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Abstract
Young people are avid users of social media and have appeared as a powerful force for social change, as shown by the
ranks of those who have joined Greta Thunberg in the global climate movement. In addition to challenging political in-
stitutions and governments, young people today are also holding the corporate world accountable. To respond to young
people’s expectations, brands, and organizations have turned to social media to interact and build relationships with them.
However, critics have lamented that these attempts often fail and that young people’s trust in institutions, brands, and or-
ganizations continues to decline. This article asks how young people perceive organizational listening on social media and
whether their perceptions are related to their trust in the information shared by brands and other organizations on social
media. Data for the study were gathered through an online survey in Finland and the UK. The respondents (N = 1,534),
aged 15–24, represent the age cohort known as Generation Z. The results show that organizational listening is connected
to higher levels of perceived benefits from social media as well as higher levels of trust in the information that brands,
public authorities, and non-governmental organizations share on social media. The results highlight the role of competent
listening on social media, bolstering the previous literature connecting both organizational listening and trust with higher
levels of participation and engagement online.
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1. Introduction

Young people have emerged as a powerful force for
change, both online and offline. In December 2019, Time
magazine named the 16-year-old Greta Thunberg as
Person of the Year for inspiring a global movement de-
manding more forceful action against climate change
(Alter, Haynes, & Worland, 2019). High school students
have also championed the end of gun violence through
the #NeverAgain movement (Alter, 2018) and have ac-
tively participated in the protests against China’s ruling
party in Hong Kong (Khan, Wang, & Yoon, 2019).

However, although young people are arguably more
politically active than before (Kim, Russo, & Amnå, 2017),

their calls for change are not limited to political issues
and governments. Young people today are also challeng-
ing the corporate world and expect brands to have a
higher purpose beyond the pursuit of economic gains
and even take the lead on social change where possi-
ble (Edelman, 2018; Minár, 2016). Many brands have
answered these calls and have even adopted an ap-
proach called “corporate social advocacy” (Dodd & Supa,
2014) or “corporate activism” (Olkkonen & Jääskeläinen,
2019). Examples of such behavior include Nike’s collab-
oration with Colin Kaepernick, the NFL player known
for his stand against police violence and racial injustice
in America (“Nike’s ‘dream crazy’ advert,” 2019), and
Gillette’s #MeToo-inspired campaign calling for a new
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kind of masculinity (Topping, Lyons, & Weaver, 2019).
Both campaigns have generated heightened emotions—
both positive and negative—on social media.

Olkkonen and Jääskeläinen (2019) have called this
kind of corporate activism “mobilizing talk,” meaning
that brands that raise societal issues in their communi-
cation invite discussion and action from consumers and
stakeholders, all the while accepting that this might gen-
erate critique and even lead to consumers boycotting
them. This shows how the lines between branding, pol-
itics, and emotion are becoming increasingly blurred
and how brands are seeking to build emotional relation-
shipswith consumers online (Mukherjee&Banet-Weiser,
2012, p. 19).

While it might seem that young people’s activism in
driving social change are coalescing with the more soci-
etally tuned pursuits of brands, it appears that brands
and organizations often fail in achieving true interaction
and relationship-building with young people in the on-
line environment (Avidar, Ariel, Malka, & Levy, 2013).
In fact, studies have reported on diminishing trust among
young people in relation to political institutions, me-
dia, and the corporate world (Deloitte, 2019; Edelman,
2018, 2020).

A relatively widely shared understanding among
communication scholars is that an ideal way of clos-
ing this gap would be through fostering dialogue
(Hung-Baesecke & Chen, 2020; Kent & Taylor, 1998; Lane,
2018; Sommerfeldt & Kent, 2015). True dialogue values
sharing and mutual understanding (Taylor & Kent, 2014,
p. 388) and is based on seeing communication partners
as equals, not simply as recipients of persuasive mes-
sages (Sommerfeldt & Yang, 2018). However, it seems
that instead of real dialogue, brands and organizations
often engage in mere two-way communication (Lane,
2018; Russmann & Lane, 2020), or even one-way com-
munication, which allows them to push their messages
on social media with “little regard for interaction and di-
alogue, and no need for empathic and active listening”
(Maben & Gearhart, 2018, p. 103).

