
sustainability

Article

The Relationship of Sustainability Communication on Social
Media with Banking Consumers’ Loyalty through e-WOM

Gao Wei 1,2, Wang Lin 3, Wu Yanxiong 4,* , Yan Jingdong 1,* and Sadik Yusuf Musse 5

����������
�������

Citation: Wei, G.; Lin, W.; Yanxiong,

W.; Jingdong, Y.; Musse, S.Y. The

Relationship of Sustainability

Communication on Social Media with

Banking Consumers’ Loyalty through

e-WOM. Sustainability 2021, 13, 3832.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073832

Academic Editor:

Manuel Rodríguez-Díaz

Received: 28 February 2021

Accepted: 17 March 2021

Published: 31 March 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 School of Management, Wuhan University of Technology, Wuhan 430000, China; hkxygj_edu@sina.com
2 International Exchange College, Hankou University, Wuhan 430212, China
3 Admission Unit, Hankou University, Wuhan 430212, China; lynmissing@sina.com
4 Jiyang College Zhejiang A&F University, Zhuji 311800, China
5 School of Medicine, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430071, China; qabiile@hotmail.com
* Correspondence: 13601213097@163.com (W.Y.); yjdong02@163.com (Y.J.)

Abstract: Prior literature has largely addressed corporate social responsibility (CSR) from outcomes
related to organizational themes. However, its importance for achieving consumer-related outcomes
is something that has been largely ignored by contemporary researchers. Likewise, how CSR com-
munication through social media can create positive emotions on the part of consumers has to date
been under-explored. Hence, the present study aims to fill these gaps by investigating the impact
of CSR communication of an organization through social media on consumer loyalty. The study
also proposes electronic word of mouth (e-WOM) as a potential mediator between this relationship.
The proposed model of the present study was tested in the banking sector of a developing country.
The data were collected from a self-administered questionnaire and analyzed through the structural
equation modeling technique (SEM). The results of the present study validated that CSR communica-
tion of a bank through social media directly and indirectly, through e-WOM, influences consumer
loyalty in a positive manner. The results of the present study will be helpful for policymakers to
better understand how well-planned CSR communication of an organization on social media can
lead towards better consumer-related outcomes such as consumer loyalty and e-WOM.

Keywords: sustainability; social media; corporate social responsibility; positive emotion; e-WOM

1. Introduction

Social media has emerged as a new communication medium in the present era of
digitalization. This new media has influenced every business sector and perhaps this is the
reason that today the majority of the organizations recognize the importance of social media
to communicate with different stakeholders including consumers [1]. Presently, more than
3.8 billion individuals around the world are using social media [2] with an increase of 10.9%
per year [3]. These statistics clearly highlight the importance and popularity of social media
for contemporary businesses as a new model of business communication [4]. Perhaps
this is the reason that many global brands like Nike, Spotify, Dove, Bosch, Starbucks, and
Wendy’s have their active presence on different social media platforms. These brands
not only communicate with different stakeholders on social media but also engage their
stakeholders with the brand in a meaningful way [5]. Unlike, conventional media, social
media is flexible and interactive in its nature. This interactive environment along with
flexibility in communication are two of the major strengths of social media explaining why
they have gained a significant popularity in comparison to conventional media [6].

Hence, the emergence of social media is a new dawn in the field of organizational
communication [4].

Perhaps the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is as old as the business
itself. There have been different examples of CSR in the history of the ancient world from the
perspective of wellbeing [7]. As a result of industrialization in Europe and other parts of the

Sustainability 2021, 13, 3832. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073832 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6791-7505
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073832
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073832
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/7/3832?type=check_update&version=1


Sustainability 2021, 13, 3832 2 of 13

world, many large enterprises came into existence. With this industrialization, the debate on
the social responsibility of business also started and, hence, the first book on CSR with the
title “social responsibility of the businessman” appeared in 1953 by BowenandJohnson [8].
Since then, to date, the concept of CSR has been in discussion among policymakers and
academicians. Contemporary businesses practice CSR activities in order to address the
pressure from different stakeholders including consumers, competitors, governments, and
others. These stakeholders expect businesses to be engaged in sustainability practices
in order to preserve society and the environment at large [9]. Businesses in the present
era of digital communication use social media to communicate their CSR activities with
different stakeholders in order to let them know the organization’s positive contribution
to society and the environment [10]. There are different studies in the extant literature of
CSR that highlighted the importance of social media for effective CSR communication with
stakeholders [11–13].

