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Abstract 
This dissertation takes as its focus the question of credibility in sustainable marketing: 
why it is both necessary and difficult to achieve, and how it may be created, maintained, 
and enhanced in practice. It takes as its point of departure the growing tension between 
corporate sustainable marketing and stakeholder skepticism. Although sustainability has 
become a central part of corporate strategy, research suggests that credibility is rarely 
guaranteed. The purpose of this dissertation is therefore to investigate the challenges of 
achieving credibility in sustainable marketing and to explore the practices through 
which it is formed over time. It also addresses the tensions between aspirational ideals 
and organizational realities and is guided by the following three research questions: 

1. What are the challenges in achieving credibility in sustainable marketing?
2. How is credibility created, maintained, and enhanced in practice?
3. How can a practice-based perspective on credibility in sustainable marketing

advance our understanding of how organizations navigate the tensions
between aspirational ideals and marketing realities?

The dissertation adopts a qualitative, practice-based approach, drawing on interviews, 
organizational documents, and marketing texts from multiple industries. The findings 
suggest that the challenges partly stem from a lack of consensus regarding the meaning 
of sustainability, transparency, and “truth,” as well as from a tendency in both research 
and practice to conceptualize credibility as a final end-state rather than as an ongoing 
process. 

The study identifies six strategies that may support credibility work: signal design, 
source attributes, medium selection, sustainability integration, clarity and intelligibility, 
and industry leadership. In addition, two structural enablers are highlighted: regulatory 
compliance and technological infrastructures, such as digital twin technologies, which 
can enhance transparency and verifiability when meaningfully embedded into organiza-
tional routines. The dissertation contributes to several ongoing research debates. First, it 
reconceptualizes credibility as a dynamic, practice-based process rather than a fixed 
outcome. Second, it proposes an integrated conceptual framework that combines 
insights from existing theories with empirical findings. Third, it highlights the potential 
role of digital technologies as active socio-material actors in credibility work. Fourth, it 
deepens the understanding of the so-called “credibility gap” by showing how concepts 
such as “truth” and “transparency” are often interpreted and negotiated differently 
across contexts. Finally, the dissertation underscores a theoretical limitation: existing 
theories of credibility – such as signaling theory, source credibility, and medium 
credibility – do not fully capture the complexity observed in practice. This also points to 
the need for future research to further extend knowledge about how credibility is nego-
tiated and develops over time in sustainable marketing. 

Keywords: Sustainable marketing, Credibility, Greenwashing, Signalling theory, 
Source credibility, Medium credibility, Practice, Technological infrastructure, Regu-
latory Compliance 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract (sv) 
Den här avhandlingen undersöker trovärdighet i hållbarhetsmarknadsföring: varför den 
är nödvändig men samtidigt svår att uppnå, och hur den i praktiken kan skapas, upp-
rätthållas och förstärkas. Studien tar sin utgångspunkt i den växande spänningen mellan 
företags ambitioner att kommunicera hållbarhet och intressenters skepsis. Även om 
hållbarhet har blivit en central del av företags strategier visar forskning att trovärdighet 
sällan kan tas för given. Avhandlingens syfte är därför att belysa utmaningarna med att 
uppnå trovärdighet i hållbarhetsmarknadsföring och att utforska de praktiker genom 
vilka den formas över tid. Studien adresserar också spänningarna mellan hållbar-
hetsideal och organisatoriska realiteter, och vägleds av tre forskningsfrågor: 

1. Vilka är utmaningarna i att uppnå trovärdighet i hållbar marknadsföring?
2. Hur skapas, upprätthålls och förstärks trovärdighet i praktiken?
3. Hur kan ett praktikbaserat perspektiv på trovärdighet i hållbar marknadsföring

bidra till vår förståelse av hur organisationer hanterar spänningarna mellan
ambitiösa ideal och marknadsföringsmässiga realiteter?

Avhandlingen bygger på en kvalitativ, praktikbaserad ansats med intervjuer, dokument 
och marknadsföringstexter från flera branscher. Resultaten indikerar att utmaningarna 
delvis bottnar i oenighet om vad hållbarhet, transparens och ”sanning” innebär samt i 
en tendens att betrakta trovärdighet som ett slutmål snarare än en process. Studien 
identifierar sex strategier som kan stödja trovärdighetsarbetet: signaldesign, källans 
egenskaper, medieurval, hållbarhetsintegration, tydlighet och begriplighet samt 
branschledarskap. Två strukturella möjliggörare framträder också: regulatorisk efterlev-
nad och teknologiska infrastrukturer, som exempelvis digitala tvillingar, som kan bidra 
till transparens och verifierbarhet när de integreras i organisatoriska rutiner. Avhand-
lingen bidrar till flera aktuella forskningsdebatter. Det första bidraget är att avhand-
lingen visar hur trovärdighet kan förstås som en dynamisk och praktikbaserad process 
snarare än som ett givet resultat. Det andra bidraget är att presentera en integrerad 
konceptuell ram som förenar tidigare teorier med empiriska insikter, belyser digitala 
teknologiers potentiella roll som aktiva socio-materiella aktörer i trovärdighetsarbetet, 
samt fördjupar förståelsen av det så kallade trovärdighetsgapet genom att visa hur 
begrepp som ”sanning” och ”transparens” ofta tolkas och förhandlas på olika sätt i 
praktiken. Slutligen framhåller avhandlingen en teoretisk begränsning: befintliga teorier 
om trovärdighet, såsom signalteori, källans trovärdighet och medietrovärdighet, fångar 
inte fullt ut den komplexitet som observeras i praktiken. Detta pekar även på behovet av 
framtida forskning för att ytterligare utöka kunskapen om hur trovärdighet förhandlas 
och utvecklas över tid i hållbarhetsmarknadsföring. 

Nyckelord: Hållbarhetsmarknadsföring, Trovärdighet, Greenwashing, Signalteori, 
Källans trovärdighet, Medietrovärdighet, Praktik, Teknologisk infrastruktur, Regulator-
isk efterlevnad 
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Prologue 

Sustainability has for long been part of my core values. Nature is both our home and 
the very foundation of our existence – a place of beauty, balance, and delicate 
strength. Equally important is our social fabric: the relationships and communities 
that sustain our lives and shape our well-being. Caring for these two – nature and 
human connection – has always felt self-evident to me, a quiet compass in the 
background. But moving from this fundamental conviction to a particular interest 
in sustainable marketing required something more – a spark that stirred questions 
and, at times, frustration. During the early 2010s, while running a media agency, I 
began to notice a growing trend: companies increasingly asked me to present their 
products as environmentally friendly – even when I questioned whether those 
claims had any real substance. This felt problematic, yet at the time I lacked both the 
tools and perspectives to address the situation more constructively. The turning 
point came when a plastics company asked me to market their product as “clean 
plastic.” When I asked what they meant, they replied: “Carbon dioxide is clean.” I 
knew that plastic is environmentally damaging – and that carbon dioxide is a key 
driver of climate change. It became clear to me that words could be used to disguise 
realities, and helping to communicate such a misleading message was a line I could 
not cross. I began to suspect that this kind of marketing could undermine trust and 
create uncertainty about what truly counts as sustainable. At the same time, the 
situation sparked my curiosity: if this is an example of poor sustainable marketing, 
could it also be done in ways that are more truthful, credible, and constructive? That 
moment became the starting point for a long journey of seeking to understand, 
critically examine, and develop strategies for making sustainable marketing better. 
This journey first took publishable shape in my 2022 licentiate thesis, Improved 
Supply Chain Collaboration with Green Industrial Marketing: A Study of the Swedish 
Textile Service Industry, which examined how trust and relationships in Green 
Industrial Marketing (GIM) can support collaboration in supply chains. At that 
time, the focus was on industrial markets and the “green” perspective, where 
sustainability was primarily understood in environmental terms. The work was both 
educational and challenging – and when it was finished, it was far from certain that 
I would continue toward a PhD. But my continued work as a practicing marketer 
kept generating new questions, and research became a way to organize and deepen 
them. A significant change is the shift from a monograph to a compilation thesis. 
This has not only changed the way I think and write but also given me the 
opportunity to interact with co-authors, editors, and reviewers. These exchanges 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

have been both rewarding and challenging, leading to many stimulating discussions 
that have, in turn, influenced the direction and content of this dissertation. In this 
dissertation, the perspective has been deliberately broadened. The concept of 
“green” marketing has been replaced by “sustainable” marketing, which includes 
environmental, social, and economic dimensions. The focus has also shifted from 
purely industrial markets to a cross-market perspective, where industrial and 
consumer-oriented contexts are viewed as interconnected parts of the same system. 
New themes have also been added, such as sustainability reporting and digital 
technologies as potential tools to support credibility. I discuss these theoretical shifts 
in more detail in Section 1.2. This dissertation is therefore both a continuation and a 
stand-alone work – but with the same hope: that the insights that follow will speak 
to both scholars and practitioners who, like me, seek ways to move sustainable 
marketing from promise to credible practice. 
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1. Introduction

Sustainability has become a cornerstone of contemporary business strategy, shaped 
by stricter regulatory requirements, transnational policy architectures, and rising 
stakeholder expectations (Davies et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2020; White et al., 2025). 
This broad institutionalization of sustainability is reflected not only in discourse but 
also in economic forecasting: the global market for green technology and sustain-
ability was projected to reach USD 29 billion by the end of 2024 and to grow more 
than sixfold by 2033, with a compound annual growth rate of 23.5% (Business 
Research Insights, n.d.). Despite recent political backlash in some regions, studies 
show that many firms continue to prioritize sustainability for its instrumental value 
– linked to cost efficiency, premium pricing, and enhanced access to capital and
talent (Ehl, 2025). Together, these dynamics indicate that sustainability is no longer
a peripheral or optional concern to be abandoned when economic conditions
tighten, but rather a structural and enduring pillar of corporate strategy, with long-
term implications for how firms compete and create value.

Within this broader institutional landscape, sustainable marketing has gained 
traction as a central component of organizational sustainability efforts – not only as 
a communicative function but also as a strategic and scholarly field through which 
organizations seek to align sustainability ambitions with market positioning and 
stakeholder engagement (e.g., Bolton, 2022; White et al., 2025; Yadav et al., 2024). 
Sustainable marketing is commonly defined as a marketing approach aimed at 
reducing negative environmental and social impacts while enhancing positive out-
comes across production, distribution, promotion, and pricing (Bolton, 2022; 
MASB [The Marketing Accountability Standards Board’s Universal Marketing 
Standards Dictionary], 2024). Between 2013 and 2024, sustainability-marketed pro-
ducts accounted for over 40% of cumulative growth in the U.S. consumer packaged 
goods sector (NYU Stern Center for Sustainable Business, 2024), with similar 
developments observed worldwide (McKinsey & Company, 2023). A recent interna-
tional survey found that over 80% of consumers globally are willing to pay a 
premium – averaging 9.7% – for sustainably produced goods (PwC, 2024), under-
scoring that sustainability considerations have become an integral driver of 
consumer preferences and market growth. 

Correspondingly, marketing scholarship has increasingly conceptualized sustain-
ability as an integral part of marketing’s evolving scope, and researchers have 
examined multiple dimensions of sustainable marketing – from branding and green 
marketing strategies to the role of digitalization, consumer behavior, and techno-
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logical innovation (cf. Belz & Peattie, 2012; Bolton, 2022; Kemper & Ballantine, 
2019; Lim, 2016; McDonagh & Prothero, 2014). Bolton (2022) describes this shift as 
a reorientation of marketing logic, whereby sustainability becomes embedded in 
core functions such as innovation, supply chain management, and branding. White 
et al. (2025) similarly emphasize its emergence as a strategic imperative that extends 
beyond rhetoric to encompass consumer engagement, regulatory adaptation, and 
long-term positioning. Yadav et al. (2024) complement this by highlighting how 
marketing discourse is aligning with long-term value creation through mechanisms 
such as ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) integration, circular economy 
models, and climate disclosure transparency. Collectively, these contributions point 
to an emerging consensus that sustainability now constitutes a central axis in 
marketing theory and practice. 

A recurring feature of the expanding body of literature is its aspirational tone – 
portraying marketing as a potentially transformative force capable of addressing 
major societal and environmental challenges – yet offering limited concrete gui-
dance on the day-to-day organizational work required to make such ambitions 
credible. Plangger et al. (2025), for example, introduce the H.E.R.O.E.S. framework 
(Holistic integration, Ethical practices, Regenerative efforts, Openness to innova-
tion, Empathetic engagement, and Storytelling for representation), summarizing six 
strategic imperatives for integrating holistic, ethical, and empathetic perspectives 
into marketing strategies. The framework is illustrated with research contributions 
intended to inspire action but leaves it to the reader to translate its principles into 
operational practice. 

Another example is Sheth and Parvatiyar (2021), who argue – at a more policy 
and strategic level – for a shift from market-driven to market-driving marketing, 
whereby firms and governments collaboratively shape markets in line with sus-
tainability objectives. They present a conceptual model and examples of corporate 
initiatives, but without detailing how such strategies can be operationalized within 
the daily processes of organizations. A third example is Chandy et al. (2021), who 
adopt an explicitly agenda-setting stance, mobilizing the vision of “better marketing 
for a better world” by identifying relevant themes and actors for further study. 
While they reference empirical examples, their emphasis is on inspiring and 
challenging prevailing assumptions rather than analyzing or offering practical tools 
for implementation. Together, these three contributions illustrate how the field is 
moving towards ambitious visions of marketing’s societal role, yet leave open a 
central question: how can such ideals be reconciled with the constraints, routines, 
and realities of organizational practice? 

This question becomes even more salient in light of the foundational tension 
between sustainability and marketing described by Albinsson et al. (2024), whereby 
profit imperatives and sustainability commitments are not always mutually compat-
ible – an issue that can be highly consequential in the day-to-day realities of firms. 
Aspirational literature that does not address this tension (cf. Chandy et al., 2021; 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Plangger et al., 2025; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021) – despite research identifying such 
contradictions and misleading marketing practices as potential sources of credibility 
erosion and consumer distrust (e.g., Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023; Montgomery et al., 
2024) – risks overlooking a critical dimension of the problem. This underscores that 
sustainable marketing may be not only a vehicle for positive change, but also a 
contested arena where structural contradictions and unresolved normative tensions 
intersect with ongoing struggles to establish and sustain credibility. 

Beyond these conceptual and rhetorical tensions, sustainable marketing also 
faces structural challenges at the organizational level as seen by for example Belz 
and Peattie’s (2012) writing where they raise this concern on a conceptual level by 
pointing to a gap between corporate sustainability messaging and stakeholder 
perceptions of authenticity. They warn that such misalignment can undermine the 
credibility of sustainable marketing. This concern is echoed and empirically sub-
stantiated by Kumar et al. (2023), whose survey-based study shows that perceived 
corporate and endorser credibility significantly influence consumer attitudes and 
purchase intentions for environmentally friendly products – emphasizing that 
credibility is a necessary precondition for effective sustainable marketing. Sujanska 
and Nadanyiova (2023) similarly address credibility through an empirical study of 
Slovak consumers, demonstrating that higher credibility in sustainable marketing is 
associated with a stronger company image and greater consumer trust, while lower 
credibility erodes both. Common to these studies – much like the aspirational con-
tributions discussed earlier – is that they treat credibility as an outcome of sustain-
able marketing rather than examining the concrete, day-to-day managerial work 
required to preserve it over time, or the specific practices through which credibility 
might be actively enhanced. 

Such omissions are not trivial, as the ongoing maintenance of credibility in 
sustainability contexts may be particularly demanding: the very attributes being 
communicated are often intangible, processual, and difficult to verify – placing 
considerable weight on firms’ ability to communicate transparently (Boström & 
Klintman, 2011; Woolverton & Dimitri, 2010). The challenge is compounded when 
the transparency expected of firms – such as clear, complete, and accessible dis-
closure of their sustainability processes, impacts, and performance metrics – is only 
partial or inconsistent (Baldassarre & Campo, 2016). This can result in what Prasad 
and Holzinger (2013) describe as a growing “lack of faith” in corporate sustain-
ability. Addressing this requires organizations not only to signal their intentions but 
also to actively create credibility by delivering tangible proof points that stake-
holders can observe and evaluate, a dynamic also noted in broader marketing 
research (cf. Malshe, 2010). Credibility-related tensions in sustainable marketing are 
further amplified by recurring instances of greenwashing – defined as the exag-
geration or misrepresentation of sustainability claims – which continue to erode 
stakeholder trust (De Freitas Netto et al., 2020). A 2021 EU-wide investigation 
found that 42% of climate-related advertising claims were misleading, ambiguous, 
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or exaggerated (European Commission, n.d.). Further studies emphasize that per-
ceived insincerity not only undermines individual campaigns but can damage a 
company’s broader reputation and stakeholder relationships (Isac et al., 2024; 
Keilmann & Koch, 2024). 

This credibility deficit is compounded by practical and conceptual obstacles. 
Research shows that the growing volume and inconsistency of sustainable market-
ing can overwhelm stakeholders and foster cynicism (Aljanabi & Al-Hadban, 2023; 
Buratto & Lotti, 2023). Meanwhile, marketing professionals themselves may lack the 
training, resources, or organizational support needed to implement credible 
sustainability strategies. A global survey by the World Federation of Advertisers 
(2023) found that despite rising awareness, many senior marketers still struggle to 
meaningfully integrate sustainability into marketing practice. Furthermore, phe-
nomena like “sustainability marketing myopia” – defined as the failure to align sus-
tainability communication with consumer motivations and value systems – can 
further weaken message persuasiveness and reduce the effectiveness of marketing 
efforts aimed at behavioral change (Nyquist et al., 2024; Villarino & Font, 2015). 

Even at a conceptual level, clarity is lacking. As Kemper and Ballantine (2019) 
highlight, there is ongoing ambiguity regarding the role, scope, and objectives of 
sustainable marketing – whether it should primarily function as a normative 
framework for societal change, as a strategic business tool, or as both. This lack of 
definitional consensus can complicate stakeholder interpretation and contribute to 
perceptions of inconsistency. Foundational work by Belz and Peattie (2012) also 
reminds us that sustainable marketing must constantly negotiate the structural ten-
sion between sustainable integrity and market competitiveness – a contradiction 
suggesting that it will be inherently difficult to sustain credibility in practice. 

In the backdrop of this, these scholarly accounts point to both empirical and 
conceptual gaps. While the literature has addressed the importance of credibility in 
sustainable marketing extensively (e.g., Belz & Peattie, 2012; Kumar et al., 2023; 
Sivapalan et al., 2024), it offers limited insight into how credibility is accomplished 
within the lived realities of marketing practice. Most of the literature focuses either 
on outcomes – such as stakeholder perceptions, reputational benefits, or purchase 
intentions (cf. Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023; Isac et al., 2024; Montgomery et al., 2024) 
– on the causes of credibility issues, such as greenwashing (De Freitas Netto et al., 
2020; Isac et al., 2024; Keilmann & Koch, 2024), or on idealized trajectories framed 
by aspirational or normative ideals of marketing’s societal role (cf. Chandy et al., 
2021; Plangger et al., 2025; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021). This leaves a gap in under-
standing the practical realities, tensions and constraints through which credibility is 
performed and negotiated in sustainable marketing practices. 

This dissertation responds to that gap by examining credibility not as a pre-
defined end state, a problem to be solved, or an aspirational ideal, but as a situated 
and emergent condition – something that can be created, maintained, and 
strengthened within marketing practices. To make sense of credibility in this way, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

the study draws on practice-based perspectives applied to marketing and organi-
zation (e.g., Järventie-Thesleff et al., 2011; Skålén & Hackley, 2011; Skålén et al., 
2023), which view organizational life as constituted through interconnected 
practices. 

1.1 Research purpose, questions, and synthesis strategy 
The kappa (extended cover essay) provides the overarching structure and synthesis 
for the dissertation by articulating the research purpose and formulating the 
guiding research questions through which the included studies are brought into 
dialogue. The overarching purpose of this dissertation is to examine the challenges 
of achieving credibility in sustainable marketing and to explore how credibility is 
created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable marketing practices. The study 
also addresses the tensions between aspirational ideals and organisational realities 
in sustainable marketing. The dissertation is guided by the following three inter-
related research questions: 

1. What are the challenges in achieving credibility in sustainable marketing? 
2. How is credibility created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable mar-

keting practices? 
3. How can a practice-based perspective on credibility in sustainable market-

ing advance our understanding of how organizations navigate the tensions 
between aspirational ideals and marketing realities? 

To address these questions, the dissertation draws on four empirical studies (Papers 
1–4), each examining a different but interconnected dimension of sustainable 
marketing credibility. While each paper was guided by its own research questions, 
developed in relation to specific empirical and theoretical contexts, these questions 
differ from the overarching research questions presented in the kappa. The latter are 
intended to bring together the studies and provide a synthesizing perspective across 
the dissertation. Their findings are revisited and brought into dialogue in the kappa 
through an integrated understanding of credibility, developed from existing lite-
rature (see Chapter 2) and a practice-based approach (see Chapter 3). 

Given the varied empirical settings and theoretical perspectives of the four 
studies, the compilation format offered the opportunity to explore different dimen-
sions of credibility in sustainable marketing without requiring a single, uniform 
research question across all papers. The overarching purpose and research questions 
formulated in the kappa thus serve to synthesize the findings and provide a 
coherent conceptual contribution. An overview of the individual papers, including 
their specific research questions and thematic foci, is provided in Table 1 (see 
Section 1.3). Reflections on how this compilation format may affect the research 
quality are provided in Section 3.2. 
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Moreover, although the concept of “trust” features prominently in several of the 
individual papers, it is not used as a central analytical construct in the kappa. As 
explained in Section 1.2, the focus here shifts toward credibility – understood as a 
communicative and organizational condition that enables trust to emerge. 

1.2 New theoretical lenses and other shifts since the licentiate  
To contextualize the present study, it is important to briefly outline how the 
theoretical framing – in particular that of the kappa – has evolved since the 
licentiate thesis. While the licentiate served as an important background for the 
continued research process, and parts of its empirical material were later reworked 
and further developed in Paper 2, the present dissertation reflects a broader and 
more theoretically refined approach. This section highlights key shifts in focus and 
perspective that have shaped the overarching trajectory of the doctoral dissertation. 

The theoretical development from the licentiate thesis to the present doctoral 
dissertation comprises three central shifts: from a “green” focus to a more holistic 
view of sustainability, from an industrial to a cross-industrial perspective, and from 
a trust-centred to a credibility-centred framework. The licentiate thesis Improved 
Supply Chain Collaboration with Green Industrial Marketing: The Case of the 
Swedish Textile Service Industry between 1996–2021 (Nyquist, 2022) examined how 
trust between industrial actors could promote collaboration in environmentally 
oriented supply chains, drawing on theoretical perspectives from industrial 
marketing (e.g., Chan et al., 2012; Håkansson & Snehota, 1989), green supply chains 
(e.g., Chen, 2010; Liu et al., 2012; Sharma et al., 2010), and green marketing 
strategies (e.g., Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004), and trust (e.g., Doney & Cannon, 1997; 
Moorman et al., 1992). 

