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Social media and digital engagement are radically changing the way 
Americans interact with social issues. This new frontier puts individuals 
in the driver’s seat to learn about, donate and advocate for issues they 
feel passionate about. The 2014 Cone Communications Digital  
Activism Study reveals Americans are primed for participation. With a 
simple click of a button, they are inviting different issues and  
organizations into their everyday lives. They are looking to digital  
channels to not only have their voices heard, but more importantly, to 
have a meaningful impact. 
 
Digital has also uprooted traditional giving. What was once year-end 
check writing, is now yearlong giving – whenever the call to action is 
compelling and urgent. Armed with smart phones and tablets,  
individuals can crowdfund for a neighbor in need, contribute to a  
fledgling social enterprise or donate just minutes after a disaster.  
This seismic shift is game-changing for the nonprofit sector and  
corporate fundraising efforts.
 
Yet, there’s no silver bullet to engaging audiences through digital.  
This research reveals marked differences between demographics,  
each one with unique drivers, preferred channels and types of engage-
ment. Millennials and Hispanics may be leading the way with increased 
participation levels, but each and every audience requires a thoughtful 
approach and portfolio of options to get involved. Organizations need 
to hyper-focus their content, channel and call-to-action to  
break through. 

DIGITAL IS MAKING A DIFFERENCE

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
The 2014 Cone Communications 
Digital Activism Study presents 
the findings of an online survey 
conducted August 21-26, 2014 
by Toluna among a demograph-
ically representative sample of 
1,212 adults, comprising 583 
men and 629 women 18 years 
of age and older. The margin of 
error associated with a sample of 
this size is ± 3% at a 95% level 
of confidence.

Americans are primed and ready to make 
an impact - all it takes is a click of a button. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF DIGITAL
It’s time to throw the term “slacktivist” to the curb. 
Americans see online channels as not only a powerful way 
to voice their support of social and environmental issues, 
but also as a springboard to deeper engagement. Today, half 
(52%) use social media to discuss issues they care about – 
and they believe their online voice makes a meaningful differ-
ence. Fifty-eight percent of Americans believe “tweeting” or 
posting information about social or environmental initiatives 
is an effective form of advocacy. And, despite the naysayers, 
such actions shouldn’t be overlooked because once Ameri-
cans use online channels to become educated about issues 
they are even more likely to take action. Nearly two-thirds 
(63%) say after learning of an issue online, they are more 
inclined to donate or support that issue in other ways.  
 
Enter the Clicktivist. 

Nearly three-quarters 
of Millennials use  
social media to  
discuss issues they  
care about. 

58% of Americans feel “tweeting” 
or posting information about a 
social or environmental initiative on 
their social channels is an effective 
form of advocacy or support. 

58%

4 5



THE POWER OF THE “LIKE”
 
Although a “like” may be a very simple action, its implications for engagement have major ripple effects. 
Companies should view the “like” as a gateway to further participation, not an end in itself. Nearly two-thirds 
(64%) of Americans say they are more inclined to support social and environmental issues in a variety of 
ways - including volunteering, donating and sharing information - after first “liking” or “following” an  
organization online. 
 
After gaining that crucial “like,” organizations should continue to provide compelling content for individuals 
to learn, share and act. Six-in-10 Americans will continue to read content and engage with an organization 
after they have “liked” or “followed” a nonprofit or corporate social responsibility (CSR) program online. 
They are far less likely to disengage from online content. Only about one-in-10 (12%) would ignore content 
from that organization after they followed it, and even fewer (6%) would “unlike” or “unfollow” within the next 
12 months. 

After “liking” or “following” a nonprofit or corporate social or environmental 
program online, Americans are most likely to take the following actions:

Continue to read content and engage with the organization 

Ignore the content from the organization 

“Unlike” or stop following the organization 

Hispanics are even more likely to stay involved – more than two-thirds would 
continue reading and engaging with content after “liking” or  

“following” a nonprofit or organization.

60%

12%

6%
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 THE DIGITAL GIVING SHIFT 
Digital is changing not just how, but where and when donations are made. Of those who made a 
donation in the last 12 months, more people gave online (27%) than regular mail (23%). And although only 
one-in-10 donated via their mobile device (11%), this percentage doubles for Millennials (20%), providing a 
glimpse of what we can expect in the future. Crowdfunding, text-to-give and one-click donations give  
Americans the opportunity to use their dollars to support a broad swath of issues and recipients with little 
effort. Although the leading recipients of online giving remain nonprofit organizations (47%), nearly one-third 
would prefer to give their money directly to an individual in need (18%) or to a corporate campaign raising 
funds to address a social or environmental issue (12%). 
 