The discussion of CSR has gained a lot of momentum in contemporary literature dur-
ing the last two decades. But its boundaries are ever-evolving even in 2021 [14,15]. Prior
literature has largely examined CSR to achieve different organizational-related outcomes
such as organizational performance [16], quality management [17], and organizational
commitment [18]. Likewise, contemporary CSR researchers have also investigated CSR
from the perspective of employees, for example, in their study Gao and He [19] noted a
positive relationship between CSR and employees’ organizational citizenship behavior and
Kong, et al. [20], acknowledged CSR as an important factor to shape the pro-environmental
behavior of employees. However, recent literature has largely ignored how the phe-
nomenon of CSR can be used to achieve consumer-related outcomes such as word of
mouth (WOM) and consumer loyalty. There have been some studies examining the concept
of CSR to induce WOM [21,22] and consumer loyalty [12,23,24] but these are inconclusive.
Further, it is not clear from the existing studies how CSR can be used to create a positive
brand attitude (WOM) for a specific organization or brand. Hence the aim of the present
study is to investigate the impact of CSR activities of an organization through social media
on consumer outcomes such as consumer loyalty and WOM. In this regard, the present
study proposes that CSR communications of an organization through social media have a
positive impact on consumer loyalty and electronic WOM mediates this relationship.

The proposed model of the present study was tested in the banking sector of China.
The researchers have selected this sector due to two important reasons. First, the banking
sector is labeled as a homogenized sector in which almost all banks are operating under the
same standard procedures with very little product/service differentiation. This process of
standardization makes it almost impossible for a bank to differentiate its product or services
from the competitors in order to convince its consumers and to earn their loyalty [12]. The
present study argues that effective CSR communication on social media can provide a bank
with an extra edge to convince their consumers that a particular bank is well-differentiated
from the competitors due to its socially responsible attitude. It is worth mentioning here
that modern consumers are very concerned with the eco-friendly practices of all businesses
and they prefer to purchase from a socially responsible organization [25]. Second, the
banking industry of China is very competitive in the present era of digitalization. This
stiff competitive environment makes it challenging for every bank to hold its consumers
because holding consumers in a tough industry is very difficult [26]. The present study
here argues that well-planned CSR communication of a bank on social media enables a
bank to shape the behavior of their consumers positively. Consumers appreciate the CSR
initiatives of their bank and become loyal to them. Consumer loyalty will remain a very
important business preference for every sector due to the fact that loyal consumers are less
likely to consider the competing brands [27].

The present study adds significantly to the existing literature. First, the present study
adds to the existing literature of CSR from the perspective of consumer and behavior
(loyalty and WOM). This is very important to mention here that the positive brand attitude
of consumers is very important for every organization. There have been different studies
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that acknowledged that a positive consumer attitude is helpful in shaping their behavior
positively [28]. However, contemporary researchers have failed to address how CSR-related
communication on social media can shape the attitudinal and behavioral preferences of
consumers for a specific brand. It is worth mentioning here that positive brand attitude
such as using positive WOM for a brand, is a key touch-point for marketers to shape con-
sumer behavior such as their level of loyalty [29]. Second, the present study enriches the
existing literature of CSR by proposing electronic word of mouth (e-WOM) as a mediating
variable between CSR communication on social media and consumer loyalty. The logic for
introducing e-WOM as a mediating variable lies in the argument that CSR-related commu-
nication of an organization on social media creates positive emotions among consumers.
The consumers in response, are expected to use positive words (e-WOM) with their social
media peers and colleagues [30], which induces their loyalty in a positive manner. Lastly,
the present study is a pioneer to present the blend of CSR and social media for a meaningful
consumer brand journey. The study contends that through CSR communication on social
media, an organization is able to engage their consumers meaningfully as they interactively
communicate with their consumers. Hence, the availability of social media provides an
interactive communication medium through which, the consumers have their voice and
say for a specific brand. The above arguments clearly highlight the existence of gaps in the
literature and the importance of conducting this study.