The focus on Green Industrial Marketing (GIM) and environmental per-
formance entailed a strong emphasis on ecological aspects (Chen, 2010; Liu et al., 
2012). In this doctoral dissertation, this scope is broadened to encompass the full 
Triple Bottom Line – ecological, social, and economic dimensions – in line with 
established frameworks for sustainable development (cf. Belz & Peattie, 2012; 
Elkington, 1997; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019). This broadening enables the analysis 
of a wider range of goal conflicts and stakeholder relationships, thereby better 
reflecting the complexity organisations face when translating sustainability issues 
into marketing practices. 

The earlier analysis was also confined to a specific industry – the Swedish textile 
service sector – and its supply chains, examined through an industrial marketing 
logic (e.g., Chan et al., 2012; Håkansson & Snehota, 1989). The present study adopts 
instead a cross-industrial perspective, in which sustainable marketing is understood 
as a socially embedded and communicative practice (cf. Skålén & Hackley, 2011; 
Skålén et al., 2023; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This shift opens up opportunities for 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

comparison and knowledge exchange across industry boundaries and foregrounds 
the role of marketing in creating and conveying value in diverse contexts. 

A further change concerns the theoretical focus. The licentiate thesis was 
grounded in theories of trust between industrial actors (Doney & Cannon, 1997; 
Moorman et al., 1992) and examined strategies to strengthen such trust – despite 
the fact that, according to established literature, trust is often an outcome on the 
receiver side, for example, a customer or collaboration partner (Doney & Cannon, 
1997; Ganesan, 1994; Moorman et al., 1992). In the doctoral dissertation, credibility 
is instead adopted as the central analytical concept, understood not merely as a 
measurable outcome but as a dynamic and situated condition enacted through 
practices (cf. Christensen & Cheney, 2015; Gatti et al., 2021b; Montgomery et al., 
2024). This shift allows for an explicit focus on the sender side of communication – 
how organisations, through signals, actions, and organisational routines, actively 
create and maintain credibility over time – which aligns closely with the disserta-
tion’s practice-oriented approach. 

While closely connected, trust and credibility differ in their nature and function 
in stakeholder perceptions. Trust, as discussed by Doney and Cannon (1997), 
Morgan and Hunt (1994), and Moorman et al. (1992), is critical for building long-
term relationships, enabling collaboration, and driving business development, but it 
often arises as a consequence of broader perceptions of reliability, integrity, and 
consistency (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Ganesan, 1994; Moorman et al., 1992). 
Credibility, on the other hand, can be understood as a prerequisite for trust to 
emerge and endure (Ganesan, 1994; Erdem & Swait, 2004; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) 
and is established through consistent and transparent actions.  

In the review of previous research on sustainable marketing, the term trust is 
retained in the kappa of this dissertation where authors clearly refer to receiver-side 
confidence, whereas in cases where the term is used to describe the sender’s ability 
to be perceived as reliable, it has been interpreted as actions relating to credibility. 
This interpretive distinction enables a more consistent analytical separation 
between the two concepts and positions credibility at the center as a more action-
oriented analytical tool – a bridge between ambitious sustainability ideals and the 
organizational realities that shape how such ambitions are enacted, that is, 
expressed through concrete practices in organizational contexts. In this sense, both 
concepts retain a place in the dissertation: trust as an important relational outcome 
on the receiver side, and credibility as the sender-side capacity that underpins and 
enables the emergence of such trust. 

1.3 Outline of the dissertation 
This dissertation follows a structure where each chapter is designed to illuminate 
various facets of the research and enlarging the understanding of its central theme. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
This initial chapter sets the stage for the dissertation by introducing the overarching 
research purpose and questions, and by outlining the synthesis strategy that brings 
the individual papers into dialogue. It also situates the study in relation to the 
author’s previous licentiate thesis and highlights key theoretical shifts that have 
shaped the development of the kappa. Finally, it outlines the structure of the 
dissertation and provides both a conceptual and reflective foundation for the 
chapters that follow. 

Chapter 2: Literature review 
This chapter provides an overview of the existing literature, intending to offer an 
enlarged understanding of the subject matter. It delves into the significance, defi-
nition, and nuances of sustainable marketing, highlighting the challenges related to 
credibility within the practice, as well as delves into existing theoretical proposi-
tions. The chapter explores the concept of credibility and its relevance to sustainable 
marketing, as well as focusing on signalling theory, source credibility, and medium 
credibility. The discussion culminates in a synthesis of existing literature and 
conceptual framework based on prior literature.  

Chapter 3: Methodological considerations 
This chapter outlines the complexities of the research process, encompassing both 
the overarching methodological approach of the kappa and the specific methods 
applied in the individual research papers. It explains the key methodological 
decisions and procedures used to address the respective research questions and 
highlights how these approaches relate to the synthesis presented in the kappa. The 
chapter also reflects on challenges encountered throughout the research process, 
emphasizing the importance of transparency and methodological rigor across the 
dissertation. 

Chapter 4: Papers 
This chapter presents the four research papers that constitute the empirical founda-
tion of the dissertation. Each paper investigates credibility in sustainable marketing 
from a distinct vantage point, shaped by its own empirical and theoretical context. 
While differing in scope and approach, the papers are conceptually connected 
through their engagement with how credibility is challenging, created, maintained, 
and enhanced in sustainable marketing practice. 

Paper 1 investigates the widespread distrust among investors regarding corporate 
sustainability reports and other forms of sustainability communication. Drawing on 
insights from my licentiate research on the importance of reliable relationships in 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

industrial contexts, the paper highlights how the absence, inaccessibility, or unreli-
ability of sustainability data can undermine investor trust. The findings suggest that 
many companies lack concrete, operationalized strategies for establishing credibility 
in their sustainable marketing efforts – pointing to a broader need for credibility to 
be addressed more systematically within the field. 

Co-authorship and contribution. This article is co-authored with Niklas Arvidsson. 
Our names are listed alphabetically, and we contributed equally to all parts of the 
research. The research design, data collection, interview protocol, coding, analysis, 
and manuscript drafting were conducted collaboratively. Both authors contributed 
equally to the interpretation of the findings and to the formulation of the final 
argument. Writing responsibilities were shared throughout the process. 

Paper 2: Building Stakeholder Trust Through Industry Leadership in Sustainable 
Development 
Building on the empirical foundation of my licentiate thesis, Paper 2 analyses the 
evolution of sustainable marketing within the Swedish textile service industry 
between 1996 and 2024. Although it does not explicitly employ credibility as a 
theoretical lens, it investigates how trust has been constructed and communicated 
through shifting communicative routines, institutional engagement, and service 
innovations. The analysis is informed by both earlier empirical material and newly 
collected data, interpreted through updated practice-based perspectives. The 
findings identify persistent challenges in achieving coherent and persuasive 
sustainable marketing, while also outlining strategies – such as inter-organizational 
collaboration, leadership engagement, and policy alignment – that may support 
more credible marketing practices. 

Authorship and contribution. This article is sole-authored. I was responsible for all 
aspects of the study, including research design, data collection, analysis, and manu-
script preparation. The paper incorporates empirical material from my licentiate 
thesis, supplemented by new data and extended analysis. A preliminary draft was 
reviewed and discussed with senior colleagues and my supervisor; their feedback 
informed the refinement of the analysis and final argument. 

Paper 3: Sustainability reports as signals: Building Marketing Credibility Through 
Strategic Coordination 
Paper 3 examines how sustainability reports contribute to the credibility of sustain-
able marketing under emerging reporting regulations. It investigates how coherence 
across communication channels, credible signaling, and institutional alignment 
shape perceptions of credibility. The analysis suggests that sustainability reports can 
act as anchor points within coordinated communication strategies, reinforcing 
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credibility across other platforms such as social media, corporate websites, and 
stakeholder interactions. 

Co-authorship and contribution. This article is co-authored with Niklas Arvidsson 
and Mana Farshid, with me as the first and corresponding author. I initiated the 
research design and led the drafting of the manuscript. Together with Niklas 
Arvidsson, I conducted the document analysis, interviews, and thematic coding. 
Mana Farshid contributed to the analytical development and provided feedback 
during the writing and revision process. The conceptual framing was developed 
jointly through iterative discussions among the authors. 

Paper 4: Employing Digital Twin Technology in the Pursuit to Avert Sustainable 
Marketing Myopia 
Paper 4 examines how advanced technologies – specifically digital twin technology 
– can be used to enhance credibility in sustainable marketing. It explores how these 
tools improve transparency, traceability, and stakeholder engagement, while also 
introducing new challenges such as data privacy concerns, misinformation risks, 
and over-reliance on technological solutions. These opportunities and risks are situ-
ated within the concept of sustainability marketing myopia. The paper warns 
against overly narrow technological framings that ignore broader social and ethical 
considerations and emphasizes the importance of balanced, context-sensitive tech-
nology adoption. 

Co-authorship and contribution. This article is co-authored with Mana Farshid and 
Terrence Brown. I was the corresponding author, conducted all interviews inde-
pendently, and led the data preparation. Coding and thematic analysis were carried 
out collaboratively among all three authors, and the conceptual framework was 
developed jointly. The manuscript was co-written, with shared responsibility for 
structuring and refining the final text. 

This chapter presents the four research papers that constitute the empirical founda-
tion of the dissertation. Each paper investigates credibility in sustainable marketing 
from a distinct vantage point, shaped by its own empirical and theoretical context. 
While differing in scope and approach, the papers are conceptually connected 
through their engagement with how credibility is challenging, created, maintained, 
and enhanced in sustainable marketing practice. In addition to addressing their 
respective research questions, the papers serve as sites of theoretical development, 
empirical insight, and methodological experimentation. They have also played an 
important role in shaping the overarching synthesis presented in the kappa. 

As outlined above, the dissertation includes three co-authored papers and one 
sole-authored paper. While the sole-authored licentiate thesis is not formally 
included among the four research papers presented in this chapter, it constitutes an 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

important part of the research trajectory leading to the papers and ultimately the 
doctoral dissertation. Written as a monograph, the licentiate provided early empi-
rical material and conceptual foundations that were later developed and refined. Its 
insights are particularly reflected in Paper 2 and, to some extent, have also informed 
the development of Papers 1, 3, and 4. In this way, the licentiate contributes both 
background and continuity to the doctoral work. 

A concise overview of the licentiate thesis and each paper’s key contributions is 
provided in Table 1. 

Table 1: Summary of licentiate thesis and paper contributions 

Nr Status Authors Title Main research 
questions 

Empirical material Key findings 

Lic. Monograph 
approved 
year 2022 

Anna 
Nyquist 

Improved 
supply chain 
collaboration 
with Green 
industrial 
marketing 

How is green 
industrial marketing 
practiced, and how 
has the practice 
developed over time? 
What strategies, 
placing an emphasis 
on trust, can be 
identified in 
companies working in 
green industrial 
marketing and how 
can these strategies 
improve green supply 
chain collaboration? 

Content analysis of 
documents, 56 
companies, supported 
by interviews with 13 
industry 
representatives, 5 
customers, and 6 
expert interviews, 
capturing company, 
customer, and 
contextual 
perspectives. 

Green industrial 
marketing has 
become more 
systematic over time, 
especially online, in 
the studied industry. 8 
trust-building 
strategies across 
company, network, 
and societal levels 
enhance credibility 
and support supply 
chain collaboration 
through transparency 
and shared green 
positioning. 

1 Published in 
Journal of 
Wealth 
Management 

Niklas 
Arvidsson 
& Anna 
Nyquist 

Can 
Investors 
Make 
Informed 
Decisions on 
Investments 
for Improved 
Sustainable? 

Is availability and 
reliability of 
information on 
sustainable 
performance of high 
enough quality and 
thereby enabling 
investors to make 
informed decisions on 
investments in 
sustainable? If not, 
why do such 
problems exist? 
Which practices may 
remedy such 
problems? 

Content analysis of 
sustainability reports 
from 32 major 
Swedish companies, 
combined with 
interviews (N=15) 
capturing investor 
and expert 
perspectives; the 2 
data sets represent 
complementary 
viewpoints. 

Investors struggle to 
make informed 
sustainable 
investment decisions 
due to inconsistent 
and unreliable data, 
caused by weak 
reporting standards 
and unclear 
definitions. The study 
calls for stronger 
regulation, 
standardized 
reporting, and 
ongoing investor– 
company dialogue to 
improve data quality. 

2 Published in 
Journal of 
sustain-able 
marketing 

Anna 
Nyquist 

Building 
Stakeholder 
Trust 
Through 
Industry 
Leadership 

How can trust in 
industry-specific 
sustainable marketing 
practices be 
increased? 

Content analysis of 
documents and 
interviews based on 
licentiate data and 
updated material 
from 56 companies in 

Trust in industry-
specific sustainable 
marketing increases 
through 
accountability, 
transparency, and 
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in 
Sustainable 
Development 

the Swedish textile 
service industry, 
incorporating 
company, customer, 
and expert 
perspectives. 

authenticity – 
especially when 
validated by 
certifications. 
However, companies 
that adopt a more 
radical, proactive 
approach to 
sustainability – 
beyond compliance 
and stakeholder 
expectations – can 
build stronger trust by 
positioning 
themselves as 
industry leaders. 

3 Submitted to 
Journal of 
Public Policy 
& Marketing 

Anna 
Nyquist, 
Niklas 
Arvidsson 
& Mana 
Farshid 

Sustainability 
reports as 
signals: 
Building 
marketing 
credibility 
through 
strategic 
coordination 

how can firms 
enhance the 
credibility of their 
sustainable marketing 
by coordinating 
communication 
channels and 
deploying credible 
signals more 
effectively within this 
evolving regulatory 
context? 

Content analysis of 
sustainability 
communication from 
100 major Swedish 
companies, 
complemented by 27 
interviews capturing 
company-internal and 
expert perspectives. 
The two data sets 
offer complementary 
insights 

Sustainability reports 
enhance sustainable 
marketing credibility 
when integrated 
across platforms, 
clearly structured, 
transparent, and 
consistent over time – 
especially under 
CSRD standards – 
though gaps persist in 
stakeholder 
engagement and 
assurance practices. 

4 Published in 
Journal of 
Research in 
Marketing 
and 
Entrepre-
neurship 

Anna 
Nyquist, 
Mana 
Farshid & 
Terrence 
Brown 

Employing 
Digital Twin 
Technology 
in the 
Pursuit to 
Avert 
Sustainable 
Marketing 
Myopia 

How can companies 
avoid sustainable 
marketing myopia? 

10 interviews with 
marketing and 
technical experts, 
offering 
complementary 
perspectives 

Combining 
entrepreneurial 
marketing with digital 
twin technology can 
help companies avoid 
sustainable marketing 
myopia by enabling 
transparency, 
stakeholder 
engagement, adaptive 
strategies, and real-
time communication 
of sustainability 
efforts. 

Chapter 5: Credibility in sustainable marketing 
Chapter 5 synthesizes the four empirical studies presented in Chapter 4 by aligning 
them with the overarching analytical framework developed in the kappa. Guided by 
the overarching research purpose and questions formulated in Chapter 1, this 
chapter examines the challenges of achieving credibility in sustainable marketing, 
explores how credibility is created, maintained, and enhanced within marketing 
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practices, and reflects on how these processes relate to tensions between aspirational 
ideals and organizational realities. 

Chapter 6: Concluding discussions 
This chapter concludes the dissertation by summarizing the key findings and their 
contributions to the theoretical field of sustainable marketing. It also highlights the 
practical implications of the research and suggests potential directions for future 
studies. 
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2. Literature in an emerging research field

This chapter supports the overall purpose of the dissertation: to examine the chal-
lenges of achieving credibility in sustainable marketing, to explore how credibility is 
created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable marketing practices, as well as to 
address the tensions between aspirational ideals and organizational realities in 
sustainable marketing. It is structured around the overarching research questions: 
1) What are the challenges in achieving credibility in sustainable marketing?; 2)
How is credibility created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable marketing
practices?; 3) How can a practice-based perspective on credibility in sustainable
marketing advance our understanding of how organizations navigate the tensions
between aspirational ideals and marketing realities?

The literature review serves as a gateway to the existing body of knowledge, 
laying the theoretical groundwork for the dissertation. This dissertation approaches 
sustainable marketing as an emerging research field due to its relatively recent rise 
in academic attention, spurred by growing societal and corporate emphasis on 
environmental and social responsibility. As outlined in the introductory chapter, 
although interest in sustainable marketing is growing, the field remains relatively 
under-theorized – particularly in relation to questions of credibility in practice – 
suggesting the value of further systematic exploration and conceptual development. 
The chapter outlines key areas of relevance within the sustainable marketing lite-
rature. To lay the foundation for the dissertation’s analytical framework, this 
chapter defines key concepts and traces the evolution of sustainable marketing over 
time. It also examines the role of persuasive marketing techniques – highlighting 
how such strategies influence perceptions of credibility and help illuminate the 
tensions between ambition and practice in sustainable marketing. 

The focus then shifts to the field of credibility, and in particular signalling theory, 
source credibility and medium credibility. The chapter concludes with a theoretical 
synthesis that encapsulates the key discussions and also deepens the understanding 
of the foundations of credible sustainable marketing practices, as highlighted in the 
reviewed literature. In addition, this synthesis introduces a conceptual framework 
building on prior literature specifically designed to enhance sustainable marketing 
credibility. The framework responds to the dissertation’s purpose and research 
questions, providing a foundational framework that will guide the discussion in 
Chapter 5. The approach taken in conducting the literature review is described in 
Section 3.2 (Research quality assessment and Literature review). 
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2.1 Sustainable marketing  
This section delineates the findings derived from the literature review on sus-
tainable marketing and its credibility. While not exhaustive, drawing from multiple 
intersecting streams – such as green, social, and CSR (Corporate Social Respon-
sibility) marketing, as well as circular economy and ESG perspectives – this over-
view intends to offer a synthesized understanding of how sustainability permeates 
the marketing landscape. This overview will elucidate the emerging contours of this 
field, explore the various definitions employed, and highlight the focal themes and 
areas of concentration identified in the scholarly discourse. Additionally, the review 
examines the intersection of sustainable marketing with persuasion techniques, as 
well as manipulation and deceptive practices within the broader marketing domain. 
The chapter concludes with a critical synthesis, summarizing the key insights 
gleaned from the existing literature. It will also pinpoint the prevailing gaps and 
articulate how these deficiencies correspond to the specific purpose and research 
questions of this dissertation, setting the stage for subsequent discussion. 

2.1.1 The landscape of sustainable marketing 
The conceptual landscape of marketing and sustainability is marked by overlapping 
yet distinct terminologies, including sustainable marketing, sustainability market-
ing, circular economy, green-, social-, societal-, and CSR/ESG marketing. While 
these terms are often used interchangeably in both academic and practitioner con-
texts, they entail important differences in orientation, scope, and integration, which 
will be addressed in this chapter. This multiplicity of definitions not only reflects the 
complexity of sustainable marketing but also underscores its interdisciplinary roots 
– spanning a wide range of fields such as environmental science, business ethics,
consumer behavior, and strategic management. In the following subsections, key
related frameworks and perspectives are introduced to clarify how they connect to,
complement, or diverge from sustainable marketing. Together, this helps position
sustainable marketing within its broader conceptual landscape and illustrates how
different approaches have shaped its development and interpretation.

Distinction. In this dissertation, sustainable marketing is the primary concept used 
and refers to a strategic approach in which sustainability is integrated into the core 
of marketing functions – marketing that is designed to be sustainable in the long 
term (e.g. Belz & Peattie, 2012; Bolton, 2022; Pooja et al., 2022; White et al., 2025). 
According to MASB (2024), sustainable marketing is defined as an approach that 
‘aims to recognize and address negative environmental and societal externalities 
while enhancing the positive environmental, international development, and soci-
etal benefits of the production, distribution, promotion, packaging, and pricing of 
an organization’s offerings.’ This encapsulation reflects a significant departure from 
conventional marketing strategies, underscoring commitment to transformative 
practices that align with broader sustainability objectives. While widely accepted 
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and frequently cited, this definition may reflect an idealized conceptualization that 
does not fully align with current business practices or with alternative definitions 
found throughout the literature.  

As a starting point for examining alternative views on sustainable marketing, it is 
important to recognize that ‘marketing’ is frequently critiqued for perpetuating con-
sumerism, often encouraging consumption patterns linked to global overcon-
sumption and unsustainable behaviours (Pereira Heath & Chatzidakis, 2012). At the 
same time, the American Marketing Association (AMA) defines marketing as the 
activities and processes involved in creating, communicating, delivering, and 
exchanging offerings that provide value to customers and society at large (AMA, 
n.d.), a definition that does not inherently equate marketing with the promotion of
ever-increasing consumption. While this definition creates scope for aligning ‘value’
with sustainability goals, it does not inherently ensure such alignment. In other
words, marketing can support sustainability objectives, but this is not structurally
mandated, meaning that marketing and sustainability may at times complement
one another and at other times come into conflict (cf. Albinsson et al., 2024) – a
tension explored further in this chapter.

Building on these perspectives, this dissertation adopts the view of marketing not 
merely as a set of managerial tools but as a socially embedded and communicative 
practice. This view is informed by scholarship that conceptualizes marketing as 
shaping how value is constructed, represented, and legitimized (cf. Skålén & 
Hackley, 2011; Skålén et al., 2023; Vargo & Lusch, 2004), while extending this lens 
to foreground its intersections with sustainability and credibility. From this stand-
point, sustainable marketing can be understood as a multidimensional field shaped 
by both historical developments and evolving theoretical perspectives, reflecting 
ongoing attempts to integrate environmental, social, and economic concerns into 
marketing practice. 

One of the most influential articulations of this integration is the Triple Bottom 
Line (TBL) concept, introduced by Elkington (1997), which serves as a foundational 
framework in this discourse (cf. Martin & Schouten, 2014). TBL integrates three key 
dimensions – environmental, social, and economic – proposing that businesses 
should evaluate success not solely by financial performance but also by their 
broader societal and ecological impact. Scholars such as Kemper and Ballantine 
(2019) argue that credibility in sustainable marketing depends on demonstrating 
genuine integration of these dimensions, while Hunt (2017) underscores the need 
for companies to actively pursue improvements across all three to enhance per-
formance. 

This interplay between environmental, social, and economic dimensions rein-
forces the notion of sustainable marketing as a holistic concept. Rather than treating 
circular economy, green, social, or CSR marketing as isolated approaches, it may be 
more productive to view them as complementary strands within a broader strategic 
framework for embedding sustainability into marketing. In line with this reasoning, 
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the literature positions sustainable marketing as a nuanced and evolving field that 
seeks to integrate sustainability into core marketing logics, while also remaining 
open to further scholarly engagement aimed at clarifying its boundaries and 
implications (e.g., Bolton, 2022; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Kumar et al., 2012; 
Lunde, 2018; McDonagh & Prothero, 2014; Pooja et al., 2022; White et al., 2025). 

