homar & Cvelbar, 2021).
Gain/loss framing has its roots in prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). For gain
framing the message is presented with the potential positive outcomes for a decision. On the
other hand, in loss framing the message is presented with potential negative consequences of
not taking that action. For example, “Imagine what we will lose/gain if we don't make a green
choice today.”

While both framing has an impact on attitudes, gain framing improves positive attitudes
(Loroz, 2007) and is often more effective than loss framing in generating them (Homar &
Cvelbar, 2021). Moreover, gain-framing seems to generate positive outcomes for the company,
such as word-of-mouth (Oh & Ki, 2019). It further generates online brand engagement through
evoked happiness and credibility (Cordero-Gutiérrez et al., 2024).

Nabi et al. (2018) note that when it came to supporting attitudes, the impact of loss
framing was less potent than that of gain-framed messaging. Further, gain-framed green
advertising significantly enhances attitudes toward green products and advertising (Kim &
Kim, 2014), and Kim & Kim (2014) further argue that people are more accustomed to seeing
arguments framed positively rather than negatively, making positive framing more persuasive
in influencing attitudes. In a different context, for advertisements and brands, gain-framed
messaging produced more positive reactions (Segev et al., 2015). Likewise, Chen and DeSalvo
(2021) demonstrated in the context of food waste reduction, gain-framed messages often
yielding more favorable responses. Therefore we hypothesize:
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Hla: Gain-framed CSR messages communicated through social media will lead to
more positive attitudes toward the company compared to loss-framed CSR messages.

H1b: Gain-framed CSR messages communicated through social media will foster more
positive attitudes toward the company’s voluntary carbon offset programs compared to loss-
framed CSR messages.

H2a: Loss-framed CSR messages communicated through social media will have an
impact on positive attitudes towards the company’s voluntary carbon offset programs.

H2b: Loss-framed CSR messages communicated through social media will have an
impact on positive attitudes towards the company.

Furthermore, loss framing generates more willingness to act environmentally (Blandzic
etal., 2017) and it elicits stronger reactions (Bosone & Martines, 2017). Further, Kahneman &
Tversky (1979) suggests that individuals experience losses more intensely than equivalent
gains in the prospect theory, which is often referred to as loss aversion. Loss aversion has been
also supported by negativity bias (Meyerowitz and Chaiken, 1987), which suggests that

negative information has a greater psychological impact on judgment and decision-making than
equivalent positive information. In context involving behavior change, Poortinga and Whitaker
(2018) documented that loss framing promotes more effective behavior. Additionally, the
research by Homar and Cvelbar (2023) has demonstrated that using loss framing for voluntary
carbon offsetting influences purchase intentions by increasing their effectiveness. Therefore,
we hypothesize:

H3: Loss-framed CSR messaging from airlines on social media will lead to increased
purchase intentions of voluntary carbon offsets for flights.

Message Credibility

Message credibility is defined simply as how much a person believes the information
in a message is true (Appelman & Sundar, 2016). Different authors tried to provide different

metrics to identify a credible message. For example, Gaziano and McGrath (1986) suggested
credibility has fair, unbiased, trustworthy, complete, factual, and accurate sub-dimensions.
Further, Tseng & Fogg, (1999) define credibility as believability. They suggest credible

information is believable information. Moreover, heuristics play an important role in credibility
(Hilligoss & Rieh, 2008). For example, Metzger et al., (2010) found two general credibility
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heuristics: social confirmation and expectancies within context. Social confirmation concerns
the idea that if a group of people believe that a message is credible, it should be credible. On
the other hand, expectancies within context provide that any unusual unexpected behavior from
a certain message will raise suspicion about its credibility.

Message credibility plays a critical role in shaping consumer attitudes and behavior
with social media enabling direct communication (Khan et al., 2024). Moreover, a credible
message enhances positive attitudes and increases message effectiveness (Kim & Kim, 2014).
Conversely, greenwashing can harm a company’s reputation impacting the perceived ethical
standing of the organization (de Jong et al., 2020; De Jong et al., 2018). Therefore, credible
CSR messaging is essential for maintaining consumer trust and driving engagement:

H4: The impact of Framed CSR-S on Attitudes will be moderated by message
credibility.