2. Theory and Hypotheses

The present study uses attribution theory and the theory of norm reciprocity as the
grounding theories. The attribution theory was proposed by Fritz [31] and the theory of
norm reciprocity was proposed by Gouldner [32]. Both these theories have been heavily
used in studies related to consumer behavior. Attribution theory is helpful in understand-
ing the reasons for individual behaviors for different events. Many researchers have used
attribution theory in the field of consumer behavior [33–35]. In the context of the present
study, the attribution process is helpful for consumers in the identification of a brand or
an organization as a socially responsible one. Furthermore, the process of attribution also
helps consumers in brand evaluation. The theory of norm reciprocity by Gouldner [32]
states, when individuals receive some sort of benefit from others, it is likely that they want
to reciprocate this benefit positively. In this regard, when consumers perceive an organiza-
tion as a socially responsible organization, they feel positive about that organization and
want to reciprocate it positively.

WOM is very important in the field of marketing due to the reason that consumers trust
the comments about a product or brand given by other consumers. According to a study
conducted by Nielsen [36], more than 90% of the consumers believe that recommendations
or suggestions from other consumers, family members, or friends are more valuable as
compared to advertising. Hence, the importance of WOM is without any doubt. The rise of
social media further adds to the importance of WOM because it provides an interactive
medium through which consumers exchange their product-related views with their social
media peers [37].

As per the definition of word of mouth (WOM), it is an informal communication
process actuated by consumers with other consumers [38]. In this process, the consumers
discuss proprietorship, product utilization experience, and product quality of a specific
brand or organization [39]. Sometimes, WOM is regarded as a referral, but it is only one
facet. Referrals pave the way to the form of direct and indirect exhortation by summing
up what the consumers say to other consumers [40]. However, WOM has been found to
incorporate more than just recommendations. People quote from their experiences of what
has happened in the past in terms of a product experience [41]. WOM can be quoted as a
dominant origin of knowledge for individuals talking to others. For instance, consumers
keep in consideration the phenomenon of WOM when making purchase decisions [42].
Although the comparative influence of sentiment in e-WOM is still blurred, it is logical to
assume that the high predominance of sentiments prompted on websites and interactive
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channels lead to higher sentimental e-WOM created by the online communities [43]. Sen-
timents are interconnected from a psychological phenomenon to the notion that can be
conceptualized as a perceived physical/mental sensation.

The technology-based revolution has provided an opportunity for marketers to effec-
tively utilize e-WOM to attain different marketing-related objectives [44]. Bellman, et al. [45],
mentioned that online product information search plays an important role in online buying
behavior. The information obtaining and offering behavior is essential to digital mar-
kets [46]. Demirbaş [47] scrutinized the constructive influence of e-WOM features and
elements on e-commerce business. However, because of strong rivalry in the present
era of digitalization, the consumers are immersed in information, brand indicators, and
advertising memorandum, both offline and online [48].

Organizations participate in CSR activities in order to develop a positive attitude of the
consumers towards the organization and to build their positive image [49]. Incorporating
a CSR program increases an organization’s visibility, and encourages more communica-
tion with consumers. Therefore, it is expected that an organization’s engagement in CSR
activities is likely to induce positive WOM on the part of consumers [50]. Consumers
are concerned about the quality of service provided by the enterprise, in terms of social
responsibilities. CSR engagement of an organization builds a positive image of the organi-
zation [51] and hence they are urged to stay connected with the organization. Through the
halo effect, the positive image of an organization created by CSR activities leads consumers
to develop a better perception of the organization. This well-rounded perception of the or-
ganization attracts consumers to the organization’s products and services [52]. As a result,
consumers often speak positively about a company which is engaged in CSR initiatives,
as well as also associating themselves positively with the products and services of the
organization. When consumers observe an organization practicing CSR programs actively,
they build a positive attitude towards that organization and communicate positively, hence
they spread positive WOM for the organization [53].