Although many see end-of-year as the traditional time to open their wallets for a good cause, digital is also 
changing this paradigm. When it comes to giving online, it is less about the time of year and 
more about the urgency and relevancy of the ask. Americans are most likely to give online at various 
times throughout the year or when asked (29%), or following a major disaster that needs  
immediate support (24%) versus around the holidays (12%).

If Americans had $10 to give or donate online, they would give it to: 

18%47% 12%

A nonprofit organization An appeal to directly benefit an 
individual in need

A company campaign raising 
funds to address a social or  

environmental issue  

Men and Millennials represent two segments that are more inclined to give to a 
company effort online (17% and 21% respectively).

With digital giving, individuals are able to support what they 
want, when they want, how they want. Americans are using 
their charitable dollars to directly benefit someone in need – 
whether that person is a friend, a neighbor or even a stranger 
whose story they learned about. They are also using those 
hard earned dollars to help fund start-up businesses or inno-
vative projects with a worthy mission. These diverse giving 
options have forever changed the competitive landscape for  
nonprofits.
 
With the stakes even higher, nonprofits can no longer rely on 
brand awareness alone. It’s more important than ever for 
nonprofits to highlight how donations and support make a real 
impact. In fact, more than half (58%) of Americans say it’s 
more important to be able to have an impact on the 
issue than be familiar with the organization they are 
supporting. 

 
Men are more likely to prioritize impact over 
brand recognition when supporting organi-
zations online (65% vs. 52% of women).
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GAP BETWEEN INTENT  
AND ACTION
Americans have high ambitions to use digital channels as a 
form of individual activism. 
 
If given the opportunity, Americans are most willing to take online 
actions that have a direct impact on an issue – such as voting (71%), 
signing petitions (70%) and learning about changes they can make in 
their everyday lives (70%). More than half of Americans also want to 
use digital channels as a means to learn about and engage with  
companies around issues – such as providing feedback directly to 
companies about their business practices (66%) and researching 
company social or environmental practices (57%).
 
Despite good intentions, actual reported actions are less common and 
more passive. In the past 12 months, the leading online actions Ameri-
cans made included donating (35%), watching videos (32%) and  
“liking” a cause-related effort (29%). Although this may not be  
surprising given the digital calls-to-action available to Americans today, 
this gap represents a prime opportunity to get individuals more in-
volved. 
 
Organizations looking to engage others in support of social and  
environmental issues need to provide a spectrum of ways to get 
involved, including the more passive “likes” and “shares,” as well as 
action-oriented activities like giving feedback and changing behavior. 
The data reaffirms that most people want to do more, but they need 
organizations to empower them with a job and a path to impact.   
 
Americans stand ready, willing and able to engage online in 
a variety of ways, and it’s up to organizations to provide the 
opportunities to do so. 
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71%

70%

70%

66%

65%

65%

62%

60%

56%

57%

55%

Voting to designate funds to a cause they care about

35%
Made a donation

Learning about changes they can make in their everyday lives to make an impact on  
social or environmental issues

29%
“Liked” or “followed” a nonprofit or company social or environmental program

Watching a video with a social or environmental message

25%

Learned about changes they can make in their everyday lives to make an impact on  
social or environmental issues

Purchasing a product from a socially or environmentally conscious online retailer

21%
Gave feedback to companies directly about their business practices

Researching companies’ social or environmental business practices  
(e.g., environmental policies, human rights, sourcing)

17%
Voted to designate funds to a cause they care about

Signing a petition

32%
Watched a video with a social or environmental message

Giving feedback to companies directly about their business practices

29%
Signed a petition

Making a donation

21%

Shared social or environmental content with their social networks  
(e.g., videos, infographics, fundraising appeals) 

“Liking” or following a nonprofit or company social or environmental program

19%
Purchased a product from a socially or environmentally conscious online retailer

Sharing social or environmental content with their social networks (e.g., videos,  
infographics, fundraising appeals)

15%

Researched companies’ social or environmental business practices  
(e.g., environmental policies, human rights, sourcing)