Yet, much of this literature also reflects an idealized view of what sustainable 
marketing can achieve, often with limited engagement with the constraints, trade-
offs, and institutional pressures that shape its implementation in practice (cf. 
Albinsson et al., 2024; Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023; Montgomery et al., 2024). This 
research and practitioner accounts (e.g., World Federation of Advertisers, 2023) 
point to a complexity of translating normative ambitions into everyday 
organizational routines. Against this backdrop, this chapter adopts a cautious and 
reflective stance – not to reject the concept of sustainable marketing, but to explore 
its multiple, and sometimes conflicting, meanings in the literature. It engages with 
sustainable marketing not only as a theoretical construct but also as a field marked 
by contradictions between ideals and practical realities. 

Circular economy. One area that has gained increasing prominence within sustain-
ability discourse is the circular economy, which emphasizes systemic shifts toward 
resource efficiency, reuse, recycling, and waste minimization. Mostaghel et al. 
(2023) describe circular economy as a transformative paradigm that not only chal-
lenges the linear ‘take-make-dispose’ economic model but also reconfigures core 
marketing activities such as value Core finding design, consumer engagement, and 
supply chain logic. 

However, the precise relationship between circular economy and sustainable 
marketing remains debated and somewhat unsettled. Some scholars implicitly 
frame circular economy as encompassing broader sustainability efforts by empha-
sizing its transformative potential across value chains and business models (e.g., 
Mostaghel et al., 2023), while others treat it as one of several strategies nested within 
the wider sustainable marketing paradigm (e.g., Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). This 
dissertation adopts the latter view, informed by both scholarly and institutional 
framings. For instance, the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive 
(CSRD) identifies circular economy as one of five environmental themes situated 
under a broader sustainability agenda (Efrag, 2023). Similarly, the World Economic 
Forum (n.d.) places circular economy within its ‘Planet’ metrics, without elevating it 
above other environmental concerns. In line with this reasoning, Geissdoerfer et al. 
(2017) caution against equating circular economy with sustainability, instead 
arguing that circular economy should be viewed as one component within broader 
sustainability frameworks that also account for social and economic dimensions. 

Thus, in this dissertation, circular economy is understood as a key area of inquiry 
that intersects with sustainable marketing – particularly in addressing environ-
mental imperatives – but is not treated as a primary theoretical lens. Due to its 
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relatively narrower scope and uneven empirical presence across the included 
articles, circular economy is instead conceptualized as a relevant subfield not 
explicitly mentioned. In this manner, it surfaces at points in the empirical material, 
but does not substitute for the broader strategic, social, and communicative 
ambitions that characterize sustainable marketing as it is theorized and opera-
tionalized in this work. This more modest framing reflects a need to distinguish 
between potentially overextended theoretical claims and their more limited empi-
rical substantiation. 

Green marketing. Among the various roots of sustainable marketing, green market-
ing prominently addresses the environmental dimension of the TBL framework and 
has become an essential component of sustainable business practices, reflecting an 
increased awareness and integration of environmental concerns within corporate 
strategies (Pooja et al., 2022). Terms such as eco-friendly marketing and environ-
mental marketing, as discussed by Kemper and Ballantine (2019) and Vilkaite-
Vaitone and Skackauskiene (2019), highlight the importance of promoting environ-
mental attributes, assessing the environmental impact of marketing strategies, and 
embedding these concerns into organizational decision-making processes. 

The environmental dimension of sustainable marketing has garnered significant 
scholarly attention, with Bolton (2022) and others emphasizing a growing focus on 
mitigating environmental impacts through sustainable business practices. This 
evolution is evident in strategies like promoting eco-friendly products, sustainable 
sourcing, energy efficiency, and transparent marketing practices, as detailed by De 
Marchi et al. (2013) and Rattalino (2018). Yet, despite this attention, the literature 
on green marketing has been critiqued for its occasional lack of critical engagement 
with the actual effectiveness and sincerity of such practices in addressing systemic 
environmental issues (e.g., De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Delmas & Burbano, 2011; 
Isac et al., 2024), highlighting an ongoing credibility concern, particularly within the 
environmental dimension of sustainable marketing. This critique also underscores 
the importance of approaching some of the more optimistic claims in the literature 
(cf. Chandy et al., 2021; Plangger et al., 2025; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021) with 
caution, especially where they appear insufficiently grounded in empirical evidence 
or practical realities. 

Social and societal marketing. In contrast to green marketing, social marketing 
primarily engages with the social dimension of the TBL framework (cf. Elkington, 
1997; Pooja et al., 2022). Pioneered by Kotler and Zaltman (1971), social marketing 
employs commercial marketing strategies to promote social causes and achieve 
societal benefits. Although foundational, the framework has been criticized for 
lacking specificity in implementation and for occasionally serving as rhetorical 
devices more than as operational models (Brenkert, 2001; Lefebvre, 2011). Over 
time, this approach has evolved into two distinct streams: a corporate-oriented 
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stream that views social marketing as a tool for achieving broader social benefits 
while supporting business objectives, and a non-corporate perspective focused on 
using marketing to directly affect social change (Pooja et al., 2022). 

Closely related is the concept of societal marketing, which builds on these 
foundations by explicitly emphasizing the long-term interests of both consumers 
and society. Introduced by Kotler (1971), the societal marketing concept argues that 
companies should not only meet the immediate needs and wants of target markets 
but also uphold societal well-being. This approach anticipates many of the 
normative concerns raised in sustainable marketing discourse and provides an early 
articulation of marketing’s potential role in shaping more ethical, responsible, and 
future-oriented business practices (e.g. Abratt, & Sacks, 1989; Amoako et al., 2022; 
Kotler, 1971). Building on this literature, the dissertation acknowledges the value of 
these contributions but also recognizes that some of this work appears to understate 
the practical complexities of balancing social objectives with market performance 
pressures. 

The economic dimension. While the environmental and social dimensions of the 
TBL framework (cf. Elkington, 1997) are distinctly represented in green, social, and 
societal marketing, the economic dimension is often more closely intertwined with 
the broader concept of marketing itself (cf. Pooja et al., 2022). Foundational 
marketing literature emphasises that marketing is inherently rooted in economic 
principles, including value creation, exchange, and the pursuit of profitability 
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2021). Within this view, sustainable marketing encompasses 
not only environmental and social responsibilities but also the economic viability of 
initiatives. This reasoning aligns with perspectives in the literature that frame 
sustainability and profitability as potentially reinforcing rather than inherently 
conflicting aims (cf. Kotler & Armstrong, 2021; Martin & Schouten, 2014). 

Hunt (2011) reinforces this perspective by arguing that sustainable marketing 
practices can align with broader economic goals – such as economic growth and 
equity – through the lens of resource-advantage theory. According to Hunt, sustain-
able marketing is not only compatible with economic growth but can also act as a 
driver of it, particularly when aligned with principles of economic freedom and 
competitive advantage. This approach underscores the importance of integrating 
economic considerations into sustainable marketing, ensuring that such practices 
are not only ethically sound but also economically advantageous, thereby support-
ing both the success and the longevity of businesses. 

However, this optimistic framing may underplay the tensions that often arise 
between financial imperatives and sustainable ambitions (Brenkert, 2001; De Freitas 
Netto et al., 2020; Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Isac et al., 2024; Lefebvre, 2011). 
Despite theoretical claims of compatibility (cf. Amoako et al., 2022; Chandy et al., 
2021; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021), relatively few studies have critically examined how 
such tensions are navigated in practice. The assumption that sustainability naturally 

36 



 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

2. LITERATURE IN AN EMERGING RESEARCH FIELD 

aligns with profitability risks overlooking the structural, institutional, and market-
based constraints that can hinder this alignment (cf. Albinsson et al., 2024). 

ESG Marketing and CSR Marketing. Sustainable marketing also shares common 
ground with both ESG marketing (cf. Clark et al., 2015; Eccles et al., 2012; Kim, 
2023; Paolone et al., 2022) and CSR marketing (e.g. Moliner et al., 2020; Chom-
vilailuk & Butcher, 2018), though each has its distinct focus and application and 
often frame sustainability through a lens of corporate responsibility and governance 
driven by investor and stakeholder demands (Kim, 2023; Moliner et al., 2020). 

ESG marketing emphasizes the integration of environmental, social, and govern-
ance factors into a company’s business strategy, often driven by investor concerns 
and regulatory pressures (Clark et al., 2015; Eccles et al., 2012; Kim, 2023; Paolone 
et al., 2022). The literature indicates that while ESG marketing overlaps significantly 
with sustainable marketing in its focus on environmental and social dimensions, it 
also uniquely incorporates governance practices. These governance elements – such 
as ethical business operations, transparency, and accountability – are not always 
explicitly addressed in traditional sustainable marketing approaches (cf. Kim, 2023; 
Paolone et al., 2022). 

Building on this, I interpret ESG marketing as providing a complementary lens: 
while it introduces a stronger emphasis on governance, it can also be viewed as 
encompassed within sustainable marketing when governance considerations are 
fully integrated alongside environmental and social factors. This perspective 
positions ESG marketing as reinforcing, rather than competing with a broadened 
understanding of sustainable marketing. 

CSR marketing is closely related to the social dimension of the TBL, focusing on 
how companies can contribute positively to society through responsible business 
practices, and often includes initiatives aimed at improving community well-being, 
supporting charitable causes, and promoting ethical labor practices (Maignan & 
Ferrell, 2004). While CSR marketing aligns with sustainable marketing, it may not 
always fully integrate environmental and economic considerations (cf. Carroll, 
1999; Chomvilailuk & Butcher, 2018; Maignan & Ferrell, 2004; Moliner et al., 2020). 
Sustainable marketing, therefore, offers a broader framework that integrates CSR 
within a more comprehensive approach that also includes environmental sustain-
ability and economic viability. 

Sustainable versus sustainability and sustainable integration. Extending from the 
traditions outlined above, attention must also be given to the conceptual ambigu-
ities that scholars have highlighted in the literature. One such example concerns the 
terms “sustainable marketing” and its noun counterpart, “sustainability marketing,” 
which emerged during the literature review as being used inconsistently – 
sometimes interchangeably despite their potentially distinct meanings, and at other 
times in ways that suggest subtle differences in emphasis. McDonagh and Prothero 
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(2014) are among the scholars who have explicitly discussed this linguistic perspec-
tive. They point out the fundamental grammatical distinctions that lead to deeper 
conceptual differences. As they explain, the adjective “sustainable” directly modifies 
“marketing,” implying that marketing practices themselves are inherently sustain-
able. This emphasizes sustainability as an intrinsic quality of marketing activities. In 
contrast, the noun “sustainability” suggests it as a goal or objective of marketing, 
which might be adjunct rather than integrated, potentially resulting in practices 
where sustainability is seen as an add-on. 

McDonagh & Prothero (2014) extend their discussion to the practical domains, 
arguing that “sustainable marketing” requires organizations to fundamentally 
rethink their strategies, embedding sustainable principles into every facet of their 
operations. This transformation demands that sustainability is not just an isolated 
initiative but a core aspect of business strategy. In contrast, they argue, “sus-
tainability marketing” is often executed through specific, targeted initiatives such as 
eco-friendly product campaigns or CSR programs, which may not require a multi 
perspective approach, though ideally aiming for a more holistic restructuring of 
business functions but focus instead on enhancing brand image through sustain-
ability-focused communications. 

This critical perspective is also discussed by Kotler and Armstrong (2021), who 
suggest that for organizations to thrive in a competitive market, sustainable market-
ing must not only meet immediate consumer needs but also ensure that these 
strategies are viable long-term, addressing environmental, social, and economic 
concerns comprehensively. This aligns with the broader, more strategic view of sus-
tainable marketing, where enduring customer relationships are foundational, and 
sustainability is deeply integrated within the strategic framework of the organi-
zation. 

However, Belz & Peattie (2012) offer a complementary view by defining “sustain-
ability marketing” as not just maintaining but actively improving sustainable 
relationships with customers and the environment. They outline six key elements of 
sustainability marketing: socio-ecological issues, consumer behavior, marketing 
values and objectives, strategies, marketing mix, and marketing transformation. 
This framework suggests a comprehensive approach to embedding sustainability 
that extends beyond customer relationships to include broader impacts on organi-
zational direction and societal change. While comprehensive in scope, this type of 
stance has been critiqued for its limited empirical application and its reliance on 
normative assumptions about firm behavior (cf. Albinsson et al., 2024; Kemper & 
Ballantine, 2019). 

For instance, Kemper and Ballantine (2019) extend the conversation by 
proposing a model of sustainability marketing levels, which offers a typology for 
assessing the degree to which sustainability is integrated into marketing practice 
across organizations. Their framework identifies three strategy levels within sustain-
ability marketing: auxiliary, where sustainability is added onto existing marketing 
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strategies with minimal change; reformative, where sustainability is adapted within 
current marketing practices; and transformative, where sustainability fundamentally 
reshapes the core logic and direction of marketing. Notably, Kemper and Ballantine 
adopt the noun form – sustainability marketing – to describe these levels, 
emphasizing not just the use of marketing for sustainability related actions (as in 
sustainable marketing), but the extent to which sustainability is embedded as a 
defining characteristic of the marketing function itself. In this model, sustainability 
marketing thus refers not only to a normative ambition but also serves as an 
empirical descriptor of how thoroughly sustainable principles are integrated into 
corporate operations and strategy. 

The discourse bridging academic and linguistic perspectives on sustainability in 
marketing reveals both commonalities and discrepancies in the application of sus-
tainable practices. Notably, McDonagh and Prothero (2014) argue that sustain-
ability should be seamlessly integrated into marketing frameworks, not merely 
appended as an afterthought. In contrast, Kotler and Armstrong (2021), along with 
Belz and Peattie (2012), explore the implications of such integrated strategies on 
long-term customer relationships and overarching organizational tactics. Adding 
complexity to this narrative, Kemper and Ballantine (2019) provide a layered 
analysis by delineating varying depths of sustainable practice, illustrating the field’s 
diversity in approaches and methodologies. Collectively, these scholarly contribu-
tions advocate for a refined understanding of sustainable and sustainability 
marketing, emphasizing the necessity for ongoing critical evaluation of how sus-
tainability principles are incorporated into marketing practices. This scholarly 
consensus calls for businesses not only to articulate and commit to sustainability 
efforts, but also to embed them deeply within strategic and operational contexts, 
ensuring they permeate all facets of business activity. This synthesis of academic 
perspectives lays a foundational framework for further research and practical 
application, underscoring the importance of deeper integration of sustainability 
within marketing to address contemporary socio-economic and environmental 
challenges effectively. 

Considering these insights, it becomes pertinent to investigate both superficial 
and profound implementations of sustainability in marketing. This examination 
may differentiate between ‘sustainable marketing’ and ‘sustainability marketing’ – 
terms which, though often used interchangeably, may encapsulate distinct depths of 
integration within corporate strategies. Preliminary analysis of the reviewed lite-
rature indicates that sustainable marketing is often used to denote a more profound 
integration of sustainability into marketing practices, while sustainability marketing 
may be employed in a broader sense that does not necessarily convey such depth. 

However, for clarity and consistency throughout this dissertation, the term sus-
tainable marketing will be predominantly utilized to reflect a broad and integrative 
approach to sustainability within marketing, thereby also aligning with definitions 
such as those from MASB (2024). However, “sustainability marketing” may be used 
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specifically to reference the context of certain models or theories. This 
terminological choice is informed by the inherent implications of ‘sustainable’ as an 
adjective, highlighting sustainability as an essential element of marketing opera-
tions, consistent with the views of McDonagh and Prothero (2014). By comparing 
‘sustainable marketing’ with ‘sustainability marketing,’ scholars offer a linguistic 
and conceptual bridge that aligns varying degrees of integration and strategic com-
mitment with different theoretical models – thus further connecting definetional 
debates with empirical application. Although the two terms are often used inter-
changeably in academic discourse, they may signal different levels of integration, 
ambition, and organizational transformation. 

Temporality. On the topic of superficial and profound implementations of sustain-
able marketing, Kotler and Armstrong (2021) emphasize that sustainable marketing 
is not only about meeting immediate consumer and business needs but also about 
considering long-term impacts. This calls for a strategic orientation that spans gene-
rations, thereby adding a deeper dimension to profound implementations of 
sustainable marketing. This aligns with Belz and Peattie’s (2012) view, which high-
lights the importance of long-term relationships by defining sustainable marketing 
as a strategic process that integrates social and environmental considerations into 
marketing activities while fostering enduring relationships with customers, society, 
and the natural environment. Similarly, Kumar et al. (2012) describe sustainable 
marketing as focused on “building and maintaining sustainable relationships” with 
multiple stakeholders, underlining its temporal depth. 

Kar et al. (2024) further frame sustainable marketing as inherently generational, 
explicitly linking it to the foundational principles of sustainability articulated in the 
Brundtland Report (1987), which defines sustainable development as “development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” This orientation also aligns with broader sus-
tainability frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 
2015), positioning sustainable marketing as a means of addressing current needs 
while safeguarding future well-being (cf. Amoako et al., 2022). 

However, this long-term view contrasts sharply with conventional marketing’s 
frequent prioritization of short-term gains, which often reinforce consumption-
driven models criticized for contributing to global overconsumption (Pereira Heath 
& Chatzidakis, 2012). Expanding on this critique, Park et al. (2022) argue that sus-
tainable marketing requires a paradigmatic shift away from short-termism toward 
strategies that integrate long-term social and environmental value creation, both as 
a normative imperative and as a response to evolving stakeholder pressures. This 
challenge is compounded by what Albinsson et al. (2024) describe as a persistent 
tension between profit imperatives and sustainability commitments – a dynamic 
that not only shapes the credibility of sustainability initiatives but also influences 
how feasible such long-term orientations can be in practice. 
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2.1.2 From persuasion to deception: ethical tensions  
in sustainable marketing 

Building on the previous section’s mapping of sustainable marketing’s conceptual 
and definitional strands, this section examines the tensions and ethical challenges 
that complicate its practical implementation. Albinsson et al. (2024) highlight the 
persistent friction between profit imperatives and sustainability commitments. 
Extending this, the discussion considers how sustainable marketing can be compro-
mised by persuasion, manipulation, and deception – practices that create credibility 
risks when marketing logics conflict with sustainability ambitions. This sets the 
stage for understanding why credibility is a central concern in this dissertation. 

Persuasion. In marketing, persuasion is considered a cornerstone, essential for 
influencing consumer perceptions and behaviours towards products or services (cf. 
Armstrong & Kotler, 2021; Kardes et al., 2011). Kardes et al. (2011) emphasize that 
effective marketing inherently utilizes persuasive tactics to shape consumer 
decision-making (Kardes et al., 2011). This involves leveraging psychological prin-
ciples such as those discussed by Cialdini (2021), including scarcity, authority, and 
commitment, to sway consumers. The elaboration likelihood model further explains 
how persuasion can be achieved through different routes – central and peripheral – 
depending on the consumer’s engagement level and the message’s nature (Petty, 
1986). 

Digitalization has further enabled new forms of persuasive marketing, allowing 
firms to craft messages that are highly personalized, interactive, and seamlessly 
integrated into consumers’ daily digital environments (Arora et al., 2008; Wedel & 
Kannan, 2016). Through algorithm-driven targeting, AI-driven personalization, and 
real-time data analytics, marketers can design campaigns that dynamically adapt to 
user behaviour and context (Hoekstra & Leeflang, 2020; Lamberton & Stephen, 
2016). Social media influencers and platform-specific algorithms further blur the 
line between advertising and content, embedding persuasive messages within social 
interactions and entertainment (Appel et al., 2020). 

Research also points to the psychological mechanisms driving these develop-
ments, particularly the way emotional appeals capture attention and shape decision-
making. Such appeals are especially powerful in fast-paced digital environments 
where information is abundant and attention spans are short (Dahlen et al., 2009; 
Kahneman, 2011). Interactive media heighten perceived personal relevance and 
engagement (Sundar & Marathe, 2010), while algorithmic optimization exploits 
contextual cues to deliver precisely timed and framed messages (Lamberton & 
Stephen, 2016). 

However, these digitally enabled strategies also raise ethical concerns. Scholars 
have documented the growing use of “dark patterns” – interface designs that exploit 
cognitive biases to steer users toward choices they might not otherwise make 
(Brignull, 2011; Mathur et al., 2019). Algorithmic targeting can exacerbate con-
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sumer vulnerabilities, such as reinforcing impulsive consumption or leveraging 
guilt-based appeals to provoke action (Susser et al., 2019). These developments blur 
the line between persuasion and manipulation, raising concerns about autonomy, 
consent, and trust in digital marketing practices (Nadkarni & Gupta, 2020). 

Within sustainable marketing, this dynamic presents both opportunities and 
challenges: while digital platforms can amplify sustainability messaging and foster 
engagement (de Vries et al., 2020), credibility risks arise if persuasive techniques 
become overly manipulative or emotionally exploitative (Gatti et al., 2021b). 

Persuasion and its pitfalls in marketing. While persuasion is central to marketing 
practice, it also raises important ethical questions – particularly when the methods 
employed approach manipulation or coercion (Cialdini, 2021). This concern arises 
because persuasive techniques often leverage psychological mechanisms – such as 
scarcity, authority, or social proof – that can influence decision-making subcon-
sciously, reducing the scope for fully informed and autonomous choices (Petty, 
1986). Classic critiques, such as Packard’s (1957) The Hidden Persuaders, illustrate 
how psychological insights could be used to covertly steer consumer behaviour, 
while later work shows how selective framing or omission of information can 
mislead consumers even in the absence of outright falsehoods (Danciu, 2014). 

As discussed earlier, digitalization has intensified the possibilities of these 
dynamics. The rise of algorithmic targeting, AI-driven personalization, and social 
media influencers (Appel et al., 2020; Arora et al., 2008; Lamberton & Stephen, 
2016) allow marketers to deliver precisely timed and highly tailored appeals that 
seamlessly integrate into consumers’ daily digital environments. While effective for 
engagement, these techniques also magnify the risk of exploiting cognitive biases or 
emotional triggers, reinforcing concerns about “dark patterns” that manipulate 
choice architectures and limit consumer autonomy (Mathur et al., 2019; Susser et 
al., 2019). 