In the context of attribution theory [31], CSR engagement of an organization through
social media helps consumers in evaluating and labeling a particular organization as
socially responsible. In this regard, they seek support from the attribution process and
evaluate an organization or brand positively. Likewise, in line with the theory of norm
reciprocity [32], the CSR activities of an organization urge consumers to develop positive
emotions for that organization. Hence, they are expected to reciprocate that organization
positively to acknowledge its positive contribution towards society and the environment.
In a nutshell, the present study argues that CSR communication of an organization on social
media urges consumers to use positive e-WOM for that organization with other social
media peers. When other social media peers receive such positive evaluations from their
online peers, they feel positive for that organization and wish to stay with it for as long as
they can. This process eventually is translated into a higher level of loyalty. Therefore, the
following set of the hypothesis is proposed along with the research model (Figure 1) of the
present study.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). CSR communications of an organization on social media are positively related
to consumer loyalty.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). CSR communications of an organization on social media are positively related
to e-WOM.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). e-WOM mediates between CSR communications on social media and con-
sumer loyalty.
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3. Methodology

The proposed model of the present study was tested in the commercial banking sector
of China. There are 12 commercial banks in China nationwide having multiple branches all
over the country. The authors selected three major banks to represent the banking sector of
china including China Merchants Bank, Industrial Bank, China CITIC Bank. There were
two reasons for choosing these banks for data collection, first, these banks are the largest
commercial banks in China and having their presence all over the country. Second, these
banks were actively involved in CSR activities and communication of such activities on
different social media platforms. Hence in the perspective of the present study, the selection
of these banks seems logical. The data were collected from the individuals who had a bank
account in one of these banks in the city of Wuhan of Hubei province, which is one of the
largest cities in China.

Before actuating the data collection phase, the authors received the informed consent
of the respondents to voluntarily participate in the survey. Furthermore, the respondents
were told that the secrecy of their data will be highly maintained and will not be shared
with anyone. The authors distributed 1000 questionnaires among different respondents
and finally received 491 fully filled questionnaires which were used in data analysis. Hence,
the response rate of the present study remained around 49.1%. The data collection process
almost took one month (15 November–15 December 2020)

Measures and Handling of Social Desirability

The authors used pre-existing scales for measuring the variables of the present study.
Hence, the reliability and validity of the instrument were pre-established. In this regard,
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the authors adapted the scale of CSR from the studies of van Asperen, et al. [54] and
Eisingerich, et al. [55], this scale comprised five items. The scale of e-WOM was adapted
from the study of Kangand Hustvedt [56], this scale consisted of three items. Finally, a
three-item scale of consumer loyalty was adapted from [57]. All the items were rated on a
five-point Likert scale. All items have been reported in Appendix A.

Next, the authors addressed the issue of social desirability. In this regard, the authors
took several steps to mitigate the effect of social desirability. For example, the authors
scattered all items of the variables in the questionnaire randomly. This strategy is helpful
to break any intended sequence on the part of the respondents in answering the ques-
tions. Furthermore, this strategy is also helpful to address any liking or disliking of the
respondent(s) for a variable. The use of this strategy to mitigate social desirability is
also recommended by extant researchers [15,20,58]. Likewise, the instrument was cross-
checked by the experts from academia in order to detect any ambiguity or complexity in
questionnaire items. Lastly, the authors cleared the respondent about the importance of
their true response in generating the results of the present study. Hence, through these
steps, the potential issue of social desirability was mitigated to the best possible limit. The
demographic profile of the respondents is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic information of the respondents.

Demographic Frequency %

Gender

Male 281 57.23
Female 210 42.77

Age

18–25 83 16.90
26–30 164 33.40
31–40 182 37.07

Above 40 62 12.63

Education

Intermediate 88 17.92
Graduate 157 31.98

Master 172 35.03
Higher 74 15.07

Total 491 100

4. Results
4.1. Common Method Variance, Validity and Reliability

In the data analysis phase, the authors, first of all, tested for common method variance
(CMV). The authors were interested to check the potential issue of CMV in the dataset of
the present study because the data for all variables were collected from the same individual.
Hence, there is the possibility that there may be the presence of CMV in the collected
data. In order to know whether the issue of CMV exists, the authors performed a single
factor analysis [59]. In this regard, the authors loaded all the items of the survey onto a
single factor using SPSS software. The rule of thumb here is that, if the results of Harman
single factor analysis indicate that there is the presence of a single dominant factor which is
explaining more than 50% of the total variance, it confirms the presence of CMV. In the case
of the present study, the authors observed no such factor explaining this much variance.
In this connection, the maximum variance explained by a single factor was 39.71% which
is less than the threshold level of 50%. Hence, the authors established that the potential
threat of CMV is absent.