It has, therefore, been established that an impor-
tant aspect of dialogue is often missing: organizational
listening (Maben & Gearhart, 2018; Macnamara, 2016,
2018b). This perspective highlights that dialogue is more
than interactants taking turns recalling their respective
lines; rather, it is an act of connecting a “chain of ut-
terances” through listening to one another (Macnamara,
2016). Listening can be seen as a prerequisite to dialogue,
understood as enabling a sense of community among
those who feel engaged and empowered (Rissanen &
Luoma-aho, 2016; Smith & Taylor, 2017).

Employing an online survey, this article explores how
young people perceive organizational listening on social
media and whether organizational listening is related to
trust in the information that brands and organizations
share on social media. The young people of interest
to this study represent Generation Z, people born circa
1995–2010 (Priporas, Stylos, & Fotiadis, 2017; Turner,

2015), the age cohort following Millennials. More infor-
mation about this age cohort is needed, as they have al-
ready become a strategic target group for many brands
and organizations, despite their young age (Len-Ríos,
Hughes, McKee, & Young, 2016).

The organizational listening approach offers insights
into youth participation, as organizational listening has
been connected to increased levels of participation in
civil society (Macnamara, 2018a, 2018b). Society itself
could be understood to exist on the basis of dialogue be-
tween different societal actors (Taylor, 2011), such as or-
ganizations and brands, different political and public sec-
tor organizations, and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs). Ideally, dialogue between societal actors does
not only empower those who are engaged; its bene-
fits also spill over to society as a whole (Putnam, 2002;
Rothstein & Stolle, 2008). Therefore, this study takes a
look at whether organizational listening by brands on so-
cial media could be connected with trust in the informa-
tion shared not just by brands but also by other societal
actors, such as public authorities and NGOs.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Generation Z

Generation Z, also known as Net Gen or digital natives,
are the age cohort born after the commercial success
of the Internet, circa 1995–2010 (Priporas et al., 2017;
Turner, 2015). As the generation that has, from the on-
set, been continuously exposed to the Internet, social
networks, and mobile systems (Francis & Hoefel, 2018),
many representatives of Generation Z have become ac-
customed to interacting in a world that is “connected at
all times” (Turner, 2015, p. 104).

The imminent and instantaneous nature of the
digitalized world has arguably made Generation Z
more demanding than earlier generations, and studies
have found that they expect interactivity (Southgate,
2017) and value easy and quick transactions and in-
formation provision online (Priporas et al., 2017). This
tests their relationship with brands and organizations:
When compared to Generations X and Y, the repre-
sentatives of Generation Z have been found to place
more trust in user-generated information than on
company-generated information (Francis &Hoefel, 2018;
Herrando, Jimenez-Martinez, & Martin-De Hoyos, 2019).

Key among the societal experiences of Generation Z
are the financial crisis of 2008, the growing income gap,
the rise of the platform economy, and the increasing
acceptance of the LGBTQ community (Francis & Hoefel,
2018; Turner, 2015). Fear of climate change and a moti-
vation to reverse it also profile many in the Generation Z
cohort, which has led to, for example, school strikes for
climate change (Barbiroglio, 2019; Ostrander, 2019).

While many of the above depictions about Gener-
ation Z might be accurate, it is important to remem-
ber that many of the studies related to this age co-
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hort are snapshots. Generational cohorts develop cer-
tain attitudes and beliefs based on shared life experi-
ences (Meriac,Woehr, & Banister, 2010), but it is difficult
to tell at this point whether the features observed in this
age cohort are something that they will grow out of or
something that they will grow up with (Southgate, 2017).

2.2. Organizational Listening on Social Media

Social media has offered brands and organizations new
opportunities not only to speak directly to consumers
and stakeholders but also to listen to their needs, opin-
ions, and concerns more carefully. The concept of organi-
zational listeningwas introduced to communication stud-
ies specifically through the works of Macnamara (2016,
2018a, 2018b, 2019), who defined the phenomenon
through “the seven canons of listening.” These include
the recognition and acknowledgement of others, paying
attention to others, interpreting and understanding oth-
ers, considering what others are saying, and responding
appropriately (Macnamara, 2018a, pp. 119–120).

These “canons” come close to what Maben and
Gearhart (2018) have defined as competent organiza-
tional listening: organizational behaviors such as perti-
nent responding, answering questions, elaborating on
the topics being discussed, offering advice, opinions, and
perspectives, and asking questions. Organizational listen-
ing differs from interpersonal listening, in that, although
it is carried out by people working in an organization, it
is delegated, mostly mediated, often asynchronous, and
“scaled up,” as the number of people that organizations
need to listen to can feature in the hundreds of thou-
sands or even millions (Macnamara, 2018b, p. 3).

