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Abstract: 
Everyone has the opportunity to voice their opinion on social media, and while AI is 

becoming more prevalent and indistinguishable from reality, honesty is perceived as a rarer 

commodity online than previously. Younger consumers sense the lack of honesty in brand 

social media communication and further indicate that they expect and prefer honest 

marketing practices. This paper addresses the gap between what Generation Z and Millenials 

expect from brands and how most brands currently do their social media marketing. Through 

a quantitative analysis of 200 participants, the study results indicate that honesty in social 

media marketing will boost engagement across Generation Z and Millenials. Further, it is 

found that the effect is partially explained by the consumer’s perception of warmth and 

competence of a company's social media posts. This paper hopes to inspire brands to increase 

their honesty in social media marketing, benefiting both themselves and the consumers. Thus, 

this research aims to contribute to generational studies and the literature on social media and 

ethical marketing while offering practical information for marketing professionals. 

 

Keywords: Honesty, Generation Z, Millennials, Social Media, Communication, Marketing & 

Branding Strategy 
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1.0 Introduction  

With all the information we want readily accessible online, it can be tempting to selectively 

choose the “truths” that align with our preconceptions. This phenomenon, commonly called 

post-truth, highlights a shift in consumer behavior, where emotions often outweigh factual 

evidence (Oxford Learners Dictionaries, 2024). However, interestingly, new generations are 

more invested in the search for truth than before (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). In response to 

these trends, the field of Public Relations is now prioritizing regaining trust in their 

communication channels. The director of the Arthur W. Page Center for Integrity in Public 

Communication at Penn State University suggests that honesty is essential in gaining trust 

and combatting a post-truth society (Bortree, 2017). Building upon this foundation, this paper 

explores the implications of honesty within marketing.     

 In today’s market landscape, there is an overall emphasis on transparency, ethical 

marketing, and sustainability (Singh, 2023) (Olynec, 2023). However, despite these 

initiatives, the prevalence of greenwashing, selective transparency, and increased false 

information have made honesty a rare commodity (Toffel, Z, & Marquis, 2016). Consumers 

are often primed with false or misleading information to benefit their counterparts (Meyvis & 

Janiszewski , 2002), and honesty is commonly used to reduce the negative consequences 

post-crisis by admitting mistakes and promising improvement. However, It could be argued 

that complete honesty can assist a company’s communication in the pre-purchase phase by 

creating connections with consumers and evoking positive emotions such as warmth.  

 Some companies have initiated a shift towards honesty and transparency through their 

products. An example is the Aura project that is spearheaded by the LVMH group (Aura 

blockchain consortium, 2024). Despite these initiatives, values of honesty and transparency 

have not been seen in marketing and communication efforts to reach potential consumers. As 

academics and industry workers alike are searching for new ways to connect with younger 

audiences, this paper focuses on the impact of honesty in company communication to attract 

and retain these new generations.         

 With the ongoing increase in global connectivity, scholars and industry experts 

suggest that generational shifts will play a pivotal role in shaping consumer behavior, 

potentially surpassing the influence of socioeconomic backgrounds (McKinsey & Company, 

2018). As Generation Z (Gen Z)  and Millennials (Gen Y) are becoming the major part of the 

digital population, companies must realign their marketing strategies to engage these 

audiences effectively. Therefore, it will be increasingly important to be able to separate the 
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generations and understand their differences and similarities to better target the chosen 

customer base.          

 Generation Z is characterized by a natural curiosity and a strong inclination towards 

seeking truth, often demonstrated by their tendency to cross-reference multiple sources before 

making decisions (Francis & Hoefel, 2018) (Markovitz, 2023). Conversely, studies suggest 

that Generation Y also prioritizes truthfulness from corporations, although they tend to 

exhibit a higher level of trust towards companies compared to Gen Z ( The Center for 

Generational Kinetics, LLC, 2020). Although there are similarities between the two 

generations, research implies generational differences, particularly in the degree of 

questioning the accuracy of information provided by corporations. Given the significance of 

these two generations in today’s market space highlighted in the literature, this paper’s main 

study is primarily focusing on Gen Z and Gen Y.      

 Given the projections that Generation Z will be the most important demographic in 

the near future (Mintel, 2023) (Qualtrics, 2022) (GenHQ, 2020), this paper is primarily 

focusing on this group, comparing their responses to those of Generation Y. The research 

aims to investigate whether honesty in social media marketing can serve as an effective 

method of communication to reach these generations. Although previous research has been 

conducted on the characteristics and traits of Gen Z and Y, few have focused on comparing 

the two groups. Further, honesty could be a beneficial strategy for companies to gain 

goodwill from stakeholders by acting ethically while also benefitting from attracting new 

customers.           