Such concerns are particularly salient in sustainability contexts, where emotion-
ally charged messaging – such as appeals to guilt or urgency – can be especially 
potent in influencing consumer behavior (Antonetti & Maklan, 2014). However, 
when such tactics are perceived as manipulative or disproportionate, they risk 
generating skepticism and eroding trust in both the brand and its sustainability 
claims (cf. Gatti et al., 2021b; Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023). Scholars therefore 
emphasize the need for stronger ethical guardrails: Drumwright and Murphy (2009) 
argue that persuasion must be grounded in transparency and respect for autonomy, 
while Grier and Deshpande (2001) highlight cultural sensitivity and trust-building 
as essential to legitimate influence. These insights underscore the importance of 
ensuring that digital persuasion enhances, rather than erodes, credibility in 
sustainable marketing (cf. Gatti et al., 2021b; de Vries et al., 2020). 
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Transitioning to sustainable marketing and the role of ethical persuasion. The 
growing body of literature on sustainable marketing underscores the need to 
reassess persuasion’s traditional role, particularly given its proximity to unethical 
and deceptive practices (cf. Hill & McDonagh, 2020; Peattie & Belz, 2012; Prasad & 
Holzinger, 2013). Persuasion is central to marketing, but as Cialdini (2021) note, the 
psychological mechanisms – such as scarcity, authority, and social proof – can also 
influence consumer decisions subconsciously, reducing autonomy and informed 
choice. 

Hill and McDonagh (2020) therefore argue for a paradigm shift in sustainable 
marketing, moving away from purely profit-driven persuasion toward approaches 
grounded in authentic engagement and transparency. Similarly, Peattie and Belz 
(2012) highlight the need to redirect persuasive techniques toward conscious 
consumerism, while Carrington et al. (2014) emphasize marketing’s role in 
informing consumers about the social and environmental consequences of their 
purchases to support better-aligned, ethical decision-making. 

Greenwashing. Building on the broader concerns around persuasion and deception 
in marketing, greenwashing represents one of the most visible and ethically 
troubling manifestations of these dynamics within sustainable marketing. As a form 
of deceptive marketing, it raises critical concerns about its impact on consumer 
trust and the integrity of sustainability communication. Obermiller et al. (2005) 
document how deceptive tactics distort consumer perceptions and compromise 
brand integrity by presenting an eco-friendly facade that lacks substantive 
environmental backing. Similarly, Montgomery et al. (2024) emphasize that despite 
growing regulatory oversight and consumer awareness, greenwashing remains 
prevalent and continues to erode trust in both individual brands and sustainability 
efforts more broadly. 

Research by De Freitas Netto et al. (2020) highlights the widespread use of vague 
or misleading terms such as “all-natural,” “green,” or “eco-friendly,” often without 
robust evidence or certification. Such tactics are particularly influential among envi-
ronmentally conscious consumers, whose decisions can be swayed by unverified 
claims. Dalal (2020) adds that once consumers perceive that they have been misled, 
the repercussions can extend beyond brand-switching to also include negative 
word-of-mouth and long-term reputational damage for the company. 

While these studies underscore the frequency and harmful consequences of 
unethical marketing practices, scholars such as Bernini and La Rosa (2024) and 
Montgomery et al. (2024) point out that the motivations for greenwashing remain 
insufficiently explored. Bernini and La Rosa attribute such practices to economic 
pressures, competition, and governance-related incentives, whereas Montgomery et 
al. (2024) call for deeper investigation into the organizational and systemic 
conditions that enable deceptive sustainability claims. Together, this work suggests 
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that greenwashing is not only a matter of ethical lapses but also reflects structural 
challenges and tensions within firms. 

Truthfulness, transparency, and accountability. The prevalence of deceptive 
marketing tactics underscores why truthfulness and transparency are central pillars 
of credible sustainable marketing (cf. Drumwright & Murphy, 2009; Kim, 2023; 
Montgomery et al., 2024; Paolone et al., 2022). Research shows that stakeholders 
often struggle to distinguish genuine sustainability efforts from misleading or 
superficial claims (Boström & Klintman, 2011; De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Peattie 
& Belz, 2012; Woolverton & Dimitri, 2010). When deceptive or vague claims 
dominate, stakeholder skepticism grows – and rebuilding trust requires verified 
alignment between messaging and actual organizational practices (Gatti et al., 
2021a; Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023). 

This challenge is evident in research by Oppong-Tawiah and Webster (2023), 
who show how social media can be used to propagate what amounts to “fake news” 
about environmental actions. Their findings illustrate how contested and politicized 
sustainability narratives complicate stakeholders’ ability to evaluate claims, high-
lighting the need for transparency paired with credible mechanisms of verifycation 
and accountability. The relationship between accountability and clarity is further 
underscored by Fisher et al. (2020), who argue that accountability in corporate 
communication entails not only disclosing information but doing so in ways that 
are intelligible and assessable. From this perspective, clarity becomes a necessary 
condition for accountability, as stakeholders must be able to comprehend and  
critically engage with disclosures in order to hold organizations to account. Tone, 
structure, and linguistic accessibility are therefore not superficial matters of style, 
but core elements of credible and accountable sustainability communication. By 
contrast, Gatti et al. (2021a) show that clear, verifiable disclosures about sus-
tainability initiatives can bolster credibility and foster loyalty – particularly when 
stakeholders are able to independently validate the claims being made. 

However, the literature also shows that transparency and truthfulness are not 
fixed or universally understood ideals. As Christensen and Cheney (2015) argue, 
these concepts function less as objective standards and more as contested, 
contextually mediated constructs. Their analysis reframes transparency not as a 
neutral practice, but as a performative and strategic process – shaped by who 
communicates, for what purpose, to whom, and under what institutional 
conditions. From this perspective, transparency and truthfulness should not be 
presumed to be inherently virtuous or self-evident. Instead, credibility must be 
enacted through situated and actionable strategies that demonstrate integrity and 
accountability in practice – while also acknowledging the contextual variability of 
what counts as true or transparent. This insight is further supported by Visentin et 
al. (2019), who find that consumers’ responses to brand messages are significantly 
influenced by the perceived truthfulness of the content and the credibility of the 
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source – even when the information is later shown to be inaccurate or misleading. 
Their study underscores the performative nature of credibility, suggesting that 
audience interpretations of message integrity – rather than factual accuracy alone – 
play a decisive role in shaping behavioral outcomes. 

Furthermore, research shows that transparency must also be carefully managed 
as Laud and Schepers (2009) caution against “information overload,” where exces-
sive or overly technical disclosures overwhelm consumers, increasing confusion and 
mistrust rather than clarity. They advocate for more intelligible and contextually 
useful communication, emphasizing quality over quantity of information. Building 
on this, scholars argue that transparency must be paired with accountability. 
McDonald (2010) defines accountability in marketing as the obligation to truthfully 
articulate and answer for actions and outcomes, while Mason (2020) extends this by 
examining how transparency must translate into mechanisms that empower 
stakeholders to hold companies responsible. Mason positions such empowerment 
as central to effective sustainability governance, enabling stakeholders to actively 
participate in shaping credible sustainability agendas. 

2.1.3 Sustainable marketing and charting future paths 
The literature review on sustainable marketing has focused on navigating the 
landscape of sustainable marketing, while highlighting credibility as a persistent and 
underexplored challenge within this field. Starting with definitions, the discussion 
acknowledged sustainable marketing's role in mitigating negative impacts and 
enhancing positive contributions to society and the environment (Bolton, 2022; 
Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Kumar et al., 2012; Lunde, 2018; MASB, 2024; 
McDonagh & Prothero, 2014; Pooja et al., 2022). It then examined the multidimen-
sional nature of this field, underscored by TBL (cf. Elkington, 1997), which inte-
grates environmental, social, and economic considerations into core business stra-
tegies (cf. Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Pooja et al., 2022). While this provides a 
valuable conceptual grounding, much of this work carries an aspirational tone, 
which offers important direction yet raises the question of whether the practical 
credibility gaps that emerge when these ambitions confront market realities, com-
petition, and organizational constraints have been fully addressed. 

To deepen this perspective, the review next turned to ethical challenges within 
sustainable marketing. Here, the literature reveals the fine line between persuasion 
and manipulation in marketing (Carrington et al., 2014; Drumwright & Murphy, 
2009; Grier & Deshpande, 2001; Hill & McDonagh, 2020; Peattie & Belz, 2012). 
Practices such as greenwashing and paltering exploit this ambiguity and, as noted in 
prior studies, may contribute to stakeholder scepticism and undermine trust in 
sustainability claims (cf. De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Montgomery et al., 2024), 
thereby illustrating the fragility of credibility in this domain. In response, scholars 
emphasize that credibility in sustainable marketing cannot be secured through 
isolated actions or one-dimensional messaging. Instead, it requires an integrated 
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approach in which environmental, social, ethical, and communicative strategies 
reinforce one another (cf. Belz & Peattie, 2012; Gatti et al., 2021b; Kemper & 
Ballantine, 2019; Hill & McDonagh, 2020). At the same time, what counts as 
truthful or transparent is not universally defined but varies across contexts and 
audiences (Christensen & Cheney, 2015; Visentin et al., 2019), which highlights the 
need for credibility to be enacted through situated, audience-sensitive strategies 
rather than assumed ethical absolutes. 

Building on this, the review identified a range of strategies proposed to 
strengthen credibility. These include deep organizational integration of sustain-
ability (cf. Belz & Peattie, 2012; Hunt, 2017; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Kotler & 
Armstrong, 2021; McDonagh & Prothero, 2014), ethical persuasion grounded in 
transparency and respect for stakeholder autonomy (Carrington et al., 2014; Hill & 
McDonagh, 2020), truthful and verifiable communication that remains intelligible 
and avoids information overload (Gatti et al., 2021b; Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023; 
Laud & Schepers, 2009; Nandkeolyar & Chen, 2023), and robust accountability 
mechanisms (Mason, 2020; McDonald, 2010). Taken together, these strategies 
suggest a recurring emphasis in the literature on the importance of aligning 
sustainability ambitions with credible practices. However, as also noted in section  
2.1.2, sustainable marketing continues to be marked by tensions: while integrating 
environmental, social, and economic goals, it faces persistent ethical challenges 
around persuasion (Carrington et al., 2014; Hill & McDonagh, 2020) and practical 
difficulties in embedding sustainability into organizational routines (Peattie & Belz, 
2012). This raises an important consideration: although the literature offers norma-
tive strategies for fostering credibility, it remains less clear how these approaches 
account for the practical constraints and organizational frictions that credibility 
must navigate in practice. 

From this, several gaps become evident. First, despite widespread recognition of 
integration and transparency as cornerstones of credible sustainable marketing (cf. 
Belz & Peattie, 2012; Gatti et al., 2021b; Hunt, 2017; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; 
Kotler & Armstrong, 2021; McDonagh & Prothero, 2014; Goswami & Jaiswal, 2023; 
Nandkeolyar & Chen, 2023), there remains limited empirical insight into how 
credibility is enacted – and where it falters – within everyday marketing practices. 
Second, while greenwashing is well-documented as an outcome (Bernini & La Rosa, 
2024; Montgomery et al., 2024), less attention has been paid to its organizational 
antecedents, such as competing incentives, capability deficits, and institutional 
pressures that make sustained credibility difficult to achieve. Third, unresolved 
tensions persist between the need for transparency and the risk of overwhelming 
stakeholders with excessive or overly technical information (Laud & Schepers, 
2009), as well as the need for clarity in order to enable accountability (Fisher et al., 
2020). 

Against this backdrop, the literature underscores that credibility is both a 
prerequisite and a challenge: it is essential for mitigating scepticism and enabling 
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stakeholder engagement, yet remains difficult to secure in practice due to ethical 
tensions, organizational trade-offs, and structural barriers. These insights provide 
an important foundation for RQ1, which asks what makes credibility challenging to 
achieve in sustainable marketing. While prior research offers valuable perspectives 
and proposes strategies, questions remain as to whether these sufficiently capture 
the day-to-day complexities organizations face. These observations suggest the 
value of examining more closely how credibility is enacted in practice. With respect 
to RQ2, which explores how credibility is created, maintained, and enhanced in 
sustainable marketing practices, the literature offers important conceptual insights 
into its creation through integration, transparency, and accountability. Yet, it 
provides less guidance on how such processes unfold over time, or how they 
intersect with efforts to maintain and enhance credibility once initially established. 
This opens space for further exploration that can extend the understanding of these 
dynamics. Finally, RQ3 – While the previous literature recognizes that tensions 
exist between sustainability ideals and marketing realities, it offers limited guidance 
on how organizations actually respond to these tensions in practice. Much of the 
existing work continues to emphasize aspirational visions or to treat credibility as 
an outcome, leaving less clarity on its potential role in the ongoing work of 
sustainable marketing. This suggests the value of asking how credibility might 
provide an analytical entry point for developing a more nuanced understanding of 
how organizations engage with, and seek to navigate, the distance between 
aspirational ideals and marketing practices. 

In light of these observations, the next section (2.2) turns to credibility itself, 
examining how it has been theorized across disciplines and how these perspectives 
may illuminate its enactment in sustainable marketing. 

2.2 Credibility  
Derived from the Latin credibilis, meaning “worthy of being believed” (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.), credibility has been examined across multiple disciplines, including 
philosophy, where it intersects with questions of epistemic justification and 
dependence (Hardwig, 1985); sociology, particularly in relation to the construction 
of social realities and institutional trust (Berger & Luckmann, 2016); and com-
munication studies, which emphasize its role in shaping message reception and 
source evaluation (Metzger et al., 2003). Across these domains, a common thread 
emerges: credibility is not a fixed attribute but rather a dynamic, interpretive 
construct grounded in perceptions of trustworthiness, competence, and alignment 
with audience expectations (cf. Berger & Luckmann, 2016; Metzger et al., 2003) – an 
understanding that also resonates within marketing and sustainability research, 
where credibility is increasingly discussed in relation to how organizational claims 
are framed, communicated, and interpreted (e.g., Belz & Peattie, 2012; Kumar et al., 
2023). 
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In the domain of sustainable marketing, credibility shapes not only whether 
stakeholders believe sustainability claims but also how they interpret, evaluate, and 
respond to them (cf. Belz & Peattie, 2012; Kumar et al., 2023). In this context, 
credibility is critical for three interrelated reasons. First, it underpins the believe-
ability of sustainability claims themselves (Isac et al., 2024; Kumar et al., 2023). 
Second, it mitigates reputational risks linked to greenwashing and other forms of 
misleading communication (De Freitas Netto et al., 2020). Third, it enables the 
cultivation of long-term stakeholder relationships by creating the conditions for 
trust to develop (Huber et al., 2014). This last point is particularly significant: 
scholars such as Kapitan (2022) and Kumar et al. (2023) identify credibility as a 
primary determinant of stakeholder confidence in sustainable marketing efforts, 
directly influencing consumer attitudes toward sustainable products and practices.  

Similarly, Huber et al. (2014) and Nuttavuthisit and Thøgersen (2017) demon-
strate that trust – a desired and often fragile outcome in stakeholder relationships 
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994) – emerges most readily when sustainability claims are 
perceived as credible. While trust and credibility are often treated interchangeably 
in everyday discourse, the concepts differ in important ways – both in their nature 
and in their function in stakeholder perceptions. Trust, as explored by Doney and 
Cannon (1997), Morgan and Hunt (1994), and Moorman et al. (1992), reflects a 
relational state characterised by expectations of reliability, integrity, and benevo-
lence. It is important for fostering long-term relationships, enabling collaboration, 
and sustaining market exchange. However, these authors also note that trust is more 
often the result of accumulated positive interactions than a resource that can be 
directly manufactured at will. In this regard, trust is best understood as an outcome, 
situated on the receiver side of the relationship. 

Credibility, by contrast, has often been associated with the sender side of 
communication, referring to the extent to which an organisation is perceived as 
both willing and able to deliver on its promises (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Ganesan, 
1994). In the context of sustainable marketing, credibility may be fostered through 
consistent and reliable actions that align with stated commitments (Ganesan, 1994; 
Montgomery et al., 2024) and can require ongoing attention given the scrutiny from 
multiple stakeholders (Kumar et al., 2023; Montgomery et al., 2024). Several 
scholars have suggested that credibility can serve as a foundation for the emergence 
of trust (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). At the same time, without an 
orientation toward trust as a longer-term relational goal, credibility might risk being 
perceived as a short-term persuasive tactic (cf. Christensen & Cheney, 2015). From 
this perspective, credibility can be understood as both a potential starting point and 
a sustaining mechanism through which sustainable marketing efforts seek to 
connect ambitious ideals with the organisational realities of implementation.  

In sustainable marketing, this dynamic understanding of credibility becomes 
particularly salient in light of heightened stakeholder scepticism surrounding 
sustainability claims (e.g., Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Woolverton & Dimitri, 
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2010). As Musgrove et al. (2018) note, credibility helps mitigate scepticism in green 
marketing, reducing the perceived risk of greenwashing. Lii et al. (2013) further 
underscore the central role of credibility in CSR initiatives, linking it to 
stakeholders’ willingness to engage with and support sustainability efforts. Building 
on this, marketing scholarship suggests that credibility is not merely inherited or 
assumed, but actively enacted through organizational practices: it can be created 
through demonstrable, value-adding actions that stakeholders directly observe 
(Malshe, 2010), maintained through consistent, verifiable, and transparent routines 
– including regulatory-aligned reporting and third-party audits – and enhanced by 
reinforcing perceptions of systematic transparency and reliability, thereby 
strengthening trust and corporate reputation (Sujanska & Nadanyiova, 2023). 

Building on this foundation, this dissertation positions credibility as a founda-
tional and actionable construct. Credibility, unlike trust, arises from observable and 
measurable factors, such as the clarity and transparency of communication, the 
consistency of actions, and the reliability of claims (Ganesan, 1994). By conceptu-
alizing credibility as something enacted – through its creation, maintenance, and 
enhancement – it is understood here not only as a prerequisite for trust but also as 
an ongoing organizational accomplishment embedded in the everyday realities of 
sustainable marketing. 

While developing the theoretical framing of this dissertation, several alternative 
perspectives on credibility were considered. For example, Aristotle’s rhetorical 
theory links credibility (ethos) to persuasion through character, authority, and 
moral alignment (cf. Kennedy, 1991); Habermas’ theory of communicative action 
(1984) situates credibility within broader norms of truthfulness, sincerity, and 
mutual understanding; symbolic interactionist perspectives (e.g., Goffman, 2023) 
emphasize how credibility can be co-constructed through ongoing social inter-
actions; and reputation theory highlights how accumulated perceptions over time 
shape organizational legitimacy (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990). These perspectives all 
offer valuable insights, and future studies could benefit from integrating them more 
fully. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, however, signalling theory (cf. Spence, 
1973), source credibility (cf. Hovland et al., 1953), and medium credibility (cf. 
Metzger et al., 2003) were selected. These perspectives are comparatively well 
established in marketing and communication research and offer concepts that can 
be operationalized in relation to the empirical material. They also align with the 
practice-based orientation of the dissertation, in that they help illuminate how 
credibility is enacted through communicative practices – whether in the form of 
signals, the perceived attributes of sources, or the role of communication media. 
Taken together, they provide a complementary but manageable set of lenses for 
examining how credibility may be created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable 
marketing contexts. Nonetheless, the intention is not to suggest that other 
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perspectives are less relevant, but rather that this framing reflects one possible 
approach among several. 

Signalling theory. As first articulated by Spence (1973), signalling theory is about the 
effectiveness of a signal in reducing information asymmetry depends largely on 
whether it is perceived as credible by the receiver. In marketing, a signal can be any 
action, claim, or attribute that a company uses to convey information – such as a 
certification, third-party audit, premium pricing, or strategic product displays (cf. 
Erdem & Swait, 2004; Taoketao et al., 2018). For these signals to bridge the 
information gap between the company and its stakeholders, they must be both 
verifiable and costly to imitate, ensuring that only genuinely committed companies 
can send them (cf. Erdem & Swait, 2004; Spence, 1973). 

The credibility of these signals is rooted in their costliness and difficulty to 
imitate, which deters greenwashing efforts (Connelly et al., 2011b). The reason why 
signals need to be costly to imitate is because that is considered more credible and 
reliable indicators of quality, while low-quality signallers are less likely to bear the 
cost of sending such signals (Connelly et al., 2011a; Connelly et al., 2011b). This 
relationship between cost and credibility is a cornerstone of signalling theory, 
influencing applications across various contexts ranging from job markets (Spence, 
1973) to corporate finance (Ross, 1977) and sustainability marketing (Connelly et 
al., 2011b; Erdem & Swait, 2004; Taoketao et al., 2018). 

Williams and Hodges (2022) found that sustainability labels act as signals of 
ethical production practices in the fashion industry. Consumers are more likely to 
trust and act upon labels that clearly communicate a company’s sustainability 
efforts, thus reducing information asymmetry between producers and consumers. 
The perceived credibility of these labels plays a crucial role in consumer decision-
making. Similarly, Friske et al. (2023) argue that third-party auditing serves as a 
costly and credible signal of a firm’s commitment to environmental and social 
standards, ultimately enhancing the firm’s value. By undergoing third-party audits, 
firms can demonstrate the genuineness of their sustainability claims, increasing 
credibility in their actions. 

However, it is important to recognize that credibility in signalling is inherently 
subjective. As Metzger et al. (2003) emphasize, credibility is not an inherent 
property but rather a subjective judgment shaped by individuals’ beliefs, prior 
knowledge, and trust in the communicator or medium. This subjectivity under-
scores why understanding the audience’s perspective is critical when designing 
signals intended to enhance credibility, as perceptions of credibility vary depending 
on how different audiences interpret and evaluate such signals (Metzger et al., 
2003). Tied to this, Taoketao et al. (2018) shows that sustainable marketing stra-
tegies are more successful at building customer loyalty when consumers perceive 
the firm’s sustainability efforts as genuine and credible. Therefore, credibility is not 
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just about the factual accuracy of a signal but also about how the audience interprets 
the signal’s intent. 

Source credibility. Credibility has also been explored through the lens of source 
credibility, which focuses on how perceptions of the communicator shape the 
effectiveness of a message. Originating during World War II and later refined 
through the Yale Attitude Change Approach in the 1950s (cf. Hovland et al., 1953; 
Perloff, 2023), this framework suggests that communication effectiveness depends 
not only on the content of a message but also on the perceived qualities of its 
source. Specifically, it identifies two central dimensions – expertise and trustworthi-
ness – through which audiences evaluate whether a communicator is both know-
ledgeable and reliable. Similar to signalling theory, this perspective highlights that 
audiences’ judgments of these qualities can significantly influence how messages are 
received and acted upon (Hovland et al., 1953). 

Expertise, in this context, refers to the communicator’s perceived knowledge and 
ability to make valid assertions. As Hovland et al. (1953) outlined, this involves 
demonstrating competence through accurate, relevant, and logically consistent 
information, as well as credentials that substantiate authority (Perloff, 2023). 
Trustworthiness, by contrast, concerns the communicator’s perceived honesty and 
integrity, or being seen as sincere and free from hidden motives. In marketing 
contexts, this is often linked to authenticity (cf. Busser & Shulga, 2019) – the 
alignment between a firm’s stated values and its actions, which helps to build more 
enduring and credible stakeholder relationships (cf. Perloff, 2023). 

