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A B S T R A C T   

The current exploratory endeavour sets out to scrutinize the relationships between the corporate social re
sponsibility (CSR) approach of fashion companies, their strategic CSR communication, corporate reputation, and 
consumers’ propensity towards buying sustainable products. The study elaborates on consumers’ perspective on 
these variables, comparing two-time frameworks, before and after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
empirical research was performed on 977 Millennials and Gen Zers, thus extending previous studies based on the 
generational theory. Emphasis was placed on the fashion sector as one of the industries most challenged by the 
pandemic, with Italy being one of the most affected European countries. Scrutiny relied on a questionnaire-based 
survey; data being processed via structural equation modelling (SEM) technique. The findings reveal that con
sumers attach great importance to the social and environmental sustainability practices applied by companies (i. 
e., circular economy issues, location of apparel production, organic production of raw materials, pollution 
generated during production, respect of workers’ rights and health, and use of recycled materials) and to the 
attributes of targeted products, even since the spread of the virus. The empirical evidence has substantive im
plications for scholars, professionals, and companies, urging that sustainability priorities are critical to favour
able consumer behaviour, and implicitly to business survival.   

1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only caused a new economic 
recession but has also forced all countries to take extreme decisions to 
contain the virus, to the point where “business as usual” is no longer 
possible. The pandemic requires businesses to think outside the box, to 
draw on their own resources and creativity, and to be resilient, dynamic, 
and proactive, adapting classic business models or developing new ones 
(Alexandru et al., 2020; Bratianu, 2020; Bratianu and Bejinaru, 2020; Qi 
et al., 2020; Fasan et al., 2021). In line with Taleb’s (2008) conceptu
alization, the global pandemic has emerged as a “black swan”, pro
foundly challenging expectations, exerting a dramatic impact at 

multiple levels, and prompting various actors (i.e., people, communities, 
and organizations) to find suitable explanations and approaches for 
rapid adaptation. 

Faced with the unprecedented circumstances generated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we are all challenged to find suitable adaptive and 
future-oriented solutions to fight the systemic multilevel crisis generated 
by the virus outbreak (Alvarez et al., 2020; Delaporte and Pena, 2020; 
Hasanat et al., 2020; Reeves et al., 2020; Scott et al., 2020; Bratianu and 
Bejinaru, 2021; Cegarra-Navarro et al., 2021; Fasan et al., 2021; Nem
țeanu and Dabija, 2021). Focusing on the economic impact of the 
pandemic, most companies, regardless of their size or sector, have been 
forced to rethink and readjust their strategies, especially concerning 
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