Listening is considered vital for brands and or-
ganizations to achieve two-way communication and
dialogue (Macnamara, 2016). Organizational listening
brings many advantages to organizations themselves,
such as strengthening relationships with consumers, im-
proving customer satisfaction (Pina et al., 2019), and
gaining a better understanding of how the organization
is being discussed online (Crawford, 2009, pp. 531–532).
Organizational listening can also benefit consumers and
stakeholders by, for example, increasing their sense of
community (Crawford, 2009). It is also expected to have
other positive repercussions and societal benefits, such
as equitable representation, increased participation in
politics and civil society, and increased trust and social
equity (Macnamara, 2018b). Through these effects, or-
ganizational listening might even improve collaboration
in societies at large (Putnam, 2002, 2015).

Although people expect organizations to listen to
them and give them quality answers (Lovari & Parisi,
2015; Maben & Gearhart, 2018), studies have shown
that listening is not very well practiced in reality (Maben
& Gearhart, 2018; Macnamara, 2016, 2018a, 2018b,
2019; Willis, 2015). Willis (2015) has pointed out that
organizations are primarily involved in monitoring or
surveilling instead of actually listening. This suggests that

organizations are inclined to use their resources for repu-
tation management and monitoring (Vos, 2016) in order
to avoid financial risk rather than for the purpose of truly
competently listening to the sentiments of stakeholders
and connecting with them inmeaningful ways (Maben &
Gearhart, 2018). Thismay be harmful, as the potential so-
cietal benefits may be lost, such as a sense of community
or a sense of empowerment. To tackle this, Macnamara
(2016, 2018a, 2018b) has suggested that brands and or-
ganizations should seek to create a special “architecture
of listening” to enable them to further ethical listening.

Previous research on organizational listening has
mainly considered howorganizations understand and ap-
proach listening (Burnside-Lawry, 2012; Dodd & Collins,
2017; Maben & Gearhart, 2018; Macnamara, 2016,
2018a, 2018b, 2019). To capture the views of consumers
and stakeholders, researchers have mostly used content
analysis (Ji, Li, North, & Liu, 2017; Pina et al., 2019;
Tirkkonen& Luoma-aho, 2011), although surveys (Cheng,
Jin, Hung-Baesecke, & Chen, 2019; Lovari & Parisi, 2015)
have also been used.

According toMacnamara (2018b), further research is
necessary, as organizational listening is undertheorized,
and the potential benefits of improved organizational lis-
tening need further clarification. As organizational listen-
ing arguably ensures that both the organization’s and
stakeholders’ interests are met (Burnside-Lawry, 2012),
it is potentially beneficial not only to brands and organi-
zations themselves but also to the people who engage
with them through social media. Therefore, the first two
hypotheses have been formulated on the basis of the pre-
vious literature:

H1: Perceived organizational listening is positively as-
sociatedwith the perception that brands on socialme-
dia benefit young people.

H2: Perceived organizational listening is positively as-
sociatedwith the perception that brands on socialme-
dia benefit brands.

2.3. Trust and Organizational Listening

According to Macnamara (2018b), more and more peo-
ple have the experience of “being ignored” both by po-
litical institutions and the corporate world. Macnamara
(2018b) has further connected this lack of listening by
organizations to declining trust in public authorities, cor-
porations, and NGOs, which has been reported, for ex-
ample, through the annual Edelman Trust Barometer
(Edelman, 2018, 2020). This can be regarded as po-
tentially harmful, as people come in constant con-
tact with government actors, corporations, and non-
governmental and non-profit organizations, all of which
play a central role in people’s lives (Macnamara, 2018b).

In order to contribute to our understanding about
the phenomenon, Hung-Baesecke and Chen (2020) have
called for more research on organizational listening and
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trust. In their examination of trust in the context of or-
ganizational communication and public relations, Hung-
Baesecke and Chen (2020) found at least three ways in
which to understand the concept of trust in the current
research literature: 1) Sociologists perceive trust as a
way to reduce or minimize negativity, enhance social re-
lations, and connect the different sectors of a society;
2) the marketing and communication literature presents
trust as confidence in making decisions about partners
and the associated vulnerability; and 3) studies on in-
terpersonal communication emphasize sincerity, benev-
olence, and honesty in developing trust in the interaction
between individuals or groups of people.