Within sustainable marketing, where scepticism is heightened by the prevalence 
of greenwashing (De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Montgomery et al., 2024), these 
dimensions become particularly important. In sustainability contexts, expertise 
signals that firms have the capacity to address complex environmental and social 
challenges (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Newell & Goldsmith, 2001), while trustworthiness 
reassures stakeholders that these efforts are genuine and not merely symbolic 
(Ganesan, 1994; Kang & Hustvedt, 2014). As Erdem and Swait (2004) argue, 
messages that combine expertise with transparent and sincere communication can 
reduce uncertainty and build trust. 

Building on this, authenticity has been conceptualized as an extension of 
trustworthiness. Henderson et al. (2010) and Vannini and Franzese (2008) describe 
authenticity as the congruence between what is claimed and what is verifiably 
practiced, emphasizing sincerity and originality. Transparency reinforces this by 
allowing stakeholders to verify that a firm’s actions align with its claims (Kang & 
Hustvedt, 2014). However, transparency alone is insufficient; fulfilling promises 
over time is also crucial. Ganesan (1994) and Gatti et al. (2021b) argue that 
consistent delivery on commitments is fundamental to sustaining credibility, 
particularly in contexts where reputational risks are pronounced. Credibility is thus 
not to be seen as a static attribute but an ongoing relational process that evolves 
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over time as expertise is demonstrated and trustworthiness is reinforced (Dwyer et 
al., 1987; Giffin, 1967). 

Medium credibility. Medium credibility refers to how the platform or channel 
through which a message is delivered shapes perceptions of its credibility, typically 
in terms of its trustworthiness and expertise (Sundar, 2008). It reflects the idea that 
credibility is influenced not only by what is said (message credibility) or who says it 
(source credibility) but also by where it is communicated. Audiences use the 
perceived reputation of the medium as contextual cues for judging message 
authenticity (Metzger et al., 2003). In this way, medium credibility functions as a 
contextual cue or heuristic for audiences, shaping their expectations of message 
quality and authenticity before they even engage with its content (Sundar, 2008). 
The medium selection has become increasingly salient in digital contexts, where 
platforms themselves act not only as conduits for communication but also as signals 
of organizational legitimacy and professionalism (Kozyreva et al., 2020; Metzger et 
al., 2003). 

Thus, although the choice of medium has long been essential in marketing 
strategy, its relevance has escalated significantly with digitalization, as digital plat-
forms now shape both the reach and perceived credibility of messages (Sharabati et 
al., 2024). In the context of Industry 4.0, Guven (2020) emphasizes that the shift to 
digital platforms – such as websites, social media, and e-commerce channels – has 
transformed how companies interact with consumers and communicate their 
messages. The increasing reliance on digital mediums has heightened their role as 
signals of credibility. A well-designed website, a transparent social media strategy, 
or an engaging online presence can now serve as indicators of a brand’s reliability, 
trustworthiness, and alignment with consumer expectations. In modern media 
environments, medium credibility thereby interacts dynamically with source and 
message credibility (Guven, 2020). Metzger et al. (2003) argue that the perceived 
trustworthiness of the medium can amplify or diminish the credibility of the 
message it delivers. Calvo-Porral et al. (2014) emphasize that trusted media act as 
conduits of reliability, transferring their perceived authenticity to the brands and 
messages they feature. Building on this, Kozyreva et al. (2020) emphasize that 
platform-specific features – such as verification badges, algorithmic transparency, 
and content moderation – play an important role in shaping perceptions of medium 
credibility. They argue that platforms perceived as prioritizing transparency and 
user experience tend to enhance the perceived credibility of messages delivered 
through them, while platforms that lack accountability mechanisms may instead 
erode user trust. 

Furthermore, in fragmented media environments, audiences interact with 
organizations through multiple touchpoints – such as websites, apps, and social 
media channels – each carrying different expectations and credibility norms 
(Schreieck et al., 2023). When messages across these channels appear inconsistent, 
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contradictory, or out of sync, both message credibility and the credibility of the 
medium may be called into question (Killian & McManus, 2015; Vraga et al., 2022). 
Audiences have been observed to rely on message consistency across platforms as a 
heuristic for trustworthiness – interpreting aligned communication as a sign of 
organizational competence and sincerity (Killian & McManus, 2015; Šķiltere & 
Bormane, 2018). 

To address this challenge, organizations increasingly adopt multi-platform 
integration strategies, such as content consolidation or symbiotic cross-channel 
design, which aim to align messaging and user experience across different media 
ecosystems (Schreieck et al., 2023). A strategic framework that supports this 
coordination is Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC). Originally developed 
in commercial branding (Widjaja, 2022), IMC emphasizes coherence, consistency, 
and alignment across communication platforms (Šķiltere & Bormane, 2018). 
Although IMC is not typically framed in terms of medium credibility, its integration 
principles directly contribute to it: when audiences encounter clear and coordinated 
messaging across platforms, they are more likely to perceive those platforms – and 
the organization behind them – as credible and trustworthy (Killian & McManus, 
2015). IMC thus offers a practical approach to managing message fragmentation, 
reinforcing both the content and the credibility of the channels through which it is 
delivered (Rehman et al., 2022). 

2.3 Credibility challenges and strategic pathways in sustainable marketing 
Building on the preceding literature reviews, this section synthesizes key theoretical 
perspectives and practical challenges to outline a conceptual framework of strategies 
for credibility in sustainable marketing. Rather than presenting a definitive model, 
the framework serves as a foundational guide for examining what makes credibility 
difficult to achieve, how it can be created, maintained, and enhanced in practice, 
and for considering how a practice-based perspective on credibility may advance 
understanding of how organizations navigate the tensions between aspirational 
ideals and the organizational realities of sustainable marketing. It provides a 
structured point of departure for the analytical discussion that follows and will be 
revisited and refined in Chapter 5 based on insights from the dissertation’s four 
empirical studies. 

As outlined in section 2.2, sustainable marketing has emerged as a strategic and 
normative approach that integrates environmental, social, and economic 
considerations into core marketing activities (Bolton, 2022; Kemper & Ballantine, 
2019; MASB, 2024; McDonagh & Prothero, 2014). It seeks not only to minimize 
harm but also to foster long-term value creation for organizations, society, and the 
planet (Belz & Peattie, 2012; Kotler & Armstrong, 2021). Yet despite its ambition, 
the literature shows that credibility of sustainable marketing remains a persistent 
challenge. Practices such as greenwashing have eroded stakeholder trust and 
weakened the legitimacy of sustainability communication (Chen, 2010; De Freitas 
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Netto et al., 2020; Montgomery et al., 2024), suggesting that credibility can be 
understood as both a needed precondition and a fragile and contextually enacted 
accomplishment within this field. At the heart of this challenge lie foundational 
values such as transparency, truthfulness, and accountability (cf. Belz & Peattie, 
2012; Hunt, 2017; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Kozyreva et al., 2020; Mason, 2020). 
However, studies show that what qualifies as truthful or transparent is not 
universally defined, but shaped by audience expectations, institutional norms, and 
situational context (Christensen & Cheney, 2015; Visentin et al., 2019). This 
indicates the need to approach credibility not only through assumed ethical 
absolutes and aspirational ideas about these, but rather through context-sensitive, 
actionable strategies that can enable transparency, truthfulness, and accountability 
in practice. 

Accordingly, this dissertation does not treat these values – transparency, truth-
fulness, and accountability – as strategies in themselves or attempt to define them in 
absolute terms but rather illustrate strategic practices through which they can be 
meaningfully enacted within sustainable marketing contexts. Prior literature offers 
strategies that can help translate transparency, truthfulness, and accountability into 
practice – while also supporting other potential dimensions involved in enacting 
credibility within sustainable marketing in other ways. As introduced in Section 2.2, 
credibility is conceptualized as a multifaceted construct – shaped by how stake-
holders interpret signals, sources, and platforms through which claims are commu-
nicated and evaluated. This credibility perspective underpins this synthesis and 
informs the strategic framework proposed in this section. 

Firstly, from a signalling theory perspective, credibility is seen as reinforced 
when organizations engage in verifiable and costly-to-imitate actions – such as 
obtaining third-party certifications, conducting independent audits, or making 
transparent long-term sustainability investments (Connelly et al., 2011b; Erdem & 
Swait, 2004; Spence, 1973). These signals help reduce information asymmetry but 
must also resonate with audiences, who interpret their meaning and authenticity 
through their own contextual and cultural lenses (Taoketao et al., 2018). This makes 
signal design an important strategic aspect. 

Another credibility strategy identified in the literature is about source attributes, 
which concerns how the perceived trustworthiness and expertise of the commu-
nicator influence the reception of a message and is influenced by source credibility 
(Hovland et al., 1953; Perloff, 2023). Researchers in this domain emphasize that 
consistency over time and that coherence between claims and actions are essential 
for building and maintaining trust (Gatti et al., 2021b; Kang & Hustvedt, 2014; 
Oppong-Tawiah & Webster, 2023). Closely related to this is the concept of 
authenticity, which refers to the extent to which audiences perceive the commu-
nicator’s values and behaviors as sincere and aligned with the message (Gatti et al., 
2021b; Vannini & Franzese, 2008). 
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A third strategic aspect is the medium selection and how the choice of platform 
through which messages are conveyed affect their reception, which is in line with 
medium credibility (Metzger et al., 2003; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). The 
importance of this selection is enhanced in a digital environment characterized by 
multiple platforms and fragmented audiences where stakeholders often rely on 
coherence across channels as a heuristic for credibility (Killian & McManus, 2015; 
Vraga et al., 2022; Šķiltere & Bormane, 2018). A message delivered across trust-
worthy, consistent, and well-integrated platforms – such as professional websites, 
verified social media accounts, or transparent sustainability reports – is more likely 
to be perceived as reliable (cf. Kozyreva et al., 2020; Lee & Kim, 2020). Frameworks 
such as IMC can further support this type of credibility by promoting message 
alignment and consistency across medium channels (Rehman et al., 2022; Sujanska 
& Nadanyiova, 2023; Widjaja, 2022). 

Sustainability integration emerges as another impactful strategy. Kemper and 
Ballantine (2019) argue that when sustainability is embedded into the core of the 
business model – rather than treated as a peripheral initiative – it signals long-term 
commitment and reinforces organizational integrity. According to their framework, 
such integration increases credibility by aligning sustainable marketing with the 
organization’s operational realities and strategic intent. Yet, despite its potential, 
many organizations struggle to implement such integration consistently due to 
short-term performance pressures and competing priorities (Hill & McDonagh, 
2020). This makes it especially important to foreground sustainability integration as 
a distinct and intentional credibility strategy. 

Clarity and intelligibility form a fifth strategy, often discussed indirectly in the 
literature through themes such as transparency and accountability. Fisher et al. 
(2020), for example, argue that accountability in corporate communication involves 
not only making disclosures but ensuring that these are intelligible and assessable. 
They argue that clarity is a necessary condition for accountability: stakeholders 
must be able to comprehend and evaluate information in order to hold organi-
zations responsible. They write that tone, structure, and linguistic accessibility are 
thus not superficial considerations but central to enabling accountability. Similarly, 
Laud and Schepers (2009) highlight how overly technical or poorly contextualized 
disclosures can undermine rather than support understanding, thereby reducing the 
effectiveness of transparency efforts. Intelligibility in turn, and as suggested by Gatti 
et al. (2021b) and Oppong-Tawiah and Webster (2023), involves tailoring commu-
nication to the needs and expectations of different stakeholder groups – ensuring 
that information is not just available, but usable and meaningful. Based on this, 
clarity and intelligibility can be understood as enablers for credibility in sustainable 
marketing. 

Building on these insights from prior literature, this dissertation proposes a 
framework of five strategies through which credibility can be created, maintained, 
and enhanced within sustainable marketing practices: signal design, source attri-
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butes, medium selection, sustainable integration, and clarity and intelligibility. As 
illustrated in Figure 1, these strategies are not sequential or mutually exclusive. 
Rather, they can operate individually or in combination, reinforcing one another. 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework: strategies for sustainable marketing credibility 

This framework provides an initial mapping of how credibility could be supported 
through strategic communication and embedded practice. It serves as a foundation 
for the empirical chapters that follow and will be developed further in Chapter 5 to 
reflect how these strategies are enacted in practice. As a theoretical synthesis, it 
connects insights from diverse literatures and helps structure the dissertation’s 
contribution to sustainable marketing. 
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3. Methodological considerations 

This chapter outlines the methodological foundations and choices that guided the 
development and conduct of this dissertation. It is structured to reflect the dual 
methodological approach of the thesis: the overarching methodology guiding the 
kappa (the extended cover essay), and the specific methods applied in the individual 
research papers. 

The first part of the chapter presents the overarching research philosophy, 
approach, and methodological design that inform the kappa’s synthesizing role. It 
also describes how this approach enables a coherent interpretation of the findings 
across the four papers. This is followed by an overview of the methodological 
approaches used in both the kappa and the individual papers. For the papers, this 
includes data collection, coding, and analysis techniques, which vary depending on 
each paper’s specific research question and empirical focus. While the methods are 
detailed within the papers themselves, this chapter reflects them collectively and 
critically to clarify how they contribute to the dissertation as a whole. In parallel, the 
chapter outlines the methodological considerations that have guided the synthesis 
and analytical work undertaken in the kappa. The latter part of the chapter discusses 
a reflection on research quality, my role as a researcher, including preconceptions 
and reflexivity, followed by ethical considerations. 

3.1 Layers of the systematic development of research 
To present the methodological choices in a clear and systematic way, the following 
sub-sections of 3.1 is organized using the research “onion” model proposed by 
Saunders et al. (first published in 2000; now in the 9th edition, 2023). This model 
provides a structured heuristic for unpacking and justifying each layer of the study – 
from its philosophical foundations to its specific techniques for data collection and 
analysis. By progressing through these layers, the section situates the dissertation’s 
methodological design within a coherent framework, ensuring transparency in how 
each decision contributes to addressing the overarching research purpose. The 
layers of the model span research philosophy, research approach, research strategy, 
methodological choices, time horizon, and techniques and procedures. 

3.1.1 Research philosophy 
All research, as argued by Guba and Lincoln (1994), rests on foundational philoso-
phical assumptions – whether explicitly acknowledged or not. These assumptions 
concern the nature of reality (ontology) and what constitutes valid knowledge 
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(epistemology) and shape how research questions are framed, how methods are 
selected, and how findings are interpreted. Making these assumptions explicit, as 
suggested by Merriam (1994), can both strengthen the internal coherence of a study 
and also support reflections on the researcher’s role in shaping the inquiry. Building 
on this foundation, the following section outlines the research philosophy that 
informs the kappa. While each of the four papers was developed as an independent 
study with its own research questions, empirical focus, and, in some cases, co-
authors, the kappa brings them together through a shared philosophical and ana-
lytical perspective. This overarching orientation guides how credibility in sus-
tainable marketing is explored, interpreted, and synthesized across the dissertation. 

Ontologically, this study is guided by Schatzki’s (2002; 2016) practice-based view 
of reality, which conceives of the social as constituted through “bundles of practices 
and material arrangements” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 70). From this perspective, social 
phenomena come into being and persist through what people do, say, and 
understand in practice, shaped by teleoaffective structures – shared ends, norms, 
and emotions that give practices their orientation. This view is also established in 
marketing scholarship through the Marketing-as-Practice (MAP) tradition, which 
understands marketing not as a discrete function or a series of isolated decisions, 
but as a constellation of interconnected practices embedded in material contexts 
and normative orders (Järventie-Thesleff et al., 2011; Skålén & Hackley, 2011; 
Skålén et al., 2023). From this standpoint, activities such as branding, advertising, or 
market shaping are seen as situated accomplishments sustained through the 
patterned interplay of doings, sayings, and artefacts. 

Building on this ontological stance, the dissertation adopts a practice-based 
approach that operationalises the broader practice-based perspective mentioned in 
Chapter 1. In doing so, it informs both the analytical framework and the metho-
dological choices of the study. By treating practices (cf. Schatzki, 2001; Shove et al., 
2012; Spotswood et al., 2017) as the primary units of analysis, the study focuses on 
how sustainable marketing credibility is enacted in everyday organisational life, 
rather than treating credibility as a static property or outcome. In this context, 
practices are seen as the patterns of action and meaning through which marketing 
work may shape and negotiate credibility over time and in the everyday practice (cf. 
Schatzki, 2016a; Skålén & Hackley, 2011; Skålén et al., 2023; Spotswood et al., 2017). 
From this standpoint, credibility is not something an organisation simply 
“possesses” once and for all. Rather, it emerges when it is continuously demon-
strated, acknowledged, and/or reinforced through ongoing practices and the ways in 
which, for example, people, tools, and routines come together. 

Furthermore, epistemologically, this study is informed by the social con-
structivist tradition, as described by Guba and Lincoln (1994), which views know-
ledge as context-dependent, multiple, and co-created through human interaction. 
From this perspective, meaning is understood not as something to be discovered in 
an objective sense, but as something interpreted within specific contexts 
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(Bhattacherjee, 2012; Schwandt, 1994). Berger and Luckmann (1966) likewise sug-
gest that social reality is historically and linguistically constructed, while Erdem and 
Swait (2004) illustrate how institutional and communicative contexts can shape 
perceptions of credibility in marketing. In light of these perspectives, this disserta-
tion approaches credibility in sustainable marketing as something that may be 
enacted and understood through socially situated practices, rather than as a uni-
versal or fixed property. Such a stance appears appropriate for the study’s purpose 
of exploring the challenges of achieving credibility in sustainable marketing and for 
considering how credibility might be created, maintained, and enhanced in practice. 

Furthermore, drawing on Skålén and Hackley (2011), Skålén et al. (2023) and 
Vargo and Lusch (2004), marketing is viewed here as a socially embedded and 
materially mediated practice. Combining Schatzki’s (2002) practice ontology with 
Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) constructivist epistemology offers a way of thinking 
about credibility as emerging through the interplay of socio-material practices and 
communicative performances within institutional contexts, rather than as a static or 
easily measurable attribute. This perspective is intended to open space for examin-
ing not only how credibility is perceived, but also how it is continually accom-
plished in the situated work of sustainable marketing. 

Taken together, these ontological and epistemological positions inform an inter-
pretivist orientation. Interpretivism, as defined by Saunders et al. (2023) and 
Schwandt (1994), emphasizes understanding how meaning is constructed within 
specific contexts, privileging depth and richness over generalizability. Gephart 
(2004) similarly argues that interpretive research seeks to uncover situated mean-
ings rather than to establish predictive laws. In this dissertation, this orientation 
provides a lens through which credibility in sustainable marketing is explored, with 
a focus on how it may be performed and negotiated in practice. This approach also 
reflects an understanding of knowledge as co-constructed and context-dependent, 
while acknowledging that other perspectives could yield different, yet equally 
valuable, insights. 

3.1.2 Research approach 
A research approach, as defined by Saunders et al. (2023), refers to the overarching 
logic that connects theory and data to the research questions – that is, how theo-
retical ideas and empirical observations are linked throughout the research process. 
According to Saunders et al. (2023), researchers typically adopt one of three main 
approaches: a deductive approach, which involves testing existing theory against 
data; an inductive approach, which develops theory from observed patterns in the 
data; or an abductive approach, which entails a recursive movement between theory 
and data, allowing each to inform and refine the other over the course of the study. 

Awuzie and McDermott (2017) argue that the choice of research approach 
should ensure methodological coherence, meaning alignment between a study’s 
philosophical foundations and the logic of its inquiry. Informed by this view, this 
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dissertation employs an abductive approach, consistent with its practice-oriented 
ontology (cf. Schatzki, 2002) and social constructivist epistemology (cf. Guba & 
Lincoln, 1994). Abduction, as Timmermans and Tavory (2012) explain, is particu-
larly suited to research that seeks to interpret empirical material iteratively while 
remaining open to rethinking theoretical framings as new insights emerge. This 
orientation also resonates with Dubois and Gadde’s (2002) notion of systematic 
combining, where empirical observations and conceptual ideas are continuously 
brought into dialogue to refine one another. 

In this dissertation, the abductive approach particularly informs the analytical 
work presented in the kappa. While the individual papers were shaped by their own 
research questions and methodological choices, the abductive orientation provides a 
foundation for interpreting and synthesizing their contributions. It enables the 
research to move back and forth between empirical material and theoretical con-
cepts, gradually refining both in order to build a richer, contextually grounded 
understanding of how credibility is enacted and supported in organizational 
settings. This iterative interplay between data and theory is particularly appropriate 
given the study’s interpretivist orientation (cf. Schwandt, 1994) and its focus on 
situated practices, where meaning is dynamic and context specific. 

The choice of an abductive approach is further underpinned by the philosophical 
stance outlined in Section 3.1.1. Drawing on a social constructivist epistemology 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994) and an interpretivist orientation (Saunders et al., 2023; 
Schwandt, 1994), this study views knowledge as socially produced, contextually 
embedded, and shaped through human interaction and interpretation (Bhatta-
cherjee, 2012). Within this framework, abduction supports a reflexive and iterative 
engagement between theory and empirical material, allowing conceptual framings 
to be revisited and refined as new insights emerge. 

In this study, this abductive, iterative logic shaped the overall research process. 
Rather than applying or testing a fixed theoretical framework from the outset, 
conceptual ideas were allowed to develop progressively through sustained empirical 
engagement. This flexibility was particularly important given the structure of the 
dissertation, which comprises four independently developed empirical papers. Each 
paper explored a specific facet related to the broader theme of credibility in 
sustainable marketing, though not always framing it as the explicit focus. Instead, 
the studies addressed various interconnected concerns that contribute to under-
standing how credibility is constructed and negotiated within sustainability-
oriented marketing contexts. Over time, insights generated across these papers 
informed and enriched one another, ultimately contributing to the integrative theo-
retical synthesis presented in Chapter 5. This process illustrates how the abductive 
approach supported both empirical depth and the gradual refinement of conceptual 
understanding across the dissertation as a whole. 
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3.1.3 Research strategy 
Research strategy refers not merely to the adoption of a methodological label – such 
as case study or ethnography – but to the broader plan that structures how 
empirical inquiry is conducted in order to address the research questions (Saunders 
et al., 2023). Van de Ven (2007) similarly emphasizes that a research strategy 
connects theoretical considerations with practical design choices, guiding how data 
are collected, what constitutes a case or unit of analysis, and how context is 
incorporated into interpretation. Blaikie and Priest (2017) and Creswell and Poth 
(2018) note that, particularly in qualitative research, strategy, design, and method 
often overlap, forming a flexible but coherent framework shaped by a study’s 
philosophical assumptions, purpose, and the nature of the phenomenon under 
investigation. 