The next phase in the data analysis was to perform exploratory factor analysis in order
to detect if there are some items with weak or cross-loadings. In doing so, the authors
performed principal component analysis (PCA) using varimax rotation in SPSS. The results
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produced satisfactory results as there was no item with cross-loading or weak loading and
all items had factor loading greater than 0.5 [60]. Table 2 presents different results including
the results of correlation analysis, validity and reliability analyses, normality test, and the
factor loadings. According to Table 2, the values of correlation amongst all variables are
positive and significant which means that the variables of the present study are positively
related to each other.

Table 2. Correlations, validities and reliabilities.

Variable Items FL(Min–
Max) Mean SD CSR e-WOM Loyalty

CSR 5 0.73–0.81 3.97 0.41 (0.77)x 0.28 ** 0.22 **

e-WOM 3 0.76–0.83 4.26 0.38 (0.72)x 0.31 **

Loyalty 3 0.66–0.89 4.19 0.46 (0.71)x

AVE Alpha CR Skewness Kurtosis

CSR
e-WOM
Loyalty

0.59
0.52
0.51

0.78
0.73
0.71

0.80
0.74
0.71

−0.41
−

0.62−0.39

0.42
0.36
0.49

χ2/df = 4.23, RMSEA = 0.056, NFI = 0.935, CFI = 0.941, GFI = 0.937
Notes: FL: factor loading; Alpha: Cronbach’s α coefficient; CR: composite reliability; AVE: average variance
extracted. x = square root of AVE, CSR, corporate social responsibility on social media; e-WOM, electronic word
of mouth. ** = significant values.

For example, the value of the correlation between CSR and e-WOM is 0.28 ** which
is positive and significant. Furthermore, the values of standard deviation for all three
variables are less than 1, which indicates that there is less variability in the data. Hence,
the data is close to its mean which is a good indication in the context of the overall health
of the data. Likewise, the results of convergent and divergent validities are also reported
in Table 2. The convergent validity was assessed with the values of average variance
extracted (AVE). The rule here is if the value of AVE for a variable is greater than 0.5, it is
an indication that the items of that variable are converging on to it and hence the condition
of convergent validity is satisfied. In this regard, all values of AVEs were greater than 0.5.
Therefore, the authors established that the condition of convergent validity is satisfied well.

Next, the authors assessed the discriminant validity, which was calculated by taking
the square root of AVE for each variable and comparing it to the values of correlations of
other variables. For example, the square root of CSR is 0.77** which is greater than the
correlation values (0.28**, 0.22**). All these results revealed that the criterion of discriminant
validity is satisfied well. The authors have also reported the results of reliability in Table 2
(α values, CR values). Both types of reliability values were above the threshold level of
0.7 and hence there was no issue of reliability. Additionally, the authors also performed
the data normality test as per the guidelines of Brown [61] who mentioned that the data
are normally distributed if Skewness values are between ±3, and Kurtosis values range
between ±10 which is the case here (see Table 2). Lastly, the result of confirmatory factor
analysis has also been reported in the last row of Table 2. The results confirmed that
there is a good fit between theoretical model and the database model of the present study
χ2/df = 4.23, RMSEA = 0.056, NFI = 0.935, CFI = 0.941, GFI = 0.937).