On the societal level, trust is a lubricant for so-
cial relations, and it helps to build a prosperous soci-
ety (Yamagishi, 2005), as it increases the society’s abil-
ity to compete (Fukuyama, 1995) and engage in co-
operation (Putnam, 2002, 2015). On the organizational
level, trust advances relationship-building and dimin-
ishes risks (Hung-Baesecke & Chen, 2020). Trust in pub-
lic organizations ensures their legitimacy and furthers
both public (Canel & Luoma-aho, 2019) and political
(Huang, Ao, Lu, Ip, & Kao, 2017) participation. Trust moti-
vates and empowers people (Harisalo & Stenvall, 2003)
and is also an important factor in people’s decision-
making about which information to consume (Moorman,
Zaltman, & Deshpande, 1992), making it essential during
times of crisis.

Trust has been described as “a web” (Kim & Ahmad,
2013), and it has also been claimed that trusting relation-
ships help build further trusting relationships (Canel &
Luoma-aho, 2019; Smith & Taylor, 2017). In fact, trust
has been found to be contagious, especially in the on-
line environment, and that, for example, trust in other
people can transfer to trust in brands (Bowden, Conduit,
Hollebeek, Luoma-aho, & Solem, 2017; Reinikainen,
Munnukka, Maity, & Luoma-aho, 2020). Communication
is an important factor in trust, as trust is formed through
ongoing interaction (Canel & Luoma-aho, 2019). It is also
commonly understood as an important outcome of di-
alogue (Hung-Baesecke & Chen, 2020; Yang, Kang, &
Cha, 2015).

Building on the previous literature on trust and
organizational listening, the following hypotheses are
suggested:

H3: Perceived organizational listening is positively as-
sociated with young people’s trust in information that
brands share on social media.

H4: Perceived organizational listening is positively as-
sociated with young people’s trust in information that
public authorities share on social media.

H5: Perceived organizational listening is positively as-
sociated with young people’s trust in information that
NGOs share on social media.

3. Method and Data

The study data were obtained through an online survey
conducted in Finland and the UK to study social media
and its effects on young people aged 15–30. The data
were gathered in the spring of 2019 through a survey
company utilizing an online panel. The data were anony-
mous, and the gathering was conducted in compliance
with the requirements of the European General Data
Protection Regulation, which regulates data protection
and privacy in the European Union and the European
Economic Area.

The online survey resulted in a total of 2,674 re-
sponses. As this study was specifically focused on the
perceptions of theGeneration Z cohort, respondents rep-
resenting this generation were selected from the data
for further analysis. Limiting the range of respondents to
people aged 15–24 reduced the data to 1,534 responses.
All the corresponding respondents reported using so-
cial media.

A quantitative approach was used to test the hy-
potheses. The online survey included several sections
regarding different elements of social media. The more
carefully studied variables included eight questions re-
garding the ways in which brands show interest in peo-
ple on social media, two questions regarding percep-
tions about who benefits from brands’ social media pres-
ence, and one question each regarding trust in the in-
formation provided by brands, public authorities, and
NGOs (such as Red Cross or Greenpeace) on social me-
dia. All the variables were assessed on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = totally disagree, 5 = totally agree). The eight
questions about the interest that brands show in people
on social media were operationalized as perceived orga-
nizational listening, as they captured elements related
to answering questions, paying attention to people’s
opinions, seeking feedback, taking an interest in user-
created content, and replying to comments, which have
been defined byMaben and Gearhart (2018) as organiza-
tional behaviors perceived as demonstrations of compe-
tent organizational listening. A summary variable, “per-
ceived organizational listening,” was formulated from
these eight variables. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to
test for internal consistency. The result (𝛼 = 0.924) indi-
cated good internal consistency.

The IBM SPSS Statistics software, version 24, was
used for the statistical analyses. The analyseswere based
on the ordinary least squares (OLS) models, and to test
hypotheses H1–H5, the following five variables were
used as an outcome variable: 1) Perceived benefits for
young people, generated by brand presence on social
media (Model 1, Table 3); 2) perceived benefits for
brands, generated by brand presence on social media
(Model 2, Table 3); 3) trust in brands (Model 3, Table 4);
4) trust in public authorities (Model 4, Table 4); and
5) trust in NGOs (Model 5, Table 4). Perceived organiza-
tional listening was used as the explanatory variable in
all fivemodels, all of which were adjusted by gender, age,
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daily use of socialmedia, place of residence, country, and
education level.