 Based on previous research on Gen Z, a theory is proposed that they will be attracted 

to honesty in a firm’s marketing and communication. The results will hopefully contribute to 

the literature on social media, marketing, branding, and Generation Z/Y, in addition to 

inspiring others to look more deeply into the topic of honesty as an important factor in the 

effectiveness of marketing efforts. Beyond academic contributions, the hope is that this 

research has the potential to provide valuable insights for industry practitioners in the field of 

marketing, as the paper is aimed at supporting managers in making informed decisions when 

building their social media strategies. The goal is also to open the door for honesty in 

marketing as an effective tool to reach younger generations.  
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1.1 Research Questions 
 

Specifically, the main study investigates the effectiveness of honesty as the primary element 

in companies' social media strategy, with Generation Y and Z serving as moderators. The 

research aims to address the following questions: 

1. Does honesty in social media marketing positively affect consumer response? 

2. Can honesty in social media marketing increase interest in brands? 

3. How do Generation Z and Y differ in their response to honesty in social media 

marketing efforts? 

2.0 Theoretical Development 
 
2.1 Honesty 
 

In today's digitally interconnected world, the amount of user-generated and especially AI-

generated content has created a diverse landscape where opinions are treated as facts, often 

blurring the lines between truth and fiction (Karanasios & Risius, 2024) (Bergignat, 2023). 

Due to this, companies frequently resort to distorting the truth to their advantage; a common 

example is video game advertisements on social media platforms such as Instagram 

(Appendix 2). Hiding information or choosing not to reveal certain aspects of products are 

common practices that could be attributed to the fear of being removed from consumers’ 

choice set. Therefore, it can be argued that honesty can be a valuable tool as a point of 

difference in a crowded competitive landscape. The impact of honesty on consumer 

perceptions of brands could vary widely, potentially eliciting both positive and negative 

responses. However, limited research has been done, so it is important to delve deeper into 

the role of honesty in marketing and its implications for consumer behavior.   

 Despite the limited literature specifically dedicated to honesty in marketing, there 

exist relevant streams of research such as ethical and green marketing (Polonsky & 

Rosenberger III, 2001), (Vocalelli & Dangelico, 2017), (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001), (Hunt, 

Wood, & Chonko, 1989). One could say that ethical marketing is a broader term that focuses 

on values and morals (Liew, 2023), while green marketing highlights the importance of 

sustainability (Polley, 2021). According to Edelman's annual trust study (Eledeman, 2024), 

transparency and honesty significantly impact consumer loyalty and brand choice. The 

report's results indicate that 86% of consumers believe that transparency is an important 
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consideration when choosing a brand and that 94% express higher loyalty to firms that 

exhibit complete openness. Moreover, 68% of participants expressed that a brand's honesty is 

crucial. Younger generations—Gen Z and Millennials in particular—are looking for 

businesses that are fundamentally honest, real, and reliable. These results highlight the 

increasing need for integrity and openness in today's interactions between brands and 

consumers (Eledeman, 2024).         

 The role of honesty in marketing is increasingly recognized as a significant factor in 

the competitive landscape, with potential implications for business growth, job security, and 

overall well-being. Honesty in marketing is also argued to be a strong competitive force 

alongside traditional ones, including product, quality, and price (Fagerhaug, 1998). Honest 

marketing is also predicted to increase growth, job security, and general well-being 

(Fagerhaug, 1998). Some literature revolves around the connection between honesty and 

well-being, and other research suggests that honesty, in general, at a large scale, leads to 

positive outcomes but that it can also strain social relationships (Le, 2022). Although the 

literature has not looked directly at the impact of honesty in marketing, the research seems to 

create a foundation for further studies on the topic.      

 The majority of research on honesty seems to be predominantly centered around the 

post-purchase stage, with a particular emphasis on variables such as customer loyalty 

(Eledeman, 2024). This emphasis may stem from the significance of being transparent and 

honest in the post-purchase stage, whether in addressing customer service, aftercare, or 

managing product returns and brand crises. However, as newer generations shift their 

expectations towards corporate conduct and truth ( The Center for Generational Kinetics, 

LLC, 2020), while misinformation is getting more common in a post-truth environment, it 

can be strategically important for companies to consider honesty as a pre-purchase tool.  

 Previous research leaves a gap in the possibility of negative effects of honesty in the 

pre-purchase stage, as most of the negative effects that have been analyzed have been related 

to crisis management or scandals. An example is the Volkswagen case, where the company 

had losses of up to 27.4 billion euros after a press release admitting their mistakes (Barth, 

Eckert, Gatzert, & Scholz, 2022). Considering this, one might also predict that there can be 

negative effects of being too honest in the pre-purchase stage as well. Revealing a company's 

weakness publically might keep customers away or lead existing customers to wait for other 

opportunities to make purchases. Further, as honesty can strain social relationships (Le, 

2022), the same might be true for transactional ones. Other research has been done on the 

negative effects of too much transparency, which reveal that it can lead to blaming culture, 
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increase distrust, increase cheating, and spark resistance (De Cremer, 2016). However, the 

research does not consider the pre-purchase phase but rather focuses on internal company 

affairs.            