Documenting and sharing an action, effort or stunt on behalf of a social or  
environmental issue (e.g., the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge)

14%

Documented and shared an action, effort or stunt on behalf of a social or environmental 
issue (e.g., the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge)

Given the opportunity Americans would be most likely 
to support  social or environmental issues online by:

In the past 12 months, Americans have:

12 13



URGENT AND IMPACTFUL  
APPEALS MOTIVATE
Although there is no shortage of online appeals for support of social 
and environmental issues, organizations must understand what types of 
online content will inspire action. Americans’ desire to make a tangible 
difference is far-and-away the top motivator. The majority of Americans 
are driven to contribute if they feel their involvement will make an  
impact (79%) or if there’s a need for immediate support (79%);   
however, organizations should not take this compassion for granted. 
People are almost equally motivated by the ease of participation (77%) 
and personal relevancy (74%).  
 
People’s desire to make a meaningful and immediate impact on issues 
is most evident with the landslide of public support immediately  
following a disaster; but, it’s important for organizations to 
position the issue, content and call-to-action with the same  
urgency throughout the year so people understand how their  
involvement makes a difference each and every time they engage.
 

79%

79%

77%

74%

68%

53%

57%

48%

Americans are motivated to participate in a  
social or environmental effort online if:

There is an urgent need for immediate support 

It is clear how their support would make a real impact on the issue

It is easy to participate

The issue or beneficiary is personally relevant

The issue triggers an emotional response

They want their social network to know what issues are important to them

They are rewarded for participating (e.g., coupon or discount, additional donation)

They see all their friends are participating

What’s preventing individuals 
from getting involved online? 
38% of Americans feel they’ll 
get spammed, 37% don’t like 
giving out personal information 
and 31% prefer to keep their 
support private. 
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 CONTENT THAT EDUCATES AND ENTERTAINS
Creating and distributing the right content is critical for breaking through. Between 140-character tweets or 
six-second videos, many organizations don’t know where to start or how to prioritize. Unfortunately, there is 
not one type of content that really stands apart. Americans want to be both educated and entertained.  
Nearly half (48%) prefer written articles or stories when seeking out social or environmental content, and 
more than two-in-five look for videos (44%) and pictures (42%) from organizations. 
 
Preferred content also varies significantly by age. Millennials seek out more diverse content, with a particular 
desire to have fun, while learning about issues. This demographic is more likely to be drawn to games or 
quizzes than older generations (29% vs. 7% ages 55+). 
 

 

Content Americans most want to see:

48%

Written articles or stories Videos Pictures

Infographics or data Quizzes or games None of these

44% 42%

23% 19% 24%

Organizations need 
to prioritize their 
audiences and then 
hyper-focus their 
content and 
engagement.  

16 17



 CUSTOMIZE CHANNELS FOR RESONANCE 

Not surprisingly, mainstream social media platforms rise to the top as key channels to engage people around 
social and environmental issues. Americans largely see Facebook as the primary social media channel to  
participate in and learn about issues they care about (67%), followed by YouTube (36%) and Twitter (25%).

However, this is another area that greatly varies among demographic segments. Women are more likely to 
use Pinterest than men (27% vs. 9%), and Millennials are twice as likely as the average American to use 
Tumblr (14% vs. 7%). Organizations looking to reach Boomers with social and environmental messages 
shouldn’t look beyond Facebook. Although more than half (54%) of Boomers said they use Facebook to 
engage around issues, participation levels on other channels are nominal.
 

 

67% 36% 25%

19% 16% 7%

5% 4% 23%

Americans are 
using social 
channels to  

participate in  
social and 

environmental  
issues they  
care about 

MOBILE APPS 

Due to the vast difference among 
certain demographics, it is  
critical to understand your  
audience. Show up where  
they are for maximum  
participation.

18 19



INFORM AND INFLUENCE
Mobile apps put the power to take action right in the palms of Americans’ hands, and more than half are 
likely to use them to engage around social and environmental issues in a variety of ways. Although many 
Americans use apps to learn about ingredients (57%), issues (56%) and business practices (54%), they 
also see apps as powerful tools to influence change. In fact, Americans look to apps as a useful way to be 
incentivized for taking responsible actions (58%) and as a conduit for voicing their thoughts and concerns 
directly to companies (52%). 