In line with this perspective and drawing on Saunders et al.’s (2023) “research 
onion” framework, this section focuses on the primary research strategy guiding the 
dissertation, positioned as the layer linking its philosophical foundations and 
methodological approach to its practical execution. The strategy adopted here is 
best described as a qualitative, multi-context strategy inspired by case study prin-
ciples (Saunders et al., 2023; Yin, 2018). A case study-inspired strategy is parti-
cularly well suited to research questions that explore “how” and “why” phenomena 
unfold (Yin, 2018). As Yin (2018) argues, case study logic is valuable when the 
boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are blurred, requiring context-
sensitive inquiry supported by multiple sources of evidence. Similarly, Saunders et 
al. (2023) highlight that such strategies are effective for investigating contemporary, 
practice-based processes in real-life organizational settings. Given that credibility in 
sustainable marketing is closely tied to social, organizational, and institutional 
dynamics, a case study-inspired approach provides a useful framework for examin-
ing it as a situated and enacted phenomenon. 

In this dissertation, the research strategy draws on case study logic (Yin, 2018) 
but does not apply a single, tightly bounded case design in a strict sense. Instead, the 
approach is phenomenon-oriented, combining both bounded and cross-contextual 
studies to explore different facets of credibility in sustainable marketing. According 
to Yin (2018), a case study requires a clearly defined boundary between the 
phenomenon and its context, often focusing on a single organization, sector, or 
program. From this perspective, Paper 2 most closely aligns with Yin’s (2018) defi-
nition, as it employs an embedded, longitudinal industry-level case design focusing 
on the Swedish textile services sector as a bounded context. 

In contrast, Papers 1, 3, and 4 have focuses across multiple organizations and 
industries. These studies are less about individual bounded cases and more about 
identifying patterns, variations, and commonalities in how credibility, or related 
themes, is enacted across settings. This aligns more closely with Saunders et al.’s 
(2023) broader understanding of case study strategies, where a “case” can represent 
a phenomenon examined across several contexts rather than being restricted to a 
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single, tightly defined boundary. By combining Yin’s (2018) depth-oriented logic 
with Saunders’ more flexible, comparative framing, the dissertation uses a case-
inspired, multi-context strategy that integrates insights from both perspectives 
while remaining aligned with the abductive and iterative nature of the research 
process. 

This also follows Piekkari et al. (2009), who demonstrate how industry-level 
contexts can be treated as cases, but extends this logic by combining bounded and 
comparative studies to generate a richer understanding of the credibility pheno-
menon. The four papers draw on empirical material from diverse settings, including 
finance, the Swedish textile service industry, sustainability consulting, and emerging 
cross-industrial developments such as sustainable marketing production and digital 
twin technologies. These settings were deliberately selected to capture diverse 
industry traditions, stakeholder relationships, and communicative practices that 
illustrate different facets of the credibility challenge. Rather than pursuing repre-
sentativeness, the selection enables comparison across varied conditions and may 
inspire ideas that extend beyond the specific contexts examined. Taken together, 
these studies illustrate how a qualitative, case-inspired strategy can accommodate 
both cross-sectoral comparison and industry-specific depth, thereby supporting the 
abductive and iterative logic of the dissertation’s overall research design. 

3.1.4 Methodological choices 
The fourth layer of the research onion addresses methodological choice – that is, 
whether a study adopts a mono method, multi-method, or mixed-methods design 
(Saunders et al., 2023). In line with the dissertation’s philosophical stance (see 
Section 3.1.1), this research employs a qualitative, multi-method approach. Quali-
tative research, as Denzin and Lincoln (2018) explain, is particularly well suited to 
exploring socially constructed phenomena because it emphasizes context, meaning, 
and interpretation rather than measurement or prediction. This aligns closely with 
an interpretivist orientation (Schwandt, 1994) and a social constructivist epistemo-
logy (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), both of which view knowledge as contextually embed-
ded and co-created through social interaction. 

In the context of this dissertation, adopting a qualitative approach entails study-
ing credibility as it is enacted and interpreted within organizational practices, rather 
than as an objective variable to be measured. This means focusing on how actors 
understand, communicate, and sustain credibility in their everyday work, and 
examining how these understandings are shaped by sectoral contexts, institutional 
structures, and socio-material arrangements (cf. Schatzki, 2002; Skålén & Hackley, 
2011; Skålén et al., 2023). By engaging closely with these situated meanings and 
processes, the study seeks to generate contextually rich, practice-based insights that 
illuminate the dynamics of credibility in sustainable marketing as they unfold in 
real-world organizational environments. 
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Within this qualitative tradition, the study adopts a multi-method design 
(Saunders et al., 2023), which involves using more than one data collection and 
analysis technique while remaining within a single methodological paradigm. This 
approach differs from mono method research, which relies on a single technique, 
and from mixed methods, which deliberately combines qualitative and quantitative 
traditions (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saunders et al., 2023). As Denzin and Lincoln 
(2018) and Flick (2022) argue, a multi-method qualitative design is particularly 
useful for examining complex, situated processes because it enables researchers to 
approach a phenomenon from complementary angles while maintaining episte-
mological coherence. 

In this dissertation, the multi-method approach is operationalized through two 
primary techniques: semi-structured interviews and qualitative content analysis of 
organizational documents and marketing texts (including sustainability reports, 
websites, and social media posts). As Krippendorff (2018) suggests, combining 
interviews with document-based analysis allows researchers to capture both the 
experiential accounts of participants and the discursive and material contexts in 
which those accounts are situated. This choice also reflects Silverman’s (2021) view 
that qualitative research should prioritize methodological fit over rigid validation 
procedures: rather than treating triangulation as a strict test of credibility, the 
integration of methods here was intended to build a richer, layered understanding 
of how credibility in sustainable marketing is enacted across diverse organizational 
settings. 

Consistent with this view, these methods were not applied simultaneously to 
achieve formal cross-validation but rather used iteratively and complementarily 
across the four empirical studies. This iterative use of methods allowed insights to 
emerge progressively, supporting the abductive logic of the dissertation and 
enabling a reflexive engagement with both theory and data. Taken together, this 
qualitative, multi-method approach provides the flexibility and depth needed to 
explore how credibility in sustainable marketing is needed, created, maintained, and 
enhanced within real-world organizational practices. 

3.1.5 Time horizon 
The fifth layer of the research onion addresses the time horizon of a study – that is, 
whether it is designed to explore a phenomenon at a particular moment in time 
(cross-sectional) or across an extended period (longitudinal) to capture change and 
development. This decision is shaped by the nature of the research questions, the 
availability of data, and the broader design of the study (Saunders et al., 2023). 

In this dissertation, both cross-sectional and longitudinal elements are included, 
reflecting the diverse empirical foci and opportunities presented by the four studies. 
The intention has been to select a time horizon that best supports the specific 
purpose of each paper, rather than adhering to a single temporal logic throughout. 
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Two of the studies (Papers 2 and 3) adopt a longitudinal orientation. Paper 2 
explores developments in the Swedish textile service industry over a period of nearly 
three decades (1996–2024), enabling a more processual understanding of how trust 
has been constructed and maintained over time. While credibility is not explicitly 
examined in Paper 2, the findings provide relevant insights into industry-level 
practices that influence how sustainability efforts may be perceived as credible. 
Paper 3 incorporates a temporal dimension by comparing corporate sustainability 
reporting practices before and after the implementation of the CSRD. The intention 
with both studies is to provide insight into how sustainable marketing practices shift 
in response to evolving institutional and organizational contexts. 

The remaining two studies (Papers 1 and 4) take a cross-sectional approach, 
focusing on practices and perceptions at a particular point in time. Paper 1 
examines how sustainability information is communicated and evaluated across a 
selection of leading Swedish companies and external stakeholders, while Paper 4 
investigates emerging intersections between sustainable marketing and digital twin 
technologies. 

The inclusion of both time horizons intends to support the broader abductive 
and exploratory logic of the dissertation. Longitudinal elements offer depth and 
contextual richness where appropriate, while cross-sectional designs allow for 
sharper snapshots of evolving practices. These decisions were made pragmatically in 
relation to the research questions and available empirical material, with the inten-
tion of contributing to a more situated understanding of credibility in sustainable 
marketing. 

3.1.6 Techniques and procedures 
The innermost layer of the research onion concerns techniques and procedures – 
that is, the concrete methods used to collect, organize, code, interpret, and analyse 
data (Saunders et al., 2023). These operationalize the study’s overarching philo-
sophical stance, approach, strategy, and methodological choices. In this dissertation, 
qualitative techniques were selected to capture both the communicative and 
experiential dimensions of how credibility in sustainable marketing is constructed 
and negotiated in organizational contexts. While the specific techniques vary across 
the four papers – reflecting their distinct research questions and empirical settings – 
they are united by a common interpretive stance and an abductive, iterative 
approach to analysis, which informs the synthesis developed in the kappa. 

Collection of data. The first technique and procedure to organize and collect data in 
this dissertation is qualitative content analysis, both used to collect and interpret 
textual data (type of text specified in table 2). While some researchers may see 
content analysis mainly as a tool for analysing texts, Krippendorff (2018) describes 
it more broadly – as a method that also includes how texts are selected, defined, and 
prepared for analysis. In this view, content analysis is not only about interpreting 
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what texts mean but also about making careful, rule-based decisions about which 
texts to include and how to handle them. This makes it part of both data collection 
and analysis. 

While some researchers – such as for example Weber (1990) – emphasize the 
value of content analysis in large-scale, quantitative studies, where the focus is on 
counting words or identifying predefined patterns across extensive datasets, the 
materials analysed in this dissertation were of a different nature. They were small in 
scale but rich in meaning and context, which, as Schreier (2012) notes, is charac-
teristic of qualitative content analysis. In such cases, the aim is not to produce 
numerical frequency counts but to explore how meanings are constructed and com-
municated within specific texts and settings. This dissertation therefore employed a 
qualitative and interpretive form of content analysis, designed to capture deeper 
meanings, nuances, and contextual understandings of how credibility is articulated 
and performed in organizational texts such as sustainability reports, websites, and 
social media posts. 

In addition, and as Mayring (2000) argues, qualitative content analysis should 
balance a systematic and transparent procedure with openness to new insights that 
emerge from the data itself. Similarly, Schreier (2012) highlights that small-scale 
qualitative content analysis is particularly appropriate for studies grounded in an 
interpretivist tradition, where the goal is to examine how concepts are expressed, 
negotiated, and contextualized rather than to quantify their occurrence. This 
approach therefore aligns with the study’s philosophical foundations: by focusing 
on meaning rather than measurement, it enables a close reading of texts that situ-
ates credibility within the organizational, linguistic, and institutional contexts in 
which it is produced. 

Following Krippendorff’s (2018) methodological framing, content analysis is 
applied across three of the papers, shaping both the sampling of textual data and the 
procedures for interpreting their meaning. While the individual papers may not 
have explicitly labeled their analytic approach as content analysis, this metho-
dological chapter reconceptualizes and presents their procedures in those terms. 
This framing provides a coherent account of the techniques and procedures 
employed across the studies (also see the descriptions per paper below). The text 
content analysed included a wide array of text sources – annual reports, sustain-
ability reports, social media posts, websites, and printed matter – systematically 
collected according to particular inclusion criteria specified in each paper.  

Paper 1 adopts a structured qualitative content analysis of corporate sustainability 
reports, websites, and social media content. Although the paper was originally 
framed within grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 2017), the analytic procedures – 
such as thematic coding, classification, and iterative comparison – align more 
closely with content analysis principles described by Krippendorf (2018). The 
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study’s objective was to identify credibility markers in sustainability communication 
and assess how these align with investor-focused messaging. 

The analysis included 32 sustainability reports (2021) and 128 sustainability 
index ratings (2022; four indices across the same 32 firms). Data were collected 
from company websites and sustainability indices. The combination of open coding, 
axial categorization, and constant comparison was conducted in a way more con-
sistent with content analysis than with theory-building aims of classical grounded 
theory. For this reason, the study is described in the dissertation as employing 
qualitative content analysis, recognizing its focus on identifying and interpreting 
patterns in sustainability communication rather than generating theory. 

Paper 2 applies a longitudinal qualitative content analysis to examine how 
sustainable marketing practices evolved within the Swedish textile service industry 
between 1996 and 2020. Using systematic document review, thematic coding, and 
iterative comparison (Krippendorff, 2018), the study traces shift in sustainability 
narratives in response to regulatory, institutional, and market pressures, focusing on 
how credibility was built within an inter-organizational, service-based sector. 

A total of 2,600 documents were reviewed, of which 213 texts met predefined 
inclusion criteria. These included annual reports, printed materials, websites, Face-
book posts, and archival documents from the Swedish National Library. Recurring 
website content across years was consolidated as single units. Thematic coding cap-
tured the shift from compliance-oriented messaging in the late 1990s to certi-
fication-driven and action-oriented communication, highlighting the integration of 
ecolabels such as ISO 14001 and the Nordic Swan Ecolabel 

Paper 3 extends the inquiry with qualitative content analysis of sustainable market-
ing among Sweden’s 100 largest companies by turnover. Following Krippendorff 
(2018), the study was conducted in three stages: 

1. Corporate website analysis (autumn 2023) focusing on sustainability sec-
tions. 

2. Social media analysis, examining 2,405 sustainability-related tweets (2022) 
to study narrative framing and dissemination. 

3. Sustainability report analysis, evaluating 97 reports (fiscal year 2021) 

In 2025, a follow-up examined the updated sustainability reports (fiscal year 2024) 
of all 100 companies. Seventy-one of these reports made explicit reference to CSRD 
and were included in the comparative analysis, focusing on double materiality 
integration, ESRS alignment, and changes in tone and verifiability. This longitudinal 
element demonstrates how the transition from voluntary to mandatory reporting is 
reshaping credibility-related communication practices. 
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In all three papers, the meticulous process of text selection – guided by Krippen-
dorff’s (2018) criteria – was key to ensuring that the data analyzed were meaningful 
and analytically fruitful. In Papers 1 and 2, the term “secondary data” has 
occasionally been used to describe the materials analyzed (e.g., sustainability reports 
and online content); however, this should not be confused with archival data in the 
traditional sense. Rather, these data sources function analogously to the content 
analysis material used in Paper 3. For clarity, any mention of secondary data in 
these papers should be interpreted as referring to systematically selected textual data 
used for qualitative content analysis, not pre-existing data in a classical quantitative 
sense. This process enabled the mapping of the evolving landscape of sustainable 
marketing and helped to identify potential credibility gaps and strategies. 

Table 2: Collection of data through texts across papers 

Paper Text types Time period Volume of texts 

Paper 1 Sustainability reports, 
ratings from 
sustainability indices 

2021 reports, 2022 index 
data 

32 sustainability reports; 
128 index ratings (32 x 4 
indices) 

Paper 2 Annual reports, 
printed materials, 
websites, Facebook 
posts 

1996–2020 2,600 documents 
reviewed; 213 
sustainable marketing 
texts analysed 

Paper 3 Sustainability reports, 
corporate websites, X 
(formerly Twitter) 
posts 

2021; 2022; 2024/2025 97 reports (fiscal year 
2021); 2,405 tweets 
(2022); 71 reports 
reassessed (fiscal year 
2024) 

In Papers 1–3, semi-structured interviews served as a complementary data collec-
tion technique alongside textual analysis, while in Paper 4, interviews constituted 
the sole method of data collection.In this dissertation, interview data were used to 
explore aspects that textual sources alone could not fully illuminate – particularly 
tacit knowledge, strategic intent, and the situated interpretations of those engaged 
in sustainable marketing. 

As Flick (2014) and Mason (2010) highlight, interviews are essential in quali-
tative research when the aim is to access participants’ lived experiences, motiva-
tions, and meaning-making processes – elements that are not always visible in 
documents or reports. In this dissertation, interviews were not simply an add-on to 
analysis of documents; they played a central role in capturing how sustainability 
practices are enacted in everyday organizational life. Across all four papers, the 
interviews were designed to elicit rich, context-sensitive insights while allowing for 
comparability across different cases. 
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Although this methodological logic is not always explicitly stated in the indi-
vidual papers, the interview design drew on principles from Moser and Kalton 
(2017), Alvesson (2011), and Eisenhardt (1989), complemented by established 
sampling strategies as discussed by Gummesson (2017) and Biernacki and Waldorf 
(1981), as outlined below. 

In line with the study’s qualitative and interpretivist orientation, participants 
were recruited using purposive sampling (Gummesson, 2017) and, in several cases, 
complemented by snowball sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Purposive 
sampling is particularly appropriate in qualitative research where the aim is to select 
individuals with direct knowledge or involvement in the phenomenon under study 
rather than to achieve statistical representativeness (Flick, 2022). As Gummesson 
(2017) notes, purposive sampling enables researchers to deliberately target 
participants whose expertise or lived experience is most relevant for answering the 
research questions. This aligns with Patton’s (2014) definition of purposive 
sampling as selecting “information-rich cases from which one can learn a great deal 
about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry” (p. 264). 

Snowball sampling, first formalized by Biernacki and Waldorf (1981), was 
applied where access to specialized or network-based expertise was necessary, such 
as among investors and sustainability reporting professionals. This approach 
leverages professional and institutional networks to identify additional informants, 
as noted by Noy (2008), and is particularly suited for organizational fields where key 
knowledge is distributed across tightly knit communities or professional groups. 

The choice of purposive and snowball sampling was well-suited to this disserta-
tion’s focus on credibility in sustainable marketing for three reasons. First, credi-
bility is inherently relational and context-dependent (cf. Erdem & Swait, 2004), 
meaning it must be studied through those directly involved in producing, assessing, 
or interpreting it within real organizational settings. Purposive sampling allowed for 
the deliberate inclusion of such information-rich cases (cf. Patton, 2014), ensuring 
that participants possessed the practical expertise or decision-making authority 
needed to provide meaningful insights. Second, credibility-building practices often 
span multiple stakeholder groups – including firms, investors, consultants, and 
regulators – whose perspectives are interdependent but dispersed across institu-
tional boundaries (cf. Maak & Pless, 2006; Scott, 2013). Snowball sampling helped 
navigate this multi-stakeholder complexity by leveraging participants’ professional 
networks to identify additional, relevant actors within interconnected fields. Finally, 
studying credibility as an emergent, practice-based phenomenon required sampling 
that could capture variation over time and across contexts. Combining purposive 
and snowball sampling thus supported a layered, field-sensitive approach, enabling 
the research to follow evolving communicative practices, identify sectoral opinion 
leaders, and explore how credibility was negotiated. 

Turning to the methodology of the interviews, Moser and Kalton (2017) 
highlight the importance of adaptability and responsiveness in interview design, 
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particularly within semi-structured formats that encourage respondents to express 
their own frames of reference. This emphasis on flexibility was central to how my 
research teams and I conducted the interviews, as it allowed us to engage meaning-
fully with participants and capture the situated, often nuanced dynamics of credi-
bility-building across diverse institutional contexts. To support this, we employed 
semi-structured interview guides with open-ended and probing follow-up ques-
tions, which encouraged participants to reflect on their experiences, articulate 
underlying assumptions, and discuss the tensions they encountered – insights that 
may not have emerged through more rigid or standardized approaches. 

Alvesson (2011) adds a critical and reflexive perspective to interview interpre-
tation, particularly when engaging with experts and professionals. He cautions that 
meaning is not merely extracted from interviews but co-constructed in the 
interaction, shaped by power relations, rhetorical strategies, and institutional 
contexts. To address this, we considered each participant’s organizational role, 
triangulated their accounts with other data sources (e.g., sustainability reports, 
websites, and social media), and interpreted the interviews in relation to broader 
organizational patterns and scholarly debates seen in the literature reviews. 

Eisenhardt (1989), writing from a case study perspective, emphasizes three key 
principles for building robust qualitative research: theoretical sampling, data 
triangulation, and iterative analysis. These principles guided the approach to 
interviewing. Theoretical sampling informed the purposeful and snowball sampling 
strategies used to recruit participants directly involved in sustainable marketing, 
ensuring that those interviewed could provide rich, practice-based insights. As the 
interviews progressed, the guides were refined in response to emerging themes, 
enabling the research design to remain flexible and responsive to new insights 
rather than fixed in advance. This iterative adjustment allowed us to probe more 
deeply into issues of credibility as they became salient during data collection. In line 
with Eisenhardt’s (1989) recommendations on triangulation, interview findings 
were compared across cases and systematically integrated with other data sources – 
such as sustainability reports and other marketing texts – to strengthen the 
credibility and depth of interpretation. Taken together, this process supported a 
grounded yet theoretically informed understanding of how credibility in sustainable 
marketing is challenging, created, maintained and enhanced within real organiza-
tional contexts. 

Paper 1 included interviews with nineteen individuals from fifteen organizations. 
Seven participants represented five major banks or investor organizations and held 
managerial responsibilities for sustainability-focused funds. Six were sustainability 
report managers from large companies recognized for award-winning reporting 
practices. The remaining six consisted of three senior consultants from renowned 
reporting advisory agencies, one expert on sustainability investment from the 

69 
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Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, and one representative from a sustain-
ability finance watchdog that also rates banks on their performance. 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face or digitally using a semi-structured guide 
and were recorded for accuracy. A snowball sampling approach (Biernacki & 
Waldorf, 1981) was used, starting with sustainability-focused investors and expand-
ing to company representatives and expert stakeholders. Organizations spanned 
sectors including banking, consulting, finance, food supply, household appliances, 
publishing, and government agencies. Confidentiality agreements preclude the dis-
closure of names, but the organizations included well-known brands with recog-
nized sustainability engagement. 

Paper 2 comprised twenty-two interviews with internal stakeholders from multiple 
organizations within the Swedish textile service industry (SNI 96011), along with 
two representatives from the industry association. Interviewees included four 
owners, one CEO, twelve marketing or sales managers, and two sustainability 
managers, representing companies of varying sizes (micro to large enterprises). 
Interviews were conducted in 2013 (six), 2019 (two), 2021 (four), 2023 (seven), and 
2024 (three), allowing for a longitudinal view of evolving sustainability practices. 
Additionally, ten interviews with external stakeholders were conducted: five with 
customers (three hotel managers and one municipal sustainability lead, interviewed 
twice) in 2014, and five with industry experts between 2012 and 2014, including 
representatives from the Nordic Ecolabel, Swedish Institute for Standards, and 
Swedish Chemicals Agency. As the study progressed, interviews shifted toward 
internal stakeholders to explore industry-level change in depth. Purposive sampling 
(Gummesson, 2017) and snowball sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981) were 
applied to ensure coverage of firms across the industry and access to knowledgeable 
participants. Interviews took place face-to-face, digitally, or via phone, were 
recorded, transcribed, and verified with participants for accuracy. 