In a post hoc analysis, we tested whether trust in
brands, public authorities, and NGOs differed with re-
spect to the level of organizational listening (low, moder-
ate, high; Table 5). This was done by dividing the variable
of perceived organizational listening into tertiles (low,
moderate, and high), with each group containing a third
of the study sample. Thereafter, we tested whether the
level of organizational listening (low,moderate, high) was
related to trust in brands (Table 6, Model 1), public au-
thorities (Table 6, Model 2), and NGOs (Table 6, Model 3).

4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Evidence

The respondents’ background information is presented
in Table 1. All respondents aged 15–17 were Finnish, as
the data from the UK did not include participants under
the age of 18. In Finland 15–17-year-olds are allowed to
participate in online surveys without parental consent.

All the respondents were avid users of social media;
70% of them completely agreed with the statement that
social media were part of their everyday activity, while
only 5% completely disagreed with the statement.

The respondents seemed fairly skeptical about how
brands use social media to connect with them (see
Table 2). For instance, themean values of the statements
“brands on social media benefit me” and “brands on so-
cial media benefit brands” were 3.55 (SD 1.23) and 4.32
(SD 0.98), respectively. This suggests that the respon-
dents saw brand presence on social media asmostly ben-
eficial to the respective brands, perceiving themselves
as benefiting to a lesser extent. “They are only thinking
about themselves and their reputation,” one of the re-
spondents commented through an open-ended field, re-
ferring to brand presence on social media.

The respondents also perceived brands as being only
moderately interested in their opinions, experiences, rec-
ommendations, questions, and comments and as tak-
ing very little interest in the content that they have cre-
ated and shared. As one of the respondents explained,
“Brands are interested in the opinions of influencers
and people with high profiles more than your aver-
age person.’’

In terms of trust, the respondents seemed to trust in-
formation shared by public authorities (mean value 3.66,
SD 1.07) andNGOs (mean value 3.47, SD 1.08)more than
they trusted information shared by brands (mean value
3.16, SD 1.13).

Table 1. Respondent profiles (N = 1,534).

Variable % N

Age
15–17 12 191
18–20 44 676
21–24 44 667

Social media are part of my everyday activity (N = 1510)
Completely disagree 5 66
Partly disagree 3 49
Neutral 7 104
Partly agree 15 232
Completely agree 70 1059

Country
Finland 49 752
UK 51 782

Gender
Female 51 777
Male 48 743
Other 1 14

Place of residence
Major city 27 410
Big city 29 442
Small city 27 407
Rural are 18 275

Education
Elementary school/Middle school 13 192
High school/Vocational school 45 685
College/University 43 657
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of perceived organizational listening and the outcome variables of interest.

Variable Mean SD

The benefits of brand presence on social media
Brands on social media benefit me 3.55 1.23
Brands on social media benefit brands 4.32 0.98

Perceived organizational listening 1

I can influence brands by providing ideas for improvement and feedback 3.15 1.33
Brands are interested in my opinions 3.09 1.28
Brands are interested in my experiences 3.42 1.21
Brands are interested in my recommendations 3.10 1.29
Brands are interested in answering my questions 3.31 1.23
Brands are interested in responding to my comments 3.16 1.23
Brands are interested in photos I have shared 2.85 1.37
Brands are interested in videos I have shared 2.75 1.37

Trust in information shared on social media
I trust information from brands 3.16 1.13
I trust information from public authorities 3.66 1.07
I trust information from NGOs 3.47 1.08

Notes: 1 Perceived organizational listening was formulated from the eight variables listed above. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to test
the internal consistency of the variable, with the result (𝛼 = 0.924) indicating good internal consistency.

4.2. OLS Results

The OLS results based on the respondents’ perceptions
of the benefits of social media are presented in Table 3,
while Table 4 presents the results regarding trust in the
information that brands, public authorities, and NGOs
share on social media.

In terms of benefits, the results revealed that per-
ceived organizational listening was positively related to
the perceptions that brands on social media benefit

young people (Table 3, Model 1) and that brands on so-
cial media benefit brands (Table 3, Model 2). On average,
a one-unit increase in perceived organizational listening
was related to a 0.07-unit higher perception that brands
on social media benefit young people and a 0.02-unit
higher perception that brands on social media benefit
brands. Thus, H1 and H2 were supported.