4.2. Hypotheses Testing

In order to validate the hypotheses of the present study, the authors performed the
structural equation modeling technique using AMOS software that is an advanced level of
co-variance-based data analysis technique, which is helpful to analyze the complex models.
The authors in this regard performed the analysis in two steps. In the first step, the authors
tested the direct effects without the inclusion of any mediator. The results of direct effect
model specified that Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 (H1, H2) of the present study are
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positive and significant (for H1, β = 0.233 **, LLCI = 0.237, ULCI = 0.494, p < 0.05; for H2,
β = 0.233 **, LLCI = 0.237, ULCI = 0.494, p < 0.05). Hence both H1 and H2 are accepted. In
the second step, the authors tested for the results of mediation. In this regard, the authors
used bootstrapping option in AMOS. The authors selected a larger bootstrap sample of
2000 which AMOS calculates automatically. The results of bootstrapping validated that
there is a mediation effect of e-WOM between CSR on social media and consumer loyalty.
Furthermore, it was also observed that this mediation was partial in nature as the beta value
is reduced from 0.33** to 0.096**. Based on all these results, the authors established that
all three hypotheses of the present study are true and accepted. The results of hypotheses
testing are also presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of Hypotheses Testing.

Hypothesis Beta Value S.E LLCI ULCI Decision

Model 1: Direct Effects

H1: CSR→ loyalty 0.33 ** 0.038 0.23 0.52 supported
H2: CSR→ e-WOM 0.29 ** 0.046 0.34 0.68 supported

(χ2/df = 3.96, RMSEA = 0.051, NFI = 0.943, CFI = 0.949, GFI = 0.943) ***
*** model fit indices for direct effect model; ** beta value significant

Model 2: Indirect Effect (Mediation Model)

H3: CSR→ e-WOM→
Loyalty 0.096 ** 0.022 0.19 0.43 supported

(χ2/df = 3.11, RMSEA = 0.044, NFI = 0.948, CFI = 0.956, GFI = 0.947) ***
*** model fit indices for mediated (three factor) model; ** beta value significant

Notes: CSR, corporate social responsibility on social media; e-WOM, electronic word of mouth; S.E = standard error, LLCI = lower limit
confidence interval, ULCI = upper limit confidence interval.

5. Discussion and Implications

The present study was conducted to investigate the impact of CSR communication
through social media on consumer loyalty with the mediating effect of e-WOM in the
banking sector of China. The results of the present study revealed that CSR communication
through social media has a direct relation with consumer loyalty. The respondents of the
survey confirmed that CSR communication of their banks is influential in building a higher
level of loyalty. Furthermore, as a result of CSR communication through social media they
are informed of the social responsibility performance of their bank. In this regard, they
feel positive when they see their bank is actively involved in different CSR activities. The
respondents further confirmed that the emergence of social media has facilitated them with
an opportunity to improve their brand decision journey. The consumers on social media,
express and share their views with the organization and their social media colleagues.
Social media provide them an interactive, fast, and flexible forum of communication
through which they not only give their feedback to their bank but also share their brand
journey with others. This finding can also be explained with the help of attribution theory.
In this connection, the attribution process of consumers helps them in identifying and
evaluating a brand meaningfully. Through the attribution process, the consumers are able
to mark a bank as a “socially responsible” bank, and hence this process of attribution
facilitates them for a positive evaluation of a bank. Hence, the study established that CSR
communication through social media is directly related to consumer loyalty. This finding
also seeks support from the extant literature [12,26,58]. Moreover, the results of the present
study also confirmed that e-WOM is a potential mediator between CSR communication
of social media and consumer loyalty. The respondents affirmed that through the CSR
communication of their bank on social media, they build positive emotions for their bank.
They further validated that their positive emotions due to CSR activities of a bank urge them
to use positive e-WOM with other colleagues on social media. Hence, all these processes
lead the consumers towards a higher level of loyalty. This finding is very important from
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the perspective of the theory of norm reciprocity in the sense that consumers want to
reciprocate their bank positively in exchange for their CSR engagement. Hence, in this
reciprocal process, they spread positive WOM for the bank on social media. This finding of
the present study is in line with the findings of extant researchers who noticed a positive
link between CSR and e-WOM [22,37,47].