Paper 3 featured twenty-seven semi-structured interviews conducted between 2022 
and 2025, representing key actors from fifteen organizations. These included seven 
investors affiliated with five institutional investment organizations (all managing 
sustainability-focused funds), nine sustainability report managers from five award-
winning companies, and eleven experts or consultants in sustainability reporting 
(including professionals from advisory agencies, a national environmental agency, 
and a public watchdog rating banks on sustainability). Snowball sampling (Bier-
nacki & Waldorf, 1981) was used, beginning with investors and expanding to other 
expert networks. Interviews, conducted face-to-face or digitally, followed a semi-
structured guide and were recorded to ensure reliability. 

Paper 4 employed a qualitative case study to examine the influence of digital twin 
technology on sustainable marketing. Interviews were conducted digitally with 
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experts from ten organizations, including seven marketing or sustainability agencies 
and three technical specialists (a solutions architect, a data engineer, and a digital 
twin researcher). Purposive sampling (Gummesson, 2017) was complemented by 
snowball sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981) to recruit participants with special-
ized expertise. Interview questions were tailored to each role, exploring how emerg-
ing technology intersects with sustainable marketing practices. 

Confidentiality agreements were honoured, and therefore, specific organizations 
and individual names are not disclosed. This methodological approach enabled a 
rich and triangulated understanding of how credibility in sustainable marketing is 
interpreted and practiced across institutional and organizational contexts. 

Table 3: Collection of data through semi-structured interviews across papers 

Paper Number & Type of Interviewees Sampling Method Interview Format 

Paper 1 15 interviews with 19 individuals: 7 
investors (5 organizations, all with 
sustainability fund management 
roles), 6 sustainability managers 
(awarded reporters), 6 experts 
(consultants, critical watchdog, 
national agency) 

Snowball sampling 
(starting with 
investors) 
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 
1981) 

Face-to-face or digital, 
recorded, semi-
structured 

Paper 2 32 interviews: 22 internal 
stakeholders: owners, CEOs, 
marketing/sustainability managers, 
and association representatives, 
External stakeholders: 5 customer 
interviews and 5 industry expert 
interviews 

Purposive sampling 
(Gummesson, 2017) 

Face-to-face or digital, 
semi-structured 

Paper 3 27 interviews: 7 investors (5 
organizations; fund managers), 9 
report managers (5 awarded 
companies), 11 experts (consultants, 
public watchdog, agency) 

Snowball sampling 
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 
1981) 

Face-to-face or digital; 
semi-structured 

Paper 4 10 interviews: 7 
marketing/sustainability agency 
experts, 3 technical experts (solutions 
architect, data engineer, digital twin 
researcher) 

Purposive sampling 
(Gummesson, 2017), 
Snowball sampling 
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 
1981) 

Digital; semi-
structured 

Interpretation, coding and analysis. This section outlines the analytical process 
underlying the synthesizing kappa and explains how insights from the four 
empirical papers informed this work. While each paper conducted its own 
independent analysis using methods suited to its research questions, the kappa 
applies a second layer of interpretation. Here, findings from the papers were 
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revisited, re-coded, and compared using an abductive, iterative approach that 
combined deductive coding based on the credibility framework in Chapter 2 with 
inductive, practice-oriented coding inspired by Schatzki’s (2002, 2016) practice 
approach. In this way, the kappa moves beyond summarizing individual papers and 
develops an integrated synthesis that theorizes how credibility is enacted, 
negotiated, and challenged across organizational contexts. 

Consistent with interpretive research traditions (Bhattacherjee, 2012), the 
analytical process began with a conceptually guided interpretive phase anchored in 
the five strategy themes outlined in Chapter 2. Data were read holistically to identify 
meaningful segments connected to these sensitizing concepts (Blumer, 1986), 
providing an initial scaffolding for analysis. This early phase ensured that the empi-
rical material could be examined in relation to established theoretical constructs, 
including the credibility strategies from the conceptual framework presented in 
Chapter 2: signal design, source attributes, medium selection, sustainable inte-
gration, and clarity and intelligibility.  

As the analysis progressed, it adopted a more inductive and iterative logic, 
allowing empirical insights to inform and reshape the analytical framework. 
Through what Dubois and Gadde (2002) describe as systematic combining, 
interpretation evolved dynamically in dialogue with data, while emerging findings 
prompted new coding directions and analytical refinements. This abductive 
movement between theory and empirical material (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) 
opened space for context-sensitive insights into how credibility in sustainable 
marketing is articulated, enacted, and justified within organizational settings. 

A practice-based lens (Schatzki, 2002, 2016) played a central role in this 
interpretive work. While not all empirical papers were initially framed explicitly 
through practice theory, it was later applied both in Paper 2, as a methodological 
orientation to examine industry-specific enactments of credibility, and in Chapter 5, 
as an integrative lens to synthesize findings across all four empirical studies. The 
approach directed attention to how sustainable marketing practices are constituted 
through situated actions, discourses, and material arrangements, emphasizing the 
performative and embedded nature of credibility construction. This lens was 
operationalized through Schatzki’s (2002; 2016a) three interrelated dimensions of 
practice: 

• Doings: These are practical activities and performances carried out by 
actors, such as organizing, coordinating, verifying, and implementing, 
which form part of the material arrangements and chains of activity within 
a practice. These practices were identified from observed actions or pursed 
actions. 

• Sayings: This is the discursive dimension of practices – spoken and written 
expressions – through which actors articulate actions, attribute meanings, 
justify conduct, and situate themselves within broader social orders. These 
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practices were identified in interview transcripts and marketing texts. 
Focus was placed on how actors talked about what they do, the terminology 
used, the justifications, and how they positioned their actions in relation to 
others. 

• Understandings: This is embodied know-how and practical intelligibility 
that inform what actors recognize as appropriate or acceptable to do and 
say within a practice, including shared grasp of tasks, roles, and meanings. 
Understandings are not always verbalized, but were in this dissertation 
inferred from how people responded to questions, their described interpre-
tations of situations, or reflecting around their or companies’ judge appro-
priateness when it comes to sustainable marketing. These practices were 
identified through the interviewees responses, follow up questions, con-
trasts between how different actors interpreted the same action, observa-
tions of routine work where certain ways of doing things seemed to be 
taken for granted, described breakdowns, inconsistencies, or tensions 
(which could reveal implicit norms and expectations). 

In addition, attention was given to teleoaffective structures (Schatzki, 2002), 
encompassing described goals, values, and emotions underpinning practices. This 
broadened the analysis beyond textual meaning to how credibility was materially 
and socially constructed through both routine organizational activities, the 
surrounding context and the way it was described or portrayed. By combining 
qualitative content analysis with a practice perspective, the dissertation integrated 
systematic identification of themes, rhetorical strategies, and recurring narratives 
with an understanding of how these are situated within organizational routines and 
material arrangements. Content analysis offered the entry point for examining 
textual data, while the practice lens extended interpretive depth, enabling the 
analysis to trace how credibility is enacted and maintained over time and across 
settings. 

Building on this interpretive foundation, coding proceeded as an iterative, 
abductive process rather than a discrete phase. Across all four papers, thematic 
coding was applied, later revisited and harmonized through a shared recoding 
framework to support synthesis. The coding unfolded in two interconnected phases: 

• Phase 1: Conceptually guided coding, based on Chapter 2’s conceptual 
framework. 

• Phase 2: Inductive and practice-based coding, drawing on Schatzki’s (2002; 
2016) concepts of sayings, doings, understandings, material arrangements, 
and teleoaffective structures, examined how credibility was embedded in 
organizational routines and meaning-making. 
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This dual-phase approach reflects interpretive analysis as a movement between data 
and broader contexts (Bhattacherjee, 2012) and aligns with abductive reasoning 
(Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). Guided by Schreier (2012), 
coding structures remained hierarchical but flexible, enabling comparison across 
data types (reports, websites, social media, printed materials, interviews) while 
preserving contextual nuance. 

To ensure rigor and transparency both within the individual papers and in the 
kappa’s synthesis, a detailed codebook with definitions, rules, and sample quo-
tations was developed (Table 4) to guide the overall analytical process. While the 
coding procedures differed slightly across the papers due to their distinct designs, 
they are briefly described here to indicate the level of collaboration involved and to 
clarify how the resulting analyses informed the kappa’s integrative process. 

• In Papers 1, 3, and 4, inter-coder reliability was supported through joint 
coding sessions and frequent discussions among authors. 

• In Paper 2, which was based on a longitudinal, embedded case, solo coding 
was applied but validated through repeated rounds of analysis and super-
visory feedback. 

The findings from the papers served as a foundation for a second analytical layer in 
the kappa, where results were revisited, compared across contexts, and, where rele-
vant, re-coded and re-interpreted. This allowed the kappa to move beyond sum-
marizing the papers and instead develop a broader, synthesized understanding of 
how credibility is enacted, negotiated, and sometimes challenged across organi-
zational contexts. Table 4 illustrates the relationship between the conceptually 
informed codes (Phase 1) and inductively developed practice-oriented codes (Phase 
2), demonstrating how the abductive approach facilitated conceptual synthesis 
across the empirical studies. 

Finally, this combined approach reflects well-established standards in qualitative 
management and organization studies, where abductive reasoning, interpretive 
analysis, and practice-based perspectives are widely recognized as effective for pro-
ducing theoretically informed, empirically grounded insights into complex organi-
zational phenomena (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011; Langley & Abdallah, 2011). 
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3. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Table 4: Themes and codes 

Themes 
Phase 1 & Phase 2 

Phase 1 codes Practice-based lenses 
(phase 2) 

Phase 2 codes 

Phase 1: Sustainability embedded in Doings, Sayings, Tensions between 
Sustainable strategy; Long-term Understandings, commercial goals and 
Integration environmental/social goals; 

Sustainability KPIs; 
Organizational mission 
alignment 

teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

sustainability; Cultural 
resistance to integration; 
Role of sustainability 
champions 

Phase 1: Plain language use; Doings, Sayings, Overload of technical 
Clarity and Structured presentation; Understandings, jargon; Differences in 
Intelligibility Contextual explanations; 

Visual data representations 
teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

stakeholder 
comprehension; 
Simplification trade-offs 

Phase 1: Use of certifications; Eco- Doings, Sayings, Selectivity of signals; 
Signal design labels; Awards; Partnerships Understandings, 

teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

Stakeholder skepticism; 
Effort vs. credibility payoff 

Phase 1: Consistency in Doings, Sayings, Distrust due to past 
Source sustainability actions and Understandings, inconsistencies; Role of 
Credibility statements; Expertise of 

spokespersons; 
Organizational reputation 

teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

internal advocates; 
Influence of CEO/senior 
leadership 

Phase 1: Use of trustworthy Doings, Sayings, Perceived bias of channels; 
Medium platforms (e.g., official Understandings, Digital fatigue; Trust in 
Credibility reports, credible media); 

Channel consistency; 
Audience-appropriate 
formats 

teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

newer vs. traditional 
platforms 

Phase 1: 
Transparency and 
Accountability 
(extra) 

Third-party verification; 
Disclosure of impact 
metrics; Reporting 
standards; Risk 
communication 

Doings, Sayings, 
Understandings, 
teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

Skepticism of selective 
disclosure; Audit fatigue; 
Internal resistance to 
openness 

Phase 2: Doings, Sayings, Legal references; 
Regulatory Understandings, Interpretation of legal gray 
Compliance teleoaffective structures, 

Material arrangements 
zones; Strategic minimal 
compliance; Pressure from 
upcoming regulations 

Phase 2: Doings, Sayings, Digital twin; AI; Blockchain; 
Technology  Understandings, Digital simulations; 
Enablement teleoaffective structures, 

Material arrangements 
Technology as credibility 
enhancer; Organizational 
adaptation to tech 

Phase 2: Industry Doings, Sayings, Reputation benefits of 
Leadership Understandings, 

teleoaffective structures, 
Material arrangements 

leadership; Risk of 
overpromising; Peer 
benchmarking 
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While interpretation and coding constituted essential components of the overall 
analytical process, the subsequent phase of analysis marks a shift toward a more 
abstract and integrative synthesis. Interpretation involved engaging closely with the 
empirical material to uncover how meaning is socially constructed and contextually 
situated, while coding served as a systematic strategy to structure and categorize 
these meanings – informed by and feeding into abductive reasoning. Building on 
these foundations, the analysis moves beyond descriptive accounts to identify cross-
cutting patterns, connect emerging insights with theoretical framings, and engage 
with the dissertation’s overarching research questions. This involved an iterative 
dialogue between data and theory, guided by the conceptual framework introduced 
in Chapter 2 and deepened through the practice-theoretical lens applied during 
recoding. 

To enhance analytical clarity, the analysis was structured into three interrelated 
phases that correspond with the two phases of coding described earlier. Phase 1 
draws on deductive codes; Phase 2 on inductively developed, practice-based codes; 
and Phase 3 integrates both to support a synthesized understanding. 

1. Theoretical comparison (Phase 1): Drawing on the deductive codes from 
the conceptual framework, this phase examined how the credibility-
enhancing strategies – signal design, source attributes, medium selection, 
sustainable integration, and clarity and intelligibility – were expressed 
across the studies. These constructs served as analytical lenses to assess how 
organizations signalled credibility and to identify areas of alignment, 
tension, or innovation relative to existing theory. 

2. Inductive synthesis and practice-based structuring (Phase 2): This phase 
built on the inductive codes that emerged in response to empirical patterns 
not fully captured by the initial framework. It introduced themes such as 
regulatory adaptation, technological mediation, and sectoral leadership. 
These were also interpreted through Schatzki’s (2002, 2016) practice 
approach – specifically, through the dimensions of sayings, doings, under-
standings, material arrangements, and teleoaffective structures. This 
enabled a more relational reading of credibility as enacted through situated 
organizational practices. 

3. Integrated cross-phase analysis (Phase 3): In the final phase, insights from 
the two previous analyses were brought into conversation, enabling a 
broader synthesis. This step allowed for theorizing how predefined 
constructs and emergent practices intersected or diverged across the four 
studies. It also clarified how credibility is dynamically created, maintained, 
and enhanced in sustainable marketing, leading to a more grounded yet 
theoretically informed understanding. 
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Together, these phases reflect the abductive orientation of the study – marked by a 
recursive movement between empirical material and conceptual framing. Rather 
than following a linear path, the analysis evolved in tandem with interpretation and 
coding, allowing the theoretical insights to be iteratively refined in light of emergent 
empirical complexity. 

3.2 Research quality assessment 
In this section, I account for how research quality has been addressed in this 
dissertation. I begin by outlining the conceptual underpinnings used to assess 
research quality, followed by a critical discussion of how the selected quality criteria 
have been addressed in the research process, outcomes and the limitations. 

Conceptualizing research quality in qualitative research. Two concepts traditionally 
employed to evaluate research quality are validity and reliability (Bhattacherjee, 
2012). Validity generally refers to the extent to which research accurately captures 
the phenomenon it intends to investigate, while reliability concerns the consistency 
of research findings over time and under similar conditions. However, as numerous 
scholars argue (e.g., Bhattacherjee, 2012; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Morse et al., 2002), these concepts require reinterpretation in qualitative 
research. 

In qualitative research, validity is better understood as the authenticity and 
plausibility of interpretations (Maxwell, 1992). Bhattacherjee (2012) emphasizes 
that in interpretive research, validity relates to how well the study captures parti-
cipants’ meanings and lived experiences. This entails generating findings that are 
contextually grounded and resonate with the realities of participants. Reliability, in 
turn, shifts from replicability to a focus on dependability, understood as the trans-
parency and coherence of the research process (Bhattacherjee, 2012; Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). Since qualitative studies are inherently situated and interpretive, their 
goal is not replication but rather to ensure that findings emerge through a process 
that is methodologically sound, well-documented, and reflexively conducted. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose an alternative framework more directly suited 
to qualitative inquiry: trustworthiness, composed of four core criteria – credibility, 
dependability, confirmability, and transferability. These are complemented by 
additional quality-enhancing practices, such as researcher positioning, triangu-
lation, and thick description (Bhattacherjee, 2012; Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). These 
six criteria form the foundation for assessing quality in this dissertation: 

1. Credibility (as defined in Lincoln & Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness frame-
work, distinct from the theoretical lens of credibility employed in this dis-
sertation) 

2. Dependability 
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3. Confirmability 
4. Positioning of the researcher 
5. Triangulation 
6. Thick description 

Each is discussed below in relation to how it was addressed – or where appropriate, 
how its realization was limited – in the dissertation. Furthermore, also the literature 
review, coherence across papers and kappa, and limitations across the individual 
papers are discussed. 

Credibility. Credibility refers to the plausibility and believability of the interpre-
tations offered (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To enhance credibility, I embedded 
verification strategies across the research process. These include iterative coding 
cycles, reflexive interpretation, and theoretical alignment – all described in earlier 
sections (foremost in 3.1.6). I have also revisited empirical material during multiple 
stages of analysis to test emerging themes; a process aligned with Morse et al.’s 
(2002) recommendation for ongoing verification throughout qualitative research. 
Another central element tied to credibility is transferability, which concerns the 
extent to which findings may be relevant to other contexts, as suggested by Lincoln 
and Guba (1985). I have sought to address this through rich contextualization and 
the use of “thick description,” as described by Bhattacherjee (2012), which will be 
further elaborated later in this chapter. 

I recognize, however, that greater efforts could have been made to incorporate 
formal participant validation or member checks in Papers 1, 3, and 4 – such  as  
inviting feedback on preliminary themes or interpretations – which might have 
further strengthened both the credibility and confirmability of the findings (cf. 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A more comprehensive feedback process was undertaken in 
my licentiate thesis and Paper 2, where I shared the developed codes, themes, and 
full interpretations with all 56 companies included in the study and invited their 
comments on both accuracy and relevance. While transcripts were made available 
for review to all interviewees across the four papers, more systematic feedback loops 
during the interpretive and analytical stages (as described in Section 3.1.6) could 
have further enhanced intersubjective alignment and trustworthiness. 

Dependability. Dependability refers to the stability and consistency of research 
procedures and decisions over time (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this dissertation, 
efforts to support dependability included systematic documentation of the metho-
dological trajectory, including the rationale for case and data selection (Sections 
under 3.1), the interpretive framework (Section 3.1.6), and adjustments made across 
iterative coding phases. However, some limitations remain. Notably, in parts of the 
work that were solo-authored (such as Paper 2), opportunities for peer coding, 
collaborative decision-making, or formal audit trails were limited. While super-
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vision feedback and peer review offered some external scrutiny, the absence of a 
fully independent audit process may affect the dependability of certain inter-
pretations. Furthermore, although coding decisions were recorded, they were not 
always subjected to systematic external validation. These limitations are partially 
mitigated through methodological transparency, cross-paper synthesis in the kappa, 
and reflexive engagement with the evolving research design. 

Confirmability. Confirmability refers to the extent to which research findings are 
grounded in the data rather than shaped by researcher bias or personal assumptions 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Bhattacherjee (2012) notes that this concept serves as a 
qualitative counterpart to objectivity in positivist traditions, and is best demon-
strated through intersubjectivity – that is, consistency between the researcher’s 
interpretations and the participants’ intended meanings. In this dissertation, con-
firmability was pursued through several overlapping strategies.  

First, triangulation of sources was employed in a flexible rather than classical 
sense – especially in Papers 1 and 3 – by combining different types of data (e.g., 
interviews, reports, web materials) that offered complementary perspectives on the 
same empirical phenomenon. Although these data sets did not speak to identical 
events or facts, their interpretive convergence helped ground the findings in 
multiple viewpoints. 

Second, confirmability was supported through transparent documentation of 
analytical choices, including reflexive memos, evolving coding structures, and 
alignment with the theoretical framework. This enabled a traceable logic between 
raw data, interpretive categories, and conceptual insights. Involving co-authors or 
peers in joint interpretation also introduced an element of critical dialogue and 
external challenge to researcher assumptions in paper 1, 3, and 4. 

Nevertheless, I acknowledge several limitations. Most notably, more structured 
respondent validation (e.g., member checks on interpretations or themes) were not 
systematically integrated across all studies. While transcripts were shared with 
interviewees for correction and clarification, iterative feedback loops on analytical 
conclusions were only implemented in Paper 2. Greater use of such processes – 
across papers and during synthesis – could have further strengthened intersub-
jective alignment and reduced the risk of interpretive drift. In addition, the absence 
of a formal audit trail, particularly for solo-authored work, may limit the external 
verifiability of some findings. Another weakness is that I was a sole coder and 
interpreter in chapter 2, but where I did get support from discussions with col-
leagues, supervisors and reviewers.  

Positioning of the researcher. Researcher positioning involves explicitly acknow-
ledging one’s assumptions, social location, and relationship to the field (Goetz & 
LeCompte, 1984). This is addressed in Sections 3.3, where I discuss my precon-
ceptions. Throughout the dissertation, I have reflected on how these orientations 
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shaped data collection, analysis, and interpretation – particularly in the use of an 
interpretive, practice-based lens. This reflexivity is also built into the iterative design 
of the research approach, as discussed in 3.1.2. 

That said, I still consider the absence of more systematic participant feedback 
mechanisms a potential limitation. Although efforts have been made to document  
my positionality and maintain reflexive awareness, incorporating more direct 
respondent validation – particularly in the analytical stages – might have enhanced 
the intersubjective grounding of the interpretations. Nevertheless, through detailed 
reporting of the research process, theoretical framing, and contextual choices, I 
intend to provide readers with the information necessary to evaluate whether the 
study’s interpretations are appropriately balanced or overly shaped by the 
researcher’s own framing. 

Triangulation. While strict methodological triangulation was not used in the papers, 
complementary data sources were strategically employed to enrich interpretations. 
For instance, in Paper 1 and Paper 3, sustainability reports were analysed alongside 
interviews with report users and experts. In Paper 2, multiple forms of content data 
(e.g., websites, reports, social media) and longitudinal interviews provided a layered 
understanding. However, I did not triangulate all cases systematically across 
methods, which among others reflects the exploratory rather than confirmatory 
nature of the dissertation. 

Thick description. Thick description, in the sense of providing sufficient contextual 
detail to enable assessments of transferability, is a central concern in qualitative 
research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Bhattacherjee, 2012). In anthropology, Geertz 
(1973) emphasized thick description as layered accounts of context, practice, and 
meaning-making. While this ideal has inspired management and marketing 
research, it also raises challenges in publication formats that privilege conciseness 
over extended narrative. 

In this dissertation, efforts toward thick description are pursued through sus-
tained empirical engagement and contextual framing, both within the individual 
papers and in the kappa. The degree of descriptive richness varies: Paper 2, for 
example, draws on nearly three decades of longitudinal material and provides 
detailed accounts of industry structures, stakeholder relationships, and organiza-
tional practices. By contrast, Papers 1, 3, and 4 adopt comparative or cross-sectoral 
perspectives, which – combined with journal space constraints – necessarily limited 
the extent of contextual detail. These papers nonetheless offer targeted contextu-
alization of organizational settings, sustainability practices, and communicative 
processes, with an emphasis on enabling cross-case comparison. 