Commented [5]: Gaziano, C., & McGrath, K. (1986).
Measuring the Concept of Credibility. Journalism
Quarterly, 63(3), 451-462.
https://doi.org/10.1177/107769908606300301

Commented [6]: Tseng, S. and Fogg, B. J. (1999).
Credibility and computing technology. Communications
of the ACM, 42(5), 39-44.
https://doi.org/10.1145/301353.301402

Commented [7]: Hilligoss, B., & Rieh, S. Y. (2008).
Developing a unifying framework of credibility
assessment: Construct, heuristics, and interaction in
context. Information Processing & Management, 44(4),
1467-1484. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ipm.2007.10.001

Commented [8]: Miriam J. Metzger, Andrew J. Flanagin,
Ryan B. Medders, Social and Heuristic Approaches to
Credibility Evaluation Online, Journal of
Communication, Volume 60, Issue 3, September 2010,
Pages 413439, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-
2466.2010.01488.x




Attitudes

Attitudes are defined as a person’s tendency to evaluate something as favorable or
unfavorable, shaping their thoughts, feelings, and actions (Eagly & Chaiken, 2007). Attitudes
have shown to be effective in enhancing behaviors such as the intention to share information
(Garcia de los Salmonos, 2021). It further proved its effectiveness in encouraging the adoption
of reusable containers (Ernst et al., 2017). Besides, it was linked to the purchasing of products
linked to CSR (Wang & Anderson, 2011). Moreover, consumers' attitude is documented to be
effective in environmental behaviors of food waste prevention (Wong et al., 2018) and one of
the most influential purchase intentions for private label products (Jaafar et al., 2012). Pro-
environmental behaviors are mentioned to be influenced by attitudes (Dopelt et al., 2021).
More importantly, positive attitudes, such as hope, can lead to engagement and behaviors in
environmental action (Mauss et al., 2005; Ojala, 2011)).

Specifically in the context of aviation carbon offsets, positive environmental attitudes
are strong predictors of the intention to purchase (Choi et al., 2016). This is inline with the
correspondence principle that suggests specific attitudes will lead to specific behavior (Ajzen
& Fishbein, 1977). | Bodur & Sarigollu (2005) have supported the correspondence principle

with attitudes toward specific behaviors predicting environmental behavior better than general
attitudes towards the environment. Moreover, Siegel et al., (2014) suggests that attitudes

towards organ donation yields more organ donor registration when the registration is the aim.
Thus, we assume that attitudes towards voluntary carbon offset (VCO) programs generated
from gain framing will lead to VCO purchase intentions:

HSa: Positive attitudes resulting from gain-framed CSR-S towards the company’s VCO
program will lead to VCO purchase intentions

H5b: Positive attitudes resulting from gain-framed CSR-S towards company will lead
to VCO purchase intentions

Figure 1: Proposed research model
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Methodology

This study will use an online experimental design with Qualtrics through randomized
participant assignment to different experimental conditions. The influence of corporate social
responsibility through social media (CSR-S) on attitudes and subsequently voluntary carbon
offset purchase intentions will be measured. Data will be collected through Amazon
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). For data quality, attention-check questions will be included. For
measuring the variables, the scales are adapted to the specific context from various studies.

Figure 2: Measurement Items

 of Adapted Ite:

Moreover, data analysis will focus on descriptive statistics for outlining demographic
characteristics. Cronbach’s alpha will be used to test the reliability of the measurement scales.
Furthermore, Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) will test the validity. The PROCESS macro
in SPSS will be performed for measuring moderation effect of Message Credibility between
Framed CSR-S and Attitudes. For other relationships between Framed CSR-S, VCO purchase
intentions, Attitudes, path Analysis using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) will be
performed. Testing the group differences (e.g., gain-framed vs. loss-framed messages)
ANOVA (Analysis for Variance) will be employed.

We followed Stadlthanner et al. (2022) and Cordero-Gutiérrez et al. (2024) for the
message design. For example, credible gain framing included “Did you know that the airline
industry significantly impacts global CO, emissions each year? [...] Imagine what we will gain
if we make a green choice today...”.

We created a fake company called Salamantica Airlines to mitigate confounding effects
(Geuens & Pelsmacker, 2017) and prior perception towards the company (Wang & Huang,
2018) as our main aim is not to study a particular brand. Further, the message credibility is
manipulated with numerical data and referencing authoritative organizations (e.g.
Environmental Protection Agency) (Mena et al., 2020).



Expected Results

This study extends the framing literature by incorporating it in corporate social
responsibility communications. Specifically how gain and loss framing can be used to enhance
consumer intentions towards offsetting their carbon footprint. This research also contributes to
the literature on message credibility as it examines the impact of message credibility on csr
communications for stimulating intentions.