 As limited research has been conducted with honesty in marketing as the primary 

focus, a qualitative approach was chosen to define honesty through in-depth interviews with 

peers and industry professionals. The interviews were conducted on the phone and Facetime, 

with new participants recruited until a pattern could be seen in the answers. To ensure a 

diverse range of perspectives, including Gen Z and Y, the mean age of the interviewees was 

39, with a median age of 24. The gender sample consisted of 3 males and 2 females. Each 

participant was asked three open-ended questions. Firstly, they were asked to define honesty 

in a general context. Secondly, they were asked to define honesty specifically in the context 

of advertising. Finally, they were asked to provide an example from memory. To make the 

setting feel comfortable, the conversations were conducted in Norwegian, the native language 

of the participants, with slight modifications to the framing based on who was interviewed.

 To assist the reader in understanding the concept, four examples of honesty in 

marketing are visualized in the table below. These elements serve as the measurement in the 

pre-study when checking if the social media posts used as stimuli are perceived as honest. 

 

Figure 1: Elements of honesty 
 

 
 
Based on the answers received (Appendix 1), the consensus was that honesty could be 

defined as “speaking the truth to avoid false claims and exaggerations”.  
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2.2 Social Media 
 

Social media has become the primary means of communication, with over 60% of the world’s 

population using some form of social media (Chaffey, 2024). With apps such as TikTok, X, 

and Instagram, the majority of consumers now have the chance to be heard and voice their 

opinions, facilitating both true and false information. Further, an experiment concluded that 

social media companies unintentionally encourage users to share false information due to the 

reward system based on engagement (Allen, 2023). It has also become a home for younger 

generations as they spend more time on social media than before. In 2022, 38% of Generation 

Z spent more than four hours on social media daily (Statista, 2022).  

 Current research implies that the glamour of being perceived as perfect is less trendy, 

and authenticity and realness are more relevant on social media platforms today (McLeod, 

2023). The findings suggest that consumers are increasingly wary of overly polished or 

deceptive advertising tactics, signaling an opportunity for brands to leverage honesty to 

improve engagement and effectiveness. The attention span of younger generations, especially 

Gen Z, is shorter, and they enjoy the endless stream of short-form content on social media 

(Mckinsey, 2022). Thus, it is increasingly important to find new strategies to attract the 

interest of younger consumers. Honesty in a company's marketing efforts is especially 

interesting in social media because it can be crucial in capturing and retaining Gen Z 

customers’ attention, particularly when the landscape is crowded with misinformation. 

 Additional studies indicate that components like eye-catching details, celebrity 

endorsements, and emotional appeal significantly influence the willingness of customers to 

make purchases through social media marketing (Sriram, 2021). In a space where 

misinformation is common, honesty could be an effective tool to create an emotional 

connection with the consumers. Academics have also found indications that customers are far 

more open to being influenced by a message delivered by an individual they can relate to or 

feel a connection with (Belch, 2012). Thus, In the next section, it is argued that being honest 

can lead to a sense of warmth, which might help humanize the brand and its message, making 

it relatable to the audience and more impactful. Further research finds that customers' 

perception of the value of social media advertising is positively influenced by its 

informativeness, entertainment value, and credibility. This, in turn, positively affects the 

intent to make an online purchase (Van-Tien Dao, 2014). Honesty might improve a brand's or 

product's credibility by showing confidence in its offerings, which could mean that similar 

effects can be found.            
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The literature on social media highlights the importance of credibility, creating emotional 

connections, and the trend of being “real” and authentic. Based on these findings, honesty 

could lead to more effective social media marketing as it aligns with previous findings and 

current trends. Thus, the first hypothesis is: 

 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Honesty in social media marketing will positively affect its engagement. 

 

2.3 Warmth and Competence  
 

Motivating why honesty can be effective in social media marketing, this effectiveness may be 

partly due to consumers perceiving a signal of warmth from an honest social media post. 

Research reveals that brands are more likely to elicit good feelings in customers, boost 

consumer engagement, create loyalty, and increase purchase intention when the brand is 

warm and competent (Aaker, Garbinsky, & Vohs, 2012). Further, brands should aim to 

balance being perceived as warm and competent. This balance will emphasize the human and 

professional side of the company, which in turn results in a well-rounded brand image (Aaker, 

Garbinsky, & Vohs, 2012). Research also found that people seen as competent most of the 

time can elicit some incompetent behavior without negatively affecting the impression of 

being competent overall (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2006). The effect could indicate that if a 

firm is seen as competent in its marketing efforts, displaying its weakness through honesty 

does not necessarily mean that consumers would then perceive the firm as less competent 

overall. Further, warmth is judged before competence and is more important when creating 

behavioral reactions (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2006). Because warmth is the most important of 

the two for behavioral reactions, it might also be the strategically most productive element to 

utilize when creating social media engagement and effectiveness of marketing efforts. 