Americans are likely to use apps to:
Be rewarded to change their everyday behavior (e.g., recycle more, eat healthier, walk more) 

Learn about ingredients or components in products 

Learn about a social or environmental issue 

Learn about companies’ social or environmental business practices (e.g., environmental policies, human 
rights, sourcing) 

Make a donation 

58%

57%

56%

54%

52%

48%

More than half (54%) 
of men are likely to 
use an app to make  
a donation  
(vs. 42% of women). 

Give feedback to companies directly about their social and/or environmental business practices  
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SNAPSHOT: MILLENNIALS
Think Millennials are #slacktivists? Think again. As digital  
natives, Millennials are almost off the charts in their propensity to  
engage around social and environmental issues online. They are taking 
to their phones, keyboards and touchscreens to take a stand on issues 
they care about – and the result is powerful. 
 
Promoting, discussing and taking action around issues is part of 
Millennials’ social personality and personal brand. They seamlessly 
use social media to tell the world what they stand for, as 71 percent 
use these channels as a platform to discuss issues they care about 
(vs. 52% U.S. average). Millennials also understand the power of their 
collective social voice – nearly three-quarters (73%) feel tweeting or 
posting information about social or environmental issues online is an 
effective form of advocacy or support. 
 
The Millennial tweet or “like” is not done in vain. If you think a click of 
a button isn’t worth much, consider this: after “liking” or “following” 
an organization online, eight-in-10 Millennials would be more inclined 
to support that issue in other ways, such as volunteering and donat-
ing (vs. 63% average). This generation is nearly a third more likely to 
donate via mobile (20% vs. 11% U.S. average) and also more likely to 
use apps in a variety of ways from seeking to change behavior (78% 
vs. 58% U.S. average) to learning about issues (79% vs. 56% U.S. 
average).
 
Millennials’ inclination to get involved online is only an indicator of what 
is to come. Marketers should keep a keen eye on the next group of 
digital rock stars, Generation Z, coming of age and regarded as even 
more socially and technologically savvy. 

Preferred Channels:

 
72% (vs. 67%) 

49% (vs. 36%)

37% (vs. 25%)

 
71% uses social media as a platform to discuss issues they care about (vs. 52%)

73%

80%

71%

80% is more inclined to donate to or support an issue after they first learn of it online (vs. 63%)

73% would continue to read and engage with content after “liking” or “following” an organization (vs. 60%)

If they had $10 to give, Millennials would give it to:

MILLENNIALS

A nonprofit organization  
(48% vs. 47%)

A company campaign raising 
funds to address a social or envi-
ronmental issue (21% vs. 12%)

An appeal to directly benefit an 
individual in need (21% vs. 18%) 

52%

63%

60%

48% 21% 21%

AS COMPARED TO THE U.S. AVERAGE

22 23



SNAPSHOT: HISPANICS
Hispanic Americans represent another powerful segment that is more 
inclined to use online channels as a way to learn and spread information about 
the issues they care about. Hispanics are more likely to learn about 
companies’ social or environmental practices (72% vs. 57% U.S. aver-
age) and then share this information with their networks (69% vs. 56% 
U.S. average). They are also more likely to continue to read content 
and engage with an organization after “liking” or “following” it online 
(72% vs. 60% U.S. average).
 
Although Hispanics are highly passionate, the hurdle for organizations is 
to turn this quest for knowledge into action. Nearly three-quarters (72%) 
of Hispanics said they would make an online donation if given the  
opportunity, but only about a third have done so, below the national 
average (31% vs. 35% U.S. average). To close this gap, organizations 
must understand this group’s unique motivations to trigger action, 
including: having a tangible impact (85% vs. U.S. average 79%),  
responding to an urgent need (81% vs. U.S. average 79%) and feeling 
an emotional connection (79% vs. U.S. average 68%).

Hispanics are also using their online philanthropic dollars in ways that 
differ from the average population. They are less likely to give directly 
to a nonprofit organization (34% vs. 47% U.S. average), but are more 
inclined to give to a company effort (23% vs. 12% U.S. average) or 
directly to an individual in need (24% vs. 18% U.S. average). This 
significantly evens the playing field for a variety of appeals for monetary 
support.  