The results further revealed that perceived organiza-
tional listening was positively related to trust in the infor-
mation that brands (Table 4, Model 3), public authorities

Table 3. Regression results for the perceived benefits.

Model 1 Model 2
Benefits me Benefits brands

Perceived organizational listening 0.07*** 0.02***
(0.004) (0.003)

Control variables
Age in years −0.02* −0.10

(0.013) (0.011)
Gender (female) −0.12** 0.11**

(0.059) (0.050)
Country (Finland) 0.15** −0.09

(0.066) (0.056)
Use of social media 0.29*** 0.34***

(0.029) (0.025)
Education 0.02 0.07

(0.051) (0.044)
Place of residence 0.01 0.01

(0.028) (0.024)
Adjusted R2 0.29 0.18
N 1277 1275

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant at least at the 1% (***), 5% (**), and 10% (*) levels.
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Table 4. Regression results for trust in brands, public authorities, and NGOs.

Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Trust in brands Trust in authorities Trust in NGOs

Perceived organizational listening 0.07*** 0.04*** 0.04***
(0.027) (0.003) (0.003)

Control variables
Age in years −0.01 0.01 −0.02

(0.012) (0.012) (0.013)
Gender (female) −0.07 0.11* 0.05

(0.054) (0.057) (0.057)
Country (Finland) −0.27*** 0.32*** −0.22***

(0.060) (0.063) (0.064)
Use of social media 0.03 0.20*** 0.13***

(0.027) (0.028) (0.028)
Education −0.06 0.02 0.05

(0.047) (0.050) (0.050)
Place of residence −0.02 0.01 −0.01

(0.026) (0.027) (0.027)
Adjusted R2 0.28 0.14 0.14
N 1270 1277 1268

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant at least at the 1% (***) and 10% (*) levels.

(Table 4, Model 4), and NGOs (Table 4, Model 5) share
on social media. On average, a one-unit increase in per-
ceived organizational listening was related to a 0.07-unit
higher trust in brands, a 0.04-unit higher trust in public
authorities, and a 0.04-unit higher trust in NGOs. Thus,
H3, H4, and H5 were also supported.

Interestingly, adding country as a control variable
showed significant differences in the respondents’ trust
in brands, public authorities, and NGOs. This is likely
explained by the fact that Finnish people have tradi-
tionally reported higher levels of institutional trust than
people from other European countries (“Survey: Finland
ranks,” 2018). The difference also seems to apply to this
age cohort.

4.3. Post Hoc Analysis

Tables 5 and 6 report the results of the post hoc anal-
ysis. It appears that trust in brands, public authorities,
and NGOs varied significantly with the level of perceived
organizational listening (Table 5). For instance, respon-
dents experiencing a low level of perceived organiza-

tional listening also reported lower trust in brands, pub-
lic authorities, and NGOs, while those experiencing a
high level of perceived organizational listening reported
higher levels of trust (p < 0.01).

Table 6 presents estimates regarding the relation-
ship between the level of perceived organizational lis-
tening and trust in the information shared by brands,
authorities, and NGOs on social media. For instance,
those with a low level of perceived organizational lis-
tening had an approximately 1.22-unit lower trust in
brands, a 0.57-unit lower trust in public authorities, and a
0.66-unit lower trust in NGOs compared with those with
a high level of perceived organizational listening.

Based on the results of the post hoc analysis, a group
of young people appeared to perceive that brands were
listening to them on social media and that they had a
higher feeling of trust in the information that brands,
public authorities, and NGOs shared on social media.
However, at the other end of the spectrum, there was
a group of young people who felt that brands were not
listening to them on social media. This latter group also
seemed to have difficulty trusting the information that

Table 5. Summary statistics: Trust in information shared by brands, public authorities, and NGOs on social media, with
perceived organizational listening tertiles (low, moderate, and high).