 Based on recent research in social cognition, on one hand, the warmth dimension is 

the traits related to perceived intent. These traits include friendliness, helpfulness, sincerity, 

trustworthiness, and morality (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2006), as well as being kind, friendly, 

and approachable (Wang, Mao, Li, & Liu, 2016). On the other hand, competence reflects 

traits that relate to perceived ability. This includes intelligence, skill, creativity, and efficacy 

(Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2006). Based on these elements, one can make the connection 

between honesty and warmth. The connection with competence might be weaker, however, 

honesty in marketing can be looked upon as creative.      



 

Page 10 of 36 
 

Based on the attributes previous research has connected to perceived warmth, this paper 

theorizes that honesty and warmth are conceptually similar from a consumer’s point of view. 

 

Figure 2: Elements of Honesty and Warmth 
 

 
 

By “speaking the truth to avoid false claims and exaggerations”, a company might create a 

sense of warmth. When a company communicates honestly, it shows genuine concern for its 

audience, fostering trust and respect. By prioritizing honesty, the company might be 

perceived as a reliable partner, thus humanizing the brand and making it seem warm from the 

consumer's point of view. In essence, this paper predicts that honesty builds meaningful 

relationships between the brand and the consumer by cultivating a feeling of warmth. 

Because a similar connection between honesty and competence is not seen, this effect can be 

assumed to be less prominent.         

 Although the previous literature on warmth and competence is conducted with a focus 

on consumers and branding, this paper contributes to the literature by connecting honesty 

with the sense of warmth. The connection between honesty and warmth is prominent through 

their attributes and definitions, which is why it can be predicted that the feeling of warmth 

can be a reason why honesty might positively affect social media marketing performance.  
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Thus, the second hypothesis is: 

 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Honesty in social media marketing will positively affect its engagement 

by evoking a feeling of warmth. 

 

2.4 Generation Z 
 

Although different generations seem to have the same perception of what honesty is, they 

might react differently to honest communication on social media. In other words, there might 

be differences in how they interpret honesty on social media and how they react to it. Thus, 

the question of whether there are generational differences in the demand for honesty is 

proposed. This section of the paper looks at the existing research on Gen Z and argues why 

Gen Z, in particular, is an interesting case for honesty in marketing on social media. It is 

essential to consider generational differences because Gen Z and Gen Y are the two largest 

populations on social media platforms (Dixon, 2021). Consequently, a firm’s marketing 

efforts might have different effects depending on which generation sees the post.   

 The first stand-out characteristic of Generation Z is their search for truth. This is the 

highlight of a McKinsey and Box1824 study in 2018. Their survey revealed that most of the 

core traits of Gen Z are anchored in their search for truth. The findings highlight that the 

generation is more pragmatic and analytical in their decision-making. Gen Z cares not only 

about what they consume but the very act of consumption (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). Mike 

Proulx, VP research director, also agrees with the findings as he proposes that Gen Z, 

especially, are demanding and searching for truth. Proulx comments that the generation lives 

in a time where truth is under siege, and therefore, Gen Z’s are naturally more skeptical until 

they are assured that they share the same values as their counterparts (Proulx, 2021). 

Therefore, honesty in social media marketing might fit well with Gen Z’s search for truth. In 

line with the skeptical behavior, another McKinsey report found that Gen Z and Gen Y are 

the two generations that are most likely to try to protect their digital behavior. This includes 

actions such as deleting data after use and paying for better online security (Mckinsey, 2022).

 Further, Hootsuite found that 61% of Gen Z consumers will pay more for a brand they 

trust and that 71% will recommend a brand they trust despite mistakes the brand has made 

(Martin, 2022). The finding is particularly relevant when compared to that 83% of Gen Z are 

making purchases on social media, and 87% want a personalized experience (Martin, 2022). 

Honesty in a firm’s marketing efforts could lead to a sense of trust and might be deemed 
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more effective for Gen Z as they enjoy shopping through social media.    

 Current research indicates that compared to Gen Y, Gen Z is more realistic and ethical 

and prioritizes uniqueness. They are also digital natives and have a higher social media 

presence (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). Brands that elicit honesty in a space that is perceived to 

be crowded by lies might come off as unique and friendly in Gen Z’s eyes. Therefore, the 

effect could be more appealing to the generation. Younger consumers seek brands that 

provide a sense of truth and trust, in addition to any potential benefits that may result from 

doing so. Although being honest about the weaknesses of a product can be a risk, being 

upfront about them might not be as much of an issue for Gen Z as Gen Y due to their 

obsession with truth and the importance of being ethical. Further, due to the generational 

traits previously discussed, Gen Z might be more sensitive to honesty than older generations. 