There are some important theoretical and practical implications of the present study. In
this regard, the first theoretical implication of the present study is that it adds to the existing
literature of CSR from the perspective of consumer-centric outcomes. Whereas the previous
studies have largely explored CSR from an organizational perspective [17,18,62,63]. The
second theoretical implication of the present study is that it enriches the existing literature
of CSR and consumer behavior by introducing e-WOM as a potential mediator in the
proposed relationship of CSR and consumer loyalty. There have been different studies
in previous literature that confirmed that WOM is very important in shaping consumer
purchase preferences [64,65]. However, the past studies failed to establish how e-WOM
can be a potential mediator between CSR communication through social and consumer
loyalty. Lastly, the present study adds to the existing literature of CSR from the perspective
of the banking sector. The majority of the previous studies in this regard largely addressed
CSR in the context of the manufacturing sector [64,65].

The practical implications of the present study are also important especially for
the policymakers from the banking sector of China. In this context, policymakers are
encouraged to use the findings of the present study to upgrade their viewpoint towards
CSR. They need to realize that well-planned CSR activities of their bank can provide them
a solid base to enhance their consumers’ loyalty. This is very important for policymakers
from the banking sector because earning consumer loyalty in a homogenized sector such
as banking is very difficult. But the findings of the present study can provide them new
insights about how to build a higher level of consumer loyalty even in a homogenized
sector. Likewise, the policymakers are encouraged to use social media activity as the
findings of the present study confirmed that through social media, organizations can help
their consumers for a meaningful brand decision journey. They need to acknowledge that
through social media they can engage their consumers with the brand successfully. In
the same vein, policymakers are encouraged to base their business operations close to the
philosophy of CSR as the organizations with an image of a “socially responsible” entity are
in a better position to grab the attention of consumers as compared to the competitors who
do not understand the importance of CSR.

Limitations and Direction for the Future

The present study is not without limitations. The first limitation of the present study
lies in its approach to explain consumer loyalty only from the perspective of CSR. In
reality, the behavior of consumers is a complex phenomenon to understand because it is
affected by multiple sources. Although the proposed relationships of the variables in the
present study were statistically significant, it will be wise for future researchers to include
more variables in upcoming studies. The authors propose consumers’ pro-environmental
behavior, organizational environmental commitment, and open innovation can be included
in the model of the present study for a better explanation of consumer behavior. Therefore,
future researchers are required to consider these variables along with other variables.
Second, the cross-sectional nature of the data limits the ability to predict causality with
confidence. In this regard, future researchers are encouraged to use longitudinal data in
order to better establish the causality in proposed relations. Lastly, the topic of brand equity
is of great interest for researchers and policymakers in the field of marketing. Hence, it
will be of great interest for future researchers to investigate if the emotional pull created
by organizations through CSR communication on social media is helpful to induce brand
equity? Furthermore, what kind of brand equity (consumer-based or finance based) is
more affected by CSR will also be interesting for future researchers.
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6. Conclusions

To conclude, it is imperative for policymakers, especially from banking institutions,
to incorporate sustainability core to their business operations. Because incorporating
sustainability is not only concerned with environmental management, but it also brings
multiple benefits for an organization. The customers associate themselves positively with
an organization that is involved in sustainability practices on real terms, and customers
are willing to pay a price premium to such organizations. Likewise, policymakers need
to understand the importance of social media to communicate with customers in an
effective way and to engage them with the organization for brand image development
purposes. Customers on social media share sustainability interventions of an organization
with their social media colleagues and hence positive e-WOM for a brand is established.
In like manner, customers’ sustainability communication of an organization on social
media is a key touch-point for increasing their loyalty to a specific brand. In a nutshell,
customer-related CSR activities on social media are concerned with positive behavioral
outcomes (loyalty in this case) which are very important for an organization in the context
of marketing-related objectives.
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Appendix A

Table A1. The questionnaire items.

Construct Items

CSR This bank is a socially responsible bank.
This banks is more beneficial to society’s welfare than other banks.
This bank contributes to society in positive ways.
I Share this bank’ (CSR) posts on my own Facebook page.
I engage in conversations (CSR) on social media page(s) of this bank.

e-WOM I am likely to spread positive word of mouth about (this bank) on social media.
I would recommend (this bank) products/services to my friends on social media.
If my friends were looking to purchase banking services, I would tell them to try [this bank]
on social media.

Loyalty I consider this bank my first choice when I purchase the services they supply.
I am willing to maintain my relationship with this bank.
I am loyal to this bank.
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