Perceived organizational listening Trust in brands Trust in authorities Trust in NGOs

Low 2.55 3.37 3.17
Moderate 3.10 3.64 3.40
High 3.81 3.97 3.88
F-test 167.05 33.91 50.19
P-value p < 0.01 p < 0.01 p < 0.01

Notes: Perceived organizational listening divided into tertiles: Low, moderate, and high. Each group contains a third of the study sample.
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Table 6. Regression results for trust in brands, public authorities, and NGOs. Reference category: Perceived organizational
listening, high.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Trust in brands Trust in authorities Trust in NGOs

Perceived organizational listening, low −1.22*** −0.57*** −0.66***
(0.070) (0.072) (0.072)

Perceived organizational listening, moderate −0.63*** −0.33*** −0.40***
(0.069) (0.071) (0.072)

Adjusted R2 0.22 0.11 0.11
N 1270 1277 1268

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant at least at the 1% (***) level. Perceived organizational listening divided
into tertiles: Low, moderate, and high. Each group contains a third of the study sample. Reference category: Perceived organizational
listening, high. The models were adjusted by gender, age, daily use of social media, place of residence, country, and education level.

brands and other organizations shared on social media.
This suggests polarization in terms of perceived organi-
zational listening and trust.

5. Conclusion

5.1. Discussion

This study has answered calls for more research on or-
ganizational listening and trust (Hung-Baesecke & Chen,
2020; Macnamara, 2018b). It contributes to the under-
standing on organizational listening and trust in informa-
tion shared on social media, the possible benefits of or-
ganizational listening, and perceptions regarding the or-
ganizational listening of young people within the age co-
hort of Generation Z.

The descriptive results showed that the respondents
were skeptical about the level of attention they received
from brands on social media. This supports the current
knowledge that maintains that organizations are often
unable to show signs of competent listening on social
media (Maben & Gearhart, 2018) and struggle with dia-
logue, especially when it comes to younger generations
(Avidar et al., 2013). It therefore seems that the “architec-
ture of listening” suggested byMacnamara (2016, 2018a,
2018b) remains wanting.

Organizational listening on social media was found
to be associated with the perception that brands’ so-
cial media presence benefits both the brands and young
people, although brands are currently perceived as ben-
efitting substantially more. The results support earlier
studies emphasizing that listening ensures that the in-
terests of both organizations and stakeholders are met
(Burnside-Lawry, 2012).

Further, the results showed that organizational listen-
ing was positively associated with trust in information
shared on social media. Interestingly, it also seems that
not only was organizational listening by brands on so-
cial media connected to trust in brands, but the percep-
tion of organizational listening by brands was also corre-
lated with trust in the information shared by other orga-
nizations, such as public authorities and NGOs. This in-

dicates that as young people perceive that their voices
are being heard online, including by commercial organi-
zations, they might be more inclined to trust different
kinds of organizations and the content that these organi-
zations share. It has been claimed that trust is contagious
(Bowden et al., 2017), highlighting the responsibility that
brands have on social media when it comes to listening
to young people. Maintaining dialogue is a central value
of democratic societies, and listening to young people
online can be understood as an important contribution
to societal benefits, such as increased trust (Macnamara,
2018b; Smith& Taylor, 2017). Individual experiencesmat-
ter collectively, as they may turn into more generalized
experiences of trust (Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005).

The results also showed a group of young peoplewho
seemed to perceive less organizational listening and ex-
perience less trust in the information that brands and
other organizations share on social media. An earlier
study on Millennials showed the different stances that
young people take toward organizations in social media:
While some actively build interaction with brands and or-
ganizations, others withdraw or completely avoid such
interaction (Rissanen & Luoma-aho, 2016). The same
seems to apply to Generation Z.

Canel and Luoma-aho (2019) have maintained that,
in the context of public organizations, citizens’ positive
experiences build further positive experiences and that
high levels of citizen trust serve as a breeding ground for
more trust, creating a kind of “virtuous circle of trust.”
At the same time, a “vicious circle of distrust” (Canel &
Luoma-aho, 2019) could be operating in the opposite di-
rection: Negative experiences and distrust can also in-
tensify. This raises the question of whether positive ex-
periences of organizational listening and higher levels of
trust can continue to reinforce each other and, thus, also
support participation and engagement. In the same vein,
negative perceptions of organizational listening and feel-
ings of distrust can also accumulate, possibly contribut-
ing to heightened polarization, division, and even with-
drawal from interaction on social media.

These developments could also manifest in the after-
math of the Covid-19 pandemic. Many in the Genera-
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tion Z cohort have demandedmore forceful action against
climate change, but they have seen very little response.
They are now witnessing how quickly governments and
the corporate world can act when faced with serious
threats, such as a pandemic. As a result, many young
people appear disappointed that a similar willingness to
act has not been matched in the area of climate change
(Margolin, 2020). These developments could affect their
future trust in governments and the corporate world.