Given the trend of prioritizing authenticity and truthfulness among Gen Z consumers, it is 

also theorized that the inclusion of honesty in social media marketing will resonate with them 

more than others, thereby potentially resulting in an increase in marketing effort effectiveness 

for Gen Z compared to Gen Y. Thus, the third and final hypothesis is: 

 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): The effect of honesty on social media marketing engagement will be 

stronger if seen by Generation Z compared to Y. 

 

2.5 Theoretical Model 
 

To conclude the theoretical development, honesty has traditionally been primarily associated 

with post-purchase interactions or crisis management strategies within the field of marketing. 

However, honesty could also be valuable in the pre-purchase phase. Honesty can be utilized 

in a positive light by, for example, conveying that you “own” your mistakes or are aware of 

your value offering. This paper assumes the effect to be particularly relevant within the 

context of social media marketing. Further, it can be argued that honesty can lead to a feeling 

of warmth, which mediates its effect on a firm’s marketing efforts. Lastly, due to generational 

differences, it is predicted that Generation Z and Y can serve as moderators of honesty’s 

impact on social media marketing effectiveness.  
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Figure 3: Theoretical Model 

 
 

3.0 Method 
 

An experimental approach was taken to test the hypotheses, utilizing a survey-based 

methodology for data collection. Statistical analysis of the gathered quantitative data was 

conducted using IBM SPSS. First, a pilot study was conducted to determine if the main 

study's stimuli and conditions (honest vs. control) were valid for use. Then, the main study 

was conducted to gather the complete data needed to analyze and test the research questions 

and hypotheses. 

 

3.1 Pilot-Study 
 

The pilot study was conducted to test two sets of stimuli options to find the most effective 

one for the main study. It also tested whether the four attributes of honesty were reliable. The 

survey was created using Qualtrics, and results were gathered from 35 respondents (26 male, 

8 female, 1 non-binary). The mean age of the population was 27 (SD = 9.4). The standard 

deviation indicates that on average, individual observations deviate from the mean by about 

9.4 years. Further, the population is skewed positively, with a statistic of 2.808, showing that 

most participants are younger than the mean. Therefore, the participants’ ages should be 

similar to those in the main study (Gen Z and Gen Y) (Appendix 3).   

 The questionnaire presented two sets of pictures as stimuli under both conditions 

(honest vs. control). The participants were asked to review the stimuli based on the attributes 
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previously created from the previous in-depth interviews (true statements, realistic portrayals, 

recognizing limitations, avoiding deceptive claims) and rate them on a Likert scale of 1 – 9 

(e.g., “To what extent do you think the company is recognizing its limitations”; 1 = not at all; 

9 = very much). A reliability analysis was run on IBM SPSS to see if the scale was efficient 

enough to be used; the results showed Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.494 and 0.532. 

 Analyzing the results with a one-way ANOVA, stimuli 1 showed no significant 

difference between the honest and control pictures, F(1,33) = 0.546, p = 0.465, η² = 0.16. The 

reason could be that both images show a customer review, thus making both feel honest. 

Consequently, the mean responses showed a score below 5, meaning both pictures were seen 

as more honest than not (Appendix 4). Stimuli 2 proved to be useful and significant, F(1,33) 

= 7.908, p = 0.008, η² = 0.193. Thus, the honest and control image had a real perceived 

difference. The mean of the control condition was > 5, and < 4 for the honest condition with 

acceptable low standard deviations (SD_Gen Z = 1.64, SD_Gen Y = 1.22) (Appendix 5). 

Thus, the conclusion was that stimuli 2 would be used for the main study.  

 
3.2 Main Study 
 

The main study was created on Qualtrics. Firstly, To avoid collecting data from bots or 

unserious participants, an attention check question was added at the beginning of the survey 

(e.g., “This is an attention check. Ignore the question below, and slide the scale to the number 

20 to continue the survey.”) if the participants failed in doing this, the survey was ended. 

 Secondly, the participants were presented with the stimuli that were proven effective 

by the pilot study. The stimuli were randomized between two conditions (Honest Instagram 

post vs. Regular Instagram post) (appendix 5). The participants were then asked several 

questions regarding engagement, warmth, competence, and other characteristics. They were 

asked to rate their agreement on a 9-point Likert scale (e.g., “I would comment on this post”; 

1 = strongly disagree; 9 = strongly agree) in a matrix. The measure of engagement included 

liking, commenting, sharing, and clicking in to look at the profile. The measuring of warmth 

and competence was adapted from two previous pieces of research (warmth: friendliness, 

trustworthiness (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2006) , kind, approachable (Wang, Mao, Li, & Liu, 

2016) (competence: reliable, competent, capable, sincere (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2006)). 

Other questions included asking the participants if they enjoyed the post and if they found the 

post humorous, as well as another attention check (e.g., “Please click on strongly agree”).