 

72%

68%

62%

HISPANICS Preferred Channels:

67% (vs. 67%)

47% (vs. 36%)

33% (vs. 25%)

 62% uses social media as a platform to discuss issues they care about (vs. 52%)

68% is more inclined to donate or support an issue after they first learn of it online (vs. 63%)

72% would continue to read and engage with content after “liking” or “following” an organization (vs. 60%)

If they had $10 to give, Hispanics would give it to:

A nonprofit organization  
(34% vs. 47%)

A company campaign raising 
funds to address a social or envi-
ronmental issue (23% vs. 12%)

An appeal to directly benefit an 
individual in need (24% vs. 18%) 

34% 23% 24%

52%

63%

60%

AS COMPARED TO THE U.S. AVERAGE
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CONCLUSION
 
Every day we see new viral videos, trending hashtags, even animated GIFs, taking the world by storm. 
And when it comes to supporting social and environmental issues, digital is a force to be reckoned with. 
Americans have access to a wealth of information, stories and content, and they’re ready and willing to get 
involved. But it takes the right call-to-action to motivate and inspire. Despite your sector, every organization 
can use these five overarching principles as guideposts for digital engagement: 

Open the door: Don’t undermine the importance of a simple tweet or post – this is the gateway to future 
participation. Remember, even though a click might not necessarily translate into an immediate dollar in your 
coffers, it’s a critical first step on the engagement ladder and can open myriad opportunities for your  
organization to gain the crucial support it needs. 
  
Hyper-target your approach: Prioritize who you’re trying to reach. Understand the channels they want to 
interact on and the content they want to see. Instead of applying a blanket approach to engagement,  
hyper-customize your outreach to resonate with your specific audience. 
 
Think differently about content: The days of the million dollar PSA are over; it’s time to get flexible, 
nimble and creative in how you approach online content development. Your audience seeks information, but 
that can take many forms. Think quizzes, videos and infographics. Keep your eyes on what’s trending to stay 
relevant and use this to tell your social or environmental story.
 
Make it real and make it now: Let’s face it: many social and environmental issues are complex and less 
accessible. Digital can help transform a complex issue into an emotional, informational six-second video or 
image. Create content that makes your issue tangible and urgent. Reinforce why participation is critical at 
this moment in time and exactly how it will help.
 
Revolutionize your ask: When you look at the outpouring of support after disasters or compelling calls-
to-action like the Ice Bucket Challenge, there’s no question Americans want to help. But, it is going to take 
more than a share or donate button to grab people’s attention. Don’t be afraid to take more risks and push 
the limits of engagement.

ABOUT CONE COMMUNICATIONS
 
Cone Communications (www.conecomm.com) is a public relations and marketing agency known for igniting 
brands with high-impact strategies and programs based in deep insights, unique subject matter expertise 
and innovation. Focusing on key areas such as consumer product media relations, social media, cause  
marketing, corporate social responsibility, nonprofit marketing, corporate communications and crisis  
prevention/management, the agency is positioned to help clients achieve both business and societal  
outcomes. Cone Communications is a part of the Omnicom Group (NYSE: OMC) (www.omnicomgroup.com).

Recognized as a pioneer and global leader in corporate social responsibility, Cone Communications is honored to 
represent a variety of brands across diverse industries and sectors and to create leading initiatives such as 
American Heart Association’s Go Red for Women, Xylem Watermark, Green Mountain Coffee’s fair trade- 
focused Great Coffee Good Vibes, Time Warner Cable’s Connect a Million Minds, Hilton Worldwide’s Travel 
with Purpose™, USO’s Every Moment Counts and Johnson & Johnson’s Earthwards®.
 
 

ABOUT CONE COMMUNICATIONS’ CSR INSIGHTS & INTEL TEAM

For two decades, Cone Communications’ groundbreaking research has helped our clients build and sustain 
competitive advantage. Our award-winning research in corporate social responsibility became the reference 
for companies seeking to understand this critical and rapidly evolving landscape. Today, we still provide the 
most comprehensive understanding of the changing attitudes, expectations and behaviors of consumers and 
employees when it comes to a company’s involvement in social issues and responsible business practices.

 
For more information about Cone Communications’ research and services, please contact: 

Alison DaSilva, Executive Vice President
adasilva@conecomm.com  

Whitney Dailey, Supervisor 
wdailey@conecomm.com
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855 Boylston Street
Boston, MA 02116

711 Third Avenue
New York, NY 10017

Phone: 617.227.2111
Fax: 617.523.3955

www.conecomm.com
www.conecomm.com/research

Follow us on Facebook or Twitter @Cone
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