The expected results include a positive influence of gain-framing on positive consumer
attitudes towards both the airline and the message. On the other hand, loss-framed corporate
social responsibility through social media (CSR-S) is expected to directly influence voluntary
carbon offset (VCO) purchase intentions and it will elicit stronger reactions and more
willingness to act. Loss framed CSR-S will generate more VCO purchase intentions compared
to gain framing. Further, message credibility will moderate the relationship between framed
CSR-S and attitudes. Specifically, higher message credibility will strengthen the positive
impact of gain-framed CSR-S on attitudes, making the message more persuasive and
trustworthy.

Practical Implications

This research emphasizes the importance of engaging consumers in voluntary carbon
offset programs through framed social media CSR communications. With 5.22 billion people
using social media (Statista, 2024), airlines have the opportunity to reach a wide audience of

travelers, which can increase the potential reach of the message.

More importantly, airline marketers can use the findings of this research to improve
their communication strategies for voluntary carbon offset programs. As consumer awareness
around these programs are low, targeting travelers to enhance knowledge on carbon offsetting
is vital. As this study aims to show, communicating the corporate social responsibility
initiatives through social media will yield higher purchase intentions towards voluntary carbon
offsetting.

Furthermore, this study seeks to build on the findings of Gossling et al. (2009), who
stated that awareness and information on voluntary carbon offset products can increase the
intention to purchase offsets. Specifically, with the use of framing and credible communication
when disseminating corporate social responsibility initiatives on social media, airline
marketers can increase consumer engagement and attitudes towards the company and voluntary
carbon offset programs.

Commented [15]: Statista. (2024). Digital population
worldwide. Statista.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/617136/digital-
population-
worldwide/#:~:text=As%200f%200ctober%202024%2C
%?20there,population%2C%20were%20social %20media
%20users.

Commented [16]: GOssling, S., Haglund, L., Kallgren, H.,
Revahl, M., & Hultman, J. (2009). Swedish air travellers
and voluntary carbon offsets: towards the co-creation of
environmental value? Current Issues in Tourism, 12(1),

1-19. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500802220687




Appendix

Figure 3: Framing Material
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Did you know that the airline industry significantly
impacts global CO, emissions each year?

Imagine what we will lose if we don’t make a green
choice today. If no one starts purchasing voluntary
carbon offsets now, we could increase CO, emissions
by 500 million metric tons by 2030, worsening our
environment for everyone. Without Salamantica
Airlines' Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
certified VCO program, emissions from each flight
keep adding up every day! In addition, we currently
lose 1 million hectares of forests and waste 2 billion
gallons of water annually. Please, start using
voluntary carbon offsets now to protect our planet!
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(a) Credible loss framing
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Did you know that the airline industry significantly
impacts global CO, emissions each year?

Imagine what we will gain if we make a green choice
today. If everyone starts purchasing voluntary carbon
offsets now, we can reduce emissions by 500 million
metric tons by 2030, benefiting us all. With

ica Airlines' Envir i
Agency (EPA) certified VCO program, we
significantly lower the carbon footprint of every
flight! In addition, we can preserve 1 million hectares
of forests and conserve 2 billion gallons of water
annually. Please, start using voluntary carbon offsets
now so we all can enjoy a healthier planet!
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(b) Credible gain framing
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Did you know that the airline industry significantly
impacts global CO. emissions each year?

Imagine what we will lose if we don’t make a green
choice today. If no one starts purchasing voluntary
carbon offsets now, we drastically worsen our
environmental conditions, affecting us all. Without
Salamantica Airlines' VCO program, tons of CO.
emissions continue unchecked every day! In addition,
we currently lose countless forests and waste billions
of gallons of water annually. Please, start using
voluntary carbon offsets now to prevent harm to the
environment!
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(c) Non-credible loss framing
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Did you know that the airline industry significantly
impacts global CO, emissions each year?

Imagine what we will gain if we make a green choice
today. If everyone starts purchasing voluntary carbon
offsets now, we can achieve incredible environmental
benefits that benefit us all. With Salamantica
Airlines' VCO program, we drastically improve our
planet’s health every day! In addition, we can save
countless forests and billions of gallons of water
annually. Please, start using voluntary carbon offsets
now to help our planet!
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(d) Non-credible gain framing
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