 Lastly, the participants were asked general questions including their age, gender, if 
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they use social media, and a few more statements on honesty (e.g., "Honesty in company 

communication is important to me on social media"; 1 = strongly disagree; 9 = strongly 

agree). In the end, an open-ended question was included, and the participants were asked to 

recall a social media advertisement that made an impression on them. The open-ended 

question was meant to see if any new interesting leads for limitations or future research on 

the topic could be found.          

  The study was conducted on 200 participants in total, with 188 remaining after 

importing the data to IBM SPSS and cleaning for bots and poor responses (Male 55%, 

Female 45%). The participants were originally split evenly between Generation Z and Y, and 

after cleaning the dataset, it remained relatively balanced (N = 87, N = 101). The total mean 

age was 30, with the most participants between 22 and 38 (SD = 8). Data collection was done 

through “Connect, powered cloud research” with an estimated time of 3 minutes and target 

specifications of age (Gen Z, Gen Y) and language (English). 

 

Figure 4: Age of participants 

 

4.0 Results 
 
After exporting the data into IBM SPSS, multiple analyses were conducted to test the three 

hypotheses. Firstly, the main effect (ANOVA) was tested, followed by a mediation (model 4) 

and moderation (model 1) analysis (Process Regression by Andrew F. Hayes). Lastly, 

multiple analyses were used to answer the research questions by reviewing differences 

between Gen Z vs. Gen Y and Honest vs. Regular posts (ANOVA, Linear Regression). To 

assist in understanding the results, the coding of the “generations” and “condition” variables 

are presented in figure 5. 
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Figure 5: Variable coding 

 
 

4.1 Main Effect 
 

To test the first hypothesis (H1): “Honesty in social media marketing will positively affect its 

engagement”, an ANOVA analysis was used to check for a significant difference between the 

means. The analysis has a non-significant result for the Levenes test, which shows that the 

homogeneity of variance assumption is met (p = 0.543). Further, the results show a 

significant difference between the honest and control conditions on engagement of the 

Instagram post, F(1,186) = 9.106, p = 0.003, η² = 0.047. The results indicate that the honest 

condition (M = 4.52, N = 95) was more effective than the control condition (M = 3.67, N = 

93) due to the higher mean response on the engagement variable. 

Thus, the study finds support for the hypothesis that honesty in social media marketing 

positively affects engagement (Appendix 6). 

 

4.2 Mediation Effect 
 

The mediation analysis aims to answer the hypothesis (H2): “Honesty in social media 

marketing will positively affect its engagement by evoking a feeling of warmth”. To assess 

the mediating role of warmth in the relationship between honesty and social media post 

engagement, Andrew F. Hayes's Model 4 Process Regression was run.  

Firstly, there is a significant indirect effect of β = 0.3527, SE = 0.16, 95% CI: (0.02; 

0.69), suggesting that honesty affects participants’ engagement by evoking a feeling of 

warmth. Furthermore, the direct effect of honesty on engagement in presence of the mediator 

was also found to be significant (β = 0.4832, SE = 0.2275, p = 0.035). Lastly, the total effect 

size is positive (β = 0.8404). The analysis indicates that a complimentary mediation with 

warmth partially mediating the relationship between honesty and social media post 

engagement. Thus, the analysis finds support for H2 (Appendix 7). The summary of the 

mediation analysis is presented in figure 7 below. Due to the relationship between honesty 

and competence, it was also tested as a possible mediator. The results were relatively similar, 

as shown in the full summary of results in figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Mediation by Warmth 

 
 
 
 
4.3 Moderation Effect 
 

To test for a moderation effect (H3): “The effect of honesty on social media marketing 

engagement will be stronger if seen by Generation Z compared to Y”, the Model 1 Process 

Regression by Andrew F. Hayes was used. The results indicate that only a 0.83% change in 

social media post engagement is accounted for by the three variables “honesty, generation, 

interaction”, R² = 0.0838, F(3,184) = 5.61, p = 0.0011. Furthermore, the model shows no 

significant interaction effect (p = 0.6621), suggesting that generations do not moderate the 

relationship between honesty and social media marketing engagement, thus rejecting H3 

(Appendix 8). 

 

Figure 7: Moderation Effect 
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4.4 Honest vs. Regular Post 
 
As established for the main effect, the results indicate that honesty increases engagement for 

the social media post (β = 0.840, t = 3.018, p = 0.003). However, there is no significant 

difference between the honest condition and the control condition when it comes to the 

question "I would be interested in the company", F(1,186) = 1.363, p = 0.245, η² = 0.007, the 

same applies when asked if the participants would apply to work at the company presented in 

the stimuli, F(1,186) = 1.299, p = 2.56, η² = 0.002.  Even though these results indicate that 

honesty in marketing does not increase interest in a company, the study revealed some results 

that might seem contradictory. There was a significant difference between the groups when 

asked if they would look at the Instagram profile (“I would look at the Instagram profile”; 1 = 

strongly disagree; 9 = strongly agree), with the mean of the honest condition being higher 

than the control condition, M = 5.5, F(1,186) = 7.572, p = 0.007, η² = 0.039. This might be 

attributed to the honest condition being found more humorous than the control condition (β = 

1.564, t. 4.282, p = <0.001). There was also a significant difference between the groups on 

whether they believed other people around their age would like the post, F(1,186) = 9.368, p 

= 0.003, η² = 0.048. However, again, the mean was moderate but higher for the honest 

condition (M = 5.2). The data indicate that although honesty increases social media 

engagement, it does not seem to create a considerable boost in terms of interest in the 

company itself (Appendix 9). 