As mentioned earlier, Olkkonen and Jääskeläinen
(2019) have framed corporate activism as “mobilizing
talk,” i.e., a phenomenon that brands often engage with
in order to build relationships with consumers and stake-
holders. If indeed positive experiences of organizational
listening, trust, and participation are intertwined, there
might also be room for an approach called “mobilizing
listening.” This would suggest that brands and organiza-
tions showing signs of active and competent listening
could potentially accelerate young people’s trust and,
therefore, contribute to their participation and engage-
ment online.

Noteworthy, however, is that this scenario repre-
sents an ideal state in the sense that the drivers of brands
are seldom individual or societal needs; instead, they are
financial gains. While Nike took a risk in its collaboration
with Colin Kaepernick to take a stand on an important
societal issue and faced criticism and even boycotts be-
cause of it, Nike’s sales were eventually boosted, and
their stock rose by 5% in the weeks following the launch
of the campaign (“Nike’s ‘dream crazy’ advert,” 2019).
The risk was, therefore, well calculated.

True dialogue includes reciprocity and responsive-
ness (Ciszek & Logan, 2018; Smith & Taylor, 2017), and
it seems that when it comes to Generation Z, brands
and organizations still have a long way to go. There
is an upward trend in young people’s expectations to-
ward brands and other organizations, juxtaposed with a
downward trend in trust. Young people want their voices
heard, and brands and organizations can play a role in
facilitating this societal need. By improving their com-
petence in listening on social media, brands and organi-
zations might not only themselves benefit, including in
terms of increased trust in them, but they might also in-
crease the perceived benefits of social media for young
people and, therefore, possibly even empower them.

5.2. Limitations and Future Studies

Although this study has several limitations, it also opens
up interesting avenues for further research. First, the
results only showed correlations, as opposed to causal
effects, between the variables. The effects of organi-
zational listening would be better observed, for exam-
ple, through an experimental design, wheremanipulated
conditions for listening (high level of listening versus low
level of listening) are presented to the respondents.

Also, the data were secondary in nature, i.e., not
originally gathered to study organizational listening.

Therefore, it is possible that the variables used to capture
organizational listening did not cover all aspects of what
is considered to be good and competent organizational
listening on social media. For instance, the dimension of
“pertinent response” (Maben&Gearhart, 2018)was lack-
ing from the variables used. A more carefully designed
measure for organizational listening should be used in
future studies to verify the results. Also, as all the vari-
ables were obtained through a self-reported online sur-
vey, some measurement errors may exist.

In addition, the questionnaire did not include differ-
ent types of perceived benefits. Within the context of
brands on socialmedia, these could include financial ben-
efits in terms of promotional codes, emotional benefits
in terms of contact and interaction with brand represen-
tatives or other social media users, or recreational bene-
fits in terms of entertaining or amusing content. Future
studies could look at the connections between perceived
organizational listening and the different types of per-
ceived benefits.

The study respondents fell exclusively between the
ages of 15 and 24, which means that the youngest rep-
resentatives of Generation Z were missing from the data.
Therefore, the results might not be applicable to the en-
tire age cohort of Generation Z. Further studies should
seek to include those who are currently 10–14 years old.

The fact that the respondents came from Finland and
the UK, both western democracies with relatively high
Internet access and social media use, also challenges the
representativeness of the study. The results might, there-
fore, not be applicable to the entire global Generation Z
population. A comparison with more countries could of-
fer insights into whether those in Generation Z have
more cross-country similarities or differences when it
comes to experiencing organizational listening and trust
on social media.

The differences in age and culture between the re-
spondents might also have affected the results. The
Finnish respondents were aged 15–24, while the UK re-
spondents were 18–24. Although the respondents’ age,
country, and place of residence were taken into ac-
count, a wide range of unobserved factors might have
remained. For example, Finnish people have tradition-
ally reported higher levels of trust in public institutions
(“Survey: Finland ranks,” 2018) than people from other
European countries, which might also have affected the
results. Future studies could look deeper, for example, at
whether different levels of polarization and transparency
in different societies affect the perceptions of trust in
information shared by brands and organizations on so-
cial media.

Finally, as this study is a snapshot, it is difficult to say
whether the perceptions of the respondents regarding
organizational listening and trust were connected with
their life stage or generation. This is something that only
longitudinal research can tell. In addition, the entire con-
cept of Generation Z can be questioned. Urwin and Parry
(2017), for example, have suggested that generations
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may actually be distinct points on a more general so-
cial journey as people become more accepting of differ-
ent ideas.
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