 

4.5 Gen Z vs. Gen Y 
 
Both generations answer that honesty in company communication is important on social 

media ("scale 1 = strongly disagree; 9 = strongly agree", M = 7 ). Further, they also indicate 

that they expect companies to be fully honest in their digital communication (M = 6), and 

lastly, both Gen Z and Gen Y agree that companies generally are not very honest on social 

media (M = 4). An ANOVA analysis indicates that Gen Z (M = 4.5, SD = 2.00) shows more 

engagement compared to Gen Y (M = 3.7, SD = 1.84), F(1,186) = 7.00, p = 0.009, η² = 0.036. 

Through a two-way ANOVA analysis, the results indicate that Gen Z (M = 4.85, SD = 1.79) 

shows higher engagement in the honest condition than Gen Y (M = 4.23, SD = 1.85). For the 

control condition, Gen Z also remains more engaged (M_GenZ = 4.14, M_GenY = 3.28). The 

results can be interpreted as Gen Z generally being more engaged than Gen Y and that the 

honest social media post improved engagement for both generations. No other results were 
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significant, indicating that the generations seem to be similar in their responses to the other 

variables tested. The key finding is that Generation Z demonstrates higher engagement levels 

than Generation Y, with both groups showing increased engagement in response to honest 

social media posts. In contrast, other tested variables showed no significant differences 

between the two generations (Appendix 10). 

 

Figure 8: Summary of findings 
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5.0 Discussion 
 
Based on this paper’s study, it is clear that honesty positively affects social media marketing 

engagement. The results indicate that warmth partially mediates this relationship, meaning 

that honest posts tend to attract more engagement partially due to being perceived as warm. 

Unexpectedly, the same effect was found but on a weaker scale for competence, meaning that 

the brand may be perceived as more warm and competent through honest marketing. 

Interestingly, It was discovered that different generations respond similarly to honesty in 

social media posts, refuting the expectation of generational differences, meaning no 

significant moderation effect was found. However, while honesty boosts engagement, it does 

not necessarily lead to increased interest in the company. Notably, Generation Z exhibits 

higher engagement levels than Generation Y overall, while honesty increases engagement for 

both. The results indicate support for H1 and H2, but not for H3.  

 

5.1 Contributions 

 

Although there is room for further improvements and exploration of this study, the hope is 

that the results can inspire other academics to see the value of honesty in social media 

marketing. The results confirm the findings of the annual trust study in that younger 

generations are searching for more honesty (Eledeman, 2024) and expand on the research 

with the finding that honesty seems to be as relevant for the pre-purchase phase as the post-

purchase. The results of the main study highlight the potential impact honesty can have on 

engagement. It also contributes to the literature on warmth and competence for branding 

strategies, as results indicate a perception of warmth and competence by using honesty as a 

pre-purchase marketing tool. By uncovering the role of warmth and competence as partial 

mediators between honesty and engagement, concepts from social psychology are integrated 

into marketing theory, hopefully broadening our understanding of consumer behavior in 

digital contexts. Further, it may inspire future research into the effectiveness of honest 

communication strategies, which could eventually contribute to sustainable and ethical 

marketing practices. Hopefully, this paper can be an example of how to conduct ethical 

marketing through honesty to benefit both consumers and corporations. 
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5.2 Limitation and Future Research 

 

The choice of stimuli might explain the effect of honesty increasing engagement but not 

company interest. Even though the Instagram post that was shown to the participants 

reflected honesty, it lacks elements such as storytelling to create a deeper emotional 

connection and interest in the brand (Crespo, Ferreira, & Cardoso , 2022). Incorporating 

honesty in social media post storytelling could be valuable for future research as it might 

improve engagement and company interest. Further, previous literature on social media 

indicates that credibility can lead to purchase intention (Van-Tien Dao, 2014); these results 

were not reflected in this paper’s study but might be worth further investigating as honesty 

might make a firm more credible.         

 The non-significant moderation effect observed in the study may be attributed to the 

relatively narrow age range of participants, primarily clustered between 22 and 38 years old. 

A larger-scale study encompassing more participants within Gen Z and Y could introduce a 

wider standard deviation in participant ages, potentially yielding more diverse responses. 

With a greater variation in age, a new study may uncover significant moderation effects that 

were not shown in the findings of this paper’s study. Thus, expanding the participant pool 

could provide deeper insights into how both generations interact with social media marketing 

efforts.           

 While considering potential moderators of the observed effects, previous research was 

also explored on how market entry order moderates the effectiveness of a firm’s competitive 

tactics (Covin, Slevin, & Heeley, 2000). One could theorize that the effectiveness of using 

honesty in marketing might change based on whether a company is a market leader or a 

follower. Consumers and stakeholders have higher expectations from market leaders 

(Teichner, Jacobs, & Alldredge, 2021) (Peterson, 2023), which might lead to a changed effect 

of honesty in marketing compared to when a consumer has lower expectations of a brand. 

 Including market followers and leaders as moderators for future research is also 

interesting because results can vary among generations. Market leaders may appeal to some 

Gen Y customers due to their reputation and trustworthiness (Live Well, 2023). The older 

generation may also be drawn to industry-leading brands because of their reputation for 

quality and innovation (CFI, N/A). It could be argued that Gen Z will prefer market 

followers, particularly those who are perceived as competitors or disruptors in their sector 

(Shaw, N/A). Market followers frequently present themselves as alternatives to the 

mainstream, appealing to Gen Z's individualism and uniqueness-seeking nature (Hirose, 
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2022). Thus, market entry order could provide valuable insight for future research and studies 

on the topic of generations and honesty in social media marketing and build upon the results 

of this paper.          

 Lastly, the stimuli used in the main study were made to replicate Instagram picture 

posts specifically; previous research has shown that engagement varies depending on the 

social media platform used (Babin , et al., 2020). One suggestion for future research could be 

to examine the relationship between how generations interact with honesty across social 

media platforms. Further, it could also be valuable to study if there are any differences based 

on the post format (video, image, text). The scale used to measure the perceived honesty of 

the stimuli in the pre-test was suboptimal, as indicated by the reliability analysis (alpha = 

0.494, 0.532). This might have weakened the results of the main study; thus, it can be 

recommended to optimize the “honesty scale” or develop a new scale that can be used to 

conduct more accurate research on the topic in the future. To increase the real-life 

implications of this paper’s study, future researchers could also be recommended to utilize 

real A/B testing with advertisements on social media. These avenues for future research could 

improve this study’s limitations and expand the results into more applicable findings for real-

life scenarios and use.  

 

5.3 Managerial Implications 

 

The paper was made with the hopes of contributing not only to academics but also to industry 

professionals, which is why this last section is dedicated to managerial implications and 

resources that marketing professionals can use as inspiration for new strategies and ideas. 

 Emphasizing honesty in social media marketing could drive user interaction and meet 

audience expectations for honesty. The results of this paper indicate that utilizing honesty in 

firms’ pre-purchase social media strategy can increase engagement for both Generation Z and 

Y. Being honest seems to evoke a sense of warmth and competence, which benefits any 

brand; therefore, being honest in social media marketing should benefit the majority of 

companies across industries. If a company is looking to increase awareness and reach a 

broader audience, it can be helpful to tailor the social media marketing strategies to appeal to 

Generation Z. Gen Z tends to show higher engagement, meaning that effectively targeting 

them can increase the likelihood of a social media post going viral. Going viral results in a 

significant boost in awareness and reach. Being overly honest can also result in the post being 
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perceived as humorous; if this aligns with a brand’s image or identity, it could be a valuable 

tool to catch the attention of Generation Z and Y.       

 As honesty in social media marketing efforts increases the likelihood of exploring a 

company's profile, it should be recommended for a firm to ensure that the profile is engaging 

and reflects the honest messaging in the post. In other words, brands should have a holistic 

approach to honesty in marketing, ensuring consistent communication across posts, profiles, 

and platforms. Honesty improves engagement across Generation Z and Y, suggesting that a 

consistent strategy focusing on honesty can be effective across different generations. 

However, honesty should not be the only tool used if targeting a specific generation. 

Therefore, complementing honest messaging with other user-target strategies should be 

recommended to maximize effectiveness. Further, while honesty boosts engagement and the 

likelihood of profile views, it does not significantly increase interest in the company. 

Therefore, one should combine honest marketing with other strategies to enhance the 

effectiveness of the marketing efforts. The critical insights for industry professionals are 

represented in the table below. 

 

Figure 9: Managerial key insights 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1 - Honesty In-depth Interview: 

Note: The interview was conducted in Norwegian. Answers are manually translated into 

English. 

 
 

Appendix 2 – False game advertisement: 
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Appendix 3 – Pre Test Descriptive Statistics: 

 
 

Appendix 4 – Pre Test Stimuli 1 Results: 
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Appendix 5 – Pre Test Stimuli 2 Results: 
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Appendix 6 – Main effect (H1) results: 
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Appendix 7 – Mediation (H2) results: 
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Appendix 8 – Moderation (H3) results: 

 
 

Appendix 9 – Honest vs Control group results: 
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Appendix 10 – Gen Z vs Gen Y results: 
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