To address these structural limitations and strengthen transferability, the kappa 
expands on methodological explanations and provides additional contextual fram-
ing, particularly in Chapter 3. This approach reflects a methodological trade-off: for 
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3. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

example, a single-case ethnography might have enabled deeper thick description, 
but at the expense of comparative breadth and international relevance. By inte-
grating and enriching contextual understanding across the papers, the kappa com-
pensates for these limitations and situates the findings within broader debates. The 
result could be considered a form of thick description that is necessarily more 
selective than immersive, but aligned with both the dissertation’s purpose and the 
conventions of contemporary management and marketing research. 

Literature review. The literature review has played a central role in enhancing the 
overall quality of this dissertation by shaping the research questions, defining 
conceptual boundaries, and supporting theoretical depth, transparency, and 
methodological coherence. As Saunders and Rojon (2011) emphasize, a critical lite-
rature review – when conducted systematically and reflexively – not only synthe-
sizes existing scholarship but also interrogates it to uncover overlooked perspec-
tives, theoretical contradictions, implicit assumptions, and unresolved tensions that 
shape a research domain. In this sense, the review serves not merely to summarize 
existing knowledge but to challenge, refine, and position the dissertation within 
ongoing scholarly debates, thereby enhancing its credibility and conceptual rigor. 

The literature review presented here describes the process undertaken for the 
kappa. Each of the four papers includes its own literature review, tailored to the 
paper’s specific research questions, theoretical framing, and journal requirements. 
However, the kappa-level review takes a broader perspective by integrating across 
domains, synthesizing conceptual strands, and providing the overarching theo-
retical foundation for the dissertation as a whole. 

This review was designed to be both systematic and reflexive, balancing breadth 
with analytical depth. While greater criticality could have been achieved – for 
example, by interrogating dominant paradigms more forcefully or questioning field 
boundaries – efforts were made to avoid common pitfalls such as uncritical citation, 
thematic overreach, or insufficient conceptual framing (cf. Ravitch & Riggan, 2016). 
The process remained attentive to how theoretical choices shape analytical out-
comes and delimit empirical focus, thereby strengthening transparency and inter-
pretive rigor. 

The initial literature review, conducted for the licentiate thesis, focused on green 
marketing, industrial marketing, and trust strategies. For the doctoral dissertation, 
the scope was broadened to encompass sustainable and sustainability marketing, 
particularly as these relate to credibility. Systematic searches in the Web of Science 
Core Collection, complemented by chain-searching, backward and forward citation 
tracking, and input from supervisors and peers, ensured both breadth and rele-
vance. These searches used keywords such as sustainable marketing, sustainability 
marketing, green marketing, environmental marketing, social marketing, and 
societal marketing, yielding an initial dataset of 15,556 records. Through iterative 
filtering, guided by relevance to the research questions, the dataset was narrowed to 
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1,076 titles and eventually screened manually for alignment with the dissertation’s 
conceptual focus. From these, 51 articles were identified as directly relevant, pri-
oritizing studies engaging explicitly with themes of credibility, trust, and legitimacy 
within sustainable marketing contexts. 

A secondary targeted review focused specifically on theoretical frameworks 
relevant to credibility, including signalling theory, source credibility, and medium 
credibility. This review, inspired by Booth et al. (2021), combined citation chaining, 
database searches, and collaborative validation through discussions with supervisors 
and peers. Using the Web of Science Core Collection, approximately 500 articles 
were identified, from which 19 core articles were selected based on conceptual 
alignment, relevance, and scholarly impact. These works provided theoretical tools 
for unpacking how credibility is constructed, communicated, and perceived within 
sustainable marketing. Foundational sources were further identified through 
backward chaining from these articles and forward chaining to trace more recent 
contributions. 

While the process prioritized structure and rigor, it also remained iterative and 
adaptive. Engaging with more than 1,000 sources – even when excluded from direct 
citation – helped refine the conceptual boundaries of the study and supported 
theoretically informed case selection, thematization, coding, and interpretation. 
Alongside database-driven searches, dynamic strategies such as chain-searching, 
peer and supervisor recommendations, and reviewer feedback allowed the literature 
base to evolve in step with the dissertation’s emerging analytical needs. 

As the project developed, ongoing research activities and discussions broadened 
the literature scope to include adjacent domains relevant to credibility, such as 
sustainability reporting, entrepreneurial marketing, and digital twin technology. 
While these areas are not treated as central theoretical strands in the overarching 
kappa, they inform context-specific analyses within individual papers – for instance, 
sustainability reporting features across multiple studies, and Paper 4 incorporates 
insights from digital twin and entrepreneurial marketing literatures. This reflects 
the compilation nature of the dissertation, where paper-level variation in focus 
complements, rather than conflicts with, a consistent overarching emphasis on 
credibility in sustainable marketing. 

Throughout the dissertation process, approximately 2,000 sources were 
reviewed, forming a layered and evolving literature base. By combining structured, 
systematic search strategies with reflexive engagement, the literature review 
enhanced analytical clarity and methodological rigor while also supporting trans-
parency and credibility. Importantly, the review not only informed the framing of 
research questions and conceptual foundations but also directly shaped the 
analytical lens applied across the empirical studies. The integration of systematic 
searches, citation chaining, and collaborative validation ensures that the findings are 
grounded in existing debates while contributing new insights to them. 
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Finally, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations of the kappa-level lite-
rature review. While systematic strategies and extensive engagement strengthened 
breadth and rigor, the review is not exhaustive and reflects a set of deliberate 
scoping choices shaped by the research questions and focus on credibility. The 
reliance on the Web of Science Core Collection, while appropriate for this field, may 
have excluded relevant insights from less-indexed journals or emerging domains. 
Furthermore, while efforts were made to maintain reflexivity, the review inevitably 
reflects interpretive judgments about relevance and conceptual boundaries. These 
choices were intentional and aimed at balancing scope with depth in the literature 
review, thereby offering a foundation on which the dissertation’s theoretical 
framing could be developed. 

Coherence across papers and kappa. It is important to acknowledge that the 
individual papers compiled in this dissertation differ not only in tone, terminology, 
and analytical emphasis but also in the specific focus of their inquiries. While the 
kappa positions credibility in sustainable marketing as the central integrating 
theme, the papers approach this broader phenomenon from different entry points. 
For example, some studies examine trust-building, reporting practices, or digital-
ization, while others focus more directly on the credibility of sustainability com-
munication. These differences reflect the iterative nature of the research process and 
the need to adapt to diverse publication contexts, empirical settings, and theoretical 
orientations across the four studies. 

I recognize that this variation can pose challenges for stylistic, conceptual, and 
thematic coherence, and if left unaddressed, could risk fragmenting the overarching 
contribution. To mitigate this, the kappa seeks to integrate and re-contextualize the 
contributions of the four papers within a cohesive analytical framework, clarifying 
the shared theoretical positioning, methodological strategies, and approach to 
research quality. While the individual papers necessarily differ in their framing, 
focus, and language, I have worked to align epistemological assumptions, methodo-
logical choices, and analytical practices where possible to strengthen overall 
coherence. 

Even so, it should be noted that the integration is not complete and that variation 
remains. Rather than only viewing this as a weakness, I see it as a reflection of the 
flexibility and responsiveness required in qualitative research, where ideas, contexts, 
and insights evolve over time. These differences trace the development of the 
project and, when read alongside the kappa, can contribute to a richer, more 
nuanced understanding of credibility and its enactment across multiple domains of 
sustainability communication and marketing practice. 

Limitations across the individual papers. As a final reflection on the research quality, 
while each of the four papers makes a distinct contribution to the overarching 

83 



 

 
 

  

 

 
 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

CREATING, MAINTAINING, AND ENHANCING SUSTAINABLE MARKETING CREDIBILITY 

research purpose of this dissertation, they also carry specific limitations that warrant 
consideration when interpreting the work as a whole. Paper-specific limitations: 

• Papers 1 and 3: These studies rely predominantly on content analysis of 
publicly available corporate sustainability communication (e.g., reports, 
websites, social media). This design aligns with their purpose of examining 
credibility in outward-facing sustainable marketing but is limited in its 
ability to capture internal motivations, strategic deliberations, or behind-
the-scenes decision-making. The stakeholder interviews incorporated into 
both studies help address this gap but vary in respondents’ proximity to the 
focal companies, introducing potential interpretive distance. These limita-
tions are mitigated, in part, through the triangulation of content sources 
and interviews, and through the integrative analysis in Chapter 5, which 
situates these findings within broader communicative and institutional 
frameworks. 

• Paper 2: This paper provides longitudinal insights into the Swedish textile 
services industry, offering depth and temporal context. However, its single-
industry focus restricts the transferability of findings across other sectors. 
While this depth–breadth trade-off is an intentional design choice, the 
synthesis in Chapter 5 draws on insights from all four papers to enhance 
cross-sectoral relevance and address issues of transferability. 

• Paper 4: Focused on the emerging intersection of sustainable marketing 
and digital twin technology, this paper is based on a small and highly 
specialized expert sample, reflecting the nascent stage of the field in 
Sweden. While this limits empirical breadth, it is justified by the explo-
ratory aim of mapping emerging practices. Chapter 5 acknowledges this 
limitation explicitly and balances it through theoretical reflection on 
credibility formation in novel technological contexts. 

These limitations have been discussed throughout this chapter, where compen-
satory strategies such as transparency, reflexivity, iterative coding, and triangulated 
interpretation were employed to support research quality. Furthermore, the cross-
paper synthesis presented in Chapter 5 explicitly contextualizes the contributions 
and boundaries of each study within an integrated analytical framework. This 
synthesis mitigates isolated weaknesses by situating the papers within a cumulative, 
abductive logic that aligns with the dissertation’s interpretivist orientation, balanc-
ing empirical specificity with conceptual integration. 

3.3 Preconceptions and researcher reflexivity 
While the preceding section outlined the methodological choices structured 
through the research onion model (cf. Saunders et al., 2023), this section turns to a 
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dimension not explicitly captured within that framework: the role of the researcher. 
As discussed in the section 3.1.1 Research philosophy, in qualitative, interpretivist 
research, the researcher is not a neutral observer but an active participant in the 
construction of meaning (cf. Schwandt, 1994). As such, this can be understood as it 
is crucial to reflect on how one’s personal history, professional background, and 
assumptions shape the research process and its outcomes. This understanding is 
supported by Berger (2015), who emphasizes that reflexivity involves ongoing self-
awareness and critical scrutiny of the researcher’s role in shaping every stage of the 
study – from formulating research questions to collecting, interpreting, and pre-
senting data. 

According to Berger (2015), the researcher’s positionality can function as both a 
resource and a limitation, influencing not only access and rapport but also the 
interpretation of findings. Reflexivity, in this view, is not a static or singular exercise 
but a continuous, dynamic process that enhances both transparency and the 
trustworthiness of qualitative inquiry. In line with this, also Frostling-Henningsson 
(2017) argues that researchers should recognize and engage with their precon-
ceptions as analytical resources rather than view them solely as potential biases. 
Therefore, the following section addresses my preconceptions and researcher 
reflexivity as integral to the methodological rigor of this dissertation. 

My academic background – holding a licentiate degree in business administra-
tion from Södertörn University and being currently affiliated with KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology – has been foundational in shaping my research focus on 
sustainable marketing and credibility. In addition to my academic training, my 
professional experience has strongly influenced my perspective. I have worked for 
over two decades in different sales and marketing roles. I work as a senior sus-
tainability consultant since 2021, and in this capacity, I have supported companies 
in developing sustainability strategies, reporting practices, and sustainable 
marketing initiatives. Since 2020, I have also contributed as a writer to the environ-
mental blog Supermiljöbloggen, covering sustainability-related developments across 
societal, corporate, governmental, and academic spheres. These roles have not only 
deepened my understanding of sustainability discourse but also sharpened my 
awareness of how credibility is constructed and contested in public and organi-
zational settings. 

While these experiences offer valuable insights, they also inevitably introduce 
certain preconceptions – for example, a strong preference for transparency, a cri-
tical stance toward greenwashing, and implicit assumptions about what constitutes 
trustworthy sustainability communication. These tendencies are closely linked to 
my professional background: my work as a senior sustainability consultant and my 
contributions as a writer for Supermiljöbloggen have immersed me in ongoing 
debates about corporate accountability, public trust, and the tension between 
aspirational sustainability narratives and organizational realities. This immersion 
has sharpened my sensitivity to credibility-related issues, while also fostering a 
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normative commitment to transparency and rigorous scrutiny of sustainability 
claims. 

I acknowledge that these dispositions may have influenced how I approached 
data collection, framed questions, and interpreted empirical material. However, in 
line with Berger’s (2015) view of positionality as both a resource and a challenge, I 
have sought to engage constructively with these influences. Following Frostling-
Henningsson’s (2017) argument that researchers should treat their preconceptions 
as analytical resources rather than attempt to erase them, I used these commitments 
to inform my sensitivity to subtle credibility signals and the institutional contexts in 
which they emerge. 

To ensure balance, I practiced reflexivity throughout the research process. This 
included keeping reflexive memos during coding and analysis, regularly discussing 
interpretations with supervisors and co-authors, participating in seminars where 
peer feedback challenged and refined my analytical lens, and incorporating critical 
input from journal reviewers. These practices supported a continuous awareness of 
how my positionality shaped the research and encouraged openness to alternative 
interpretations. 

Although complete neutrality is neither achievable nor expected within an inter-
pretivist paradigm (Schwandt, 1994), my aim has been to remain critically reflective, 
transparent, and self-aware throughout. By explicitly acknowledging my precon-
ceptions and positionality, I seek to enhance the credibility, coherence, and integrity 
of this dissertation. 

3.4 Ethical considerations  
The ethical considerations guiding this dissertation have been carefully observed, 
ensuring that the voluntary participation and autonomy of all participants were 
fully respected. Adherence to ethical principles was paramount throughout the 
research process, particularly regarding the implementation of “informed consent,” 
as emphasized by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009). This approach ensured that every 
participant was thoroughly informed about the study’s objectives and their role 
before agreeing to take part. 

Participants were given the opportunity to review and approve the transcriptions 
of their interviews, with the explicit option to withdraw or modify any content they 
felt was unsuitable for inclusion in the study. This step was crucial in maintaining 
the integrity of their contributions while respecting their autonomy. To further 
protect the participants’ privacy, personal identifiers were omitted, and anonymity 
was maintained throughout the final papers and dissertation. While it is acknow-
ledged that those familiar with the companies or the industry might infer the 
identities of certain participants, stringent measures were taken to preserve con-
fidentiality as much as possible. 
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The transcription process involved converting spoken language into written 
forms to enhance clarity and readability. This transformation, while necessary for 
creating a coherent narrative, may have inadvertently altered some nuances of the 
original spoken words. The opportunity for participants to review their transcripts 
was therefore invaluable in ensuring that their intended meanings were accurately 
captured and preserved. Additionally, the translation of transcripts from Swedish to 
English presented a further challenge in maintaining the original context and mean-
ing, underscoring the importance of careful and informed consent throughout the 
research process. Public disclosure of data was strictly limited to material that had 
been explicitly approved by the participants, reinforcing the commitment to ethical 
integrity. 

In conducting this research, significant efforts were made to present previous 
studies comprehensively and to depict empirical data as accurately and faithfully as 
possible. There was no intentional exclusion or selective presentation of relevant 
data. The empirical chapters were carefully curated to represent the full spectrum of 
collected data, aiming to provide a fair, balanced, and truthful portrayal of the 
findings. 

3.4.1 The use of AI-tools 
In writing this dissertation, I have utilized AI tools throughout various stages to 
enhance the research process and improve the clarity of my work. However, this has 
not always been by choice since Large Language Models (LLMs) like OpenAI’s GPT 
series and tools are nowadays embedded within software suites such as Microsoft 
Office, Google, and Bing. Nonetheless, these applications have for example enabled 
quicker, more targeted searches. 

AI tools have also served in refining the language, replacing the traditional 
language editing process performed by a human editor. This step was taken with an 
understanding of the ethical and academic considerations surrounding AI in 
research. Specifically, I followed guidance similar to that of Glaser and Gehman 
(2023) on AI as a research assistant, ensuring that the AI served purely as an aid to 
expedite tasks rather than as a substitute for my own intellectual contribution. 

While AI tools provided valuable organizational and linguistic assistance, the 
original ideas, analyses, and interpretations presented in this dissertation remain my 
own. This aligns with the broader academic discourse on the role of AI in research, 
where scholars emphasize maintaining authenticity and academic integrity in AI-
assisted work (Abd-Elsalam & Abdel-Momen, 2023; Dergaa et al., 2023). I am 
transparent about my use of AI tools, recognizing the importance of ensuring that 
these contributions are understood as auxiliary rather than central to the research 
process (Bano et al., 2023). 

My approach is grounded in the view that AI tools can support, but not replace, 
the researcher’s role as the primary originator of ideas and insights. This position 
reflects an emerging consensus in academic literature, which suggests that AI can be 
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responsibly used in research as long as its role is well-defined and ethically applied 
(Almarie et al., 2023; Aremu, 2023). By adhering to these principles, I aim to 
contribute meaningfully to the field while leveraging AI responsibly to enhance 
both efficiency and precision in my scholarly work. 
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4. Papers

This chapter introduces the four papers that make up the empirical foundation of 
the dissertation. Each paper offers a distinct perspective on sustainable marketing 
credibility, highlighting the challenges of achieving it and the practices through 
which it may be created, maintained, and strengthened. 

Paper 1 investigates whether investors can make informed decisions based on 
available sustainability performance information. Drawing on empirical data from 
corporate disclosures and market reactions, it examines the extent to which 
reported information is complete, comparable, and decision-useful. The analysis 
highlights persistent issues with data reliability, standardization, and verification, 
and it discusses strategies such as third-party assurance, harmonized reporting 
standards, and enhanced disclosure frameworks to improve the accuracy and 
accessibility of sustainability data. 

Paper 2 focuses on how industry-specific leadership can build stakeholder trust, 
using a case study of the Swedish textile service industry. Through interviews and 
document analysis, it identifies leadership behaviours and communication practices 
that enhance the credibility of sustainability claims. The findings point to the value 
of proactive engagement, concrete evidence of environmental and social perform-
ance, and sector-wide collaboration. The paper argues that such actionable leader-
ship can bolster both trust and credibility, thereby strengthening sustainable 
marketing practices within an industry context. 

Paper 3 addresses how sustainability reporting influences sustainable marketing 
credibility. Based on a comparative analysis of sustainability reports, corporate 
websites, and social media channels, it finds that credibility is enhanced when 
reports are clearly structured, transparently aligned with actual practices, and inte-
grated into a coherent communication strategy. The paper highlights the import-
ance of transparency, traceability of claims, and layered communication formats 
that cater to different audiences, showing how these factors jointly contribute to 
making sustainability communication more believable and resilient to scepticism. 

Paper 4 assesses the use of digital twin technology to support credible sustainable 
marketing and prevent sustainability marketing myopia. It presents case examples 
and stakeholder perspectives to evaluate how real-time, data-driven representations 
of products or processes can substantiate sustainability claims. While the techno-
logy offers opportunities for accuracy, traceability, and interactive engagement, the 
paper also considers challenges such as potential misinformation, over-reliance on 
technology, and data privacy concerns. These reflections underline the importance 
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of governance, validation processes, and ethical safeguards when using advanced 
technologies for sustainability communication. 
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5. Credibility in sustainable marketing

Building on the empirical studies presented in Chapter 4, this chapter turns to the 
central task of the dissertation: bringing these findings into dialogue with the 
overarching purpose and research questions introduced in Chapter 1, as well as the 
reviewed literature and the conceptual framework developed in Chapter 2. As a 
discussion chapter, it does not introduce new data but develops an integrated inter-
pretation of credibility in sustainable marketing, bringing together the empirical 
findings, conceptual framework, and reviewed literature. Specifically, it revisits the 
three overarching questions: 

1. What makes credibility challenging to achieve in sustainable marketing?
2. How is credibility created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable

marketing practices?
3. How can a practice-based perspective on credibility in sustainable

marketing advance our understanding of how organizations navigate the
tensions between aspirational ideals and marketing realities?

In addressing these questions, the chapter positions credibility as a dynamic and 
embedded aspect of sustainable marketing practice and prepares the ground for the 
concluding contributions presented in Chapter 6. 

5.1 The credibility challenge in sustainable marketing 
The first research question addresses the primary concern of this dissertation: what 
makes credibility challenging to achieve in sustainable marketing? That the 
challenge exist is already established as previous research has described a credibility 
gap – often discussed in relation to greenwashing and the need for transparent and 
truthful reporting (cf. Baldassare & Campo, 2016; Chen, 2010; De Freitas Netto et 
al., 2020; Prasad & Holzinger, 2013). 

However, the findings presented in the papers suggest that the challenge may be 
more multifaceted than often portrayed in the literature. For example, Paper 1 
indicates several practical issues arising from the credibility gap, where investors – 
who frequently rely on corporate sustainability information – described needing to 
undertake additional verification efforts when company-provided information was 
perceived as insufficient or unclear. These efforts could involve cross-checking data, 
commissioning external analyses, or consulting informal sources. While these 
dynamics are particularly visible in Paper 1, similar tensions appear in the other 
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studies as well. Paper 2, for instance, suggests that customers sometimes place more 
trust in third-party certifications than in company messaging when assessing 
suppliers’ sustainability performance. This may indicate that companies’ claims, 
even when sincerely intended, are not always perceived as credible without external 
verification – pointing towards credibility being tied not only to communicative 
intent but also to verifiability. In Papers 3 and 4, interviewees described an aware-
ness of widespread stakeholder scepticism, and several marketing professionals 
reflected on the challenge of anticipating and managing this scepticism in their daily 
work. 

Prior literature proposes solutions to bridging the credibility gap, often advocat-
ing that sustainable marketing should communicate authentic, genuine, and truth-
ful messages (cf. Belz & Peattie, 2012; Chen, 2010; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; 
Kumar et al., 2023; Prasad & Holzinger, 2013). Other recurring recommendations 
include transparency (De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Belz & Peattie, 2012; 
Woolverton & Dimitri, 2010) and accountability (Oppong-Tawiah & Webster, 
2023). Put simply, the suggestion is often to “stick to the truth, be transparent, and 
take responsibility.” While this framing may sound straightforward, neither the 
interviewees in this dissertation nor prior literature suggest that following this 
guidance is always simple in practice. As highlighted in earlier studies, concepts 
such as “truth” and “transparency” are not necessarily interpreted uniformly across 
actors (Christensen & Cheney, 2015). This implies that even when intentions are 
aligned, credibility may remain difficult to achieve when different interpretations of 
what counts as truthful and transparent coexist. 

This complexity also emerged in interviews across the four papers. Several 
participants described uncertainties regarding what constitutes “good” sustainable 
marketing. While many emphasised that they only communicate information they 
consider accurate, the interviews analysed in Paper 2 also revealed scepticism. Some 
company representatives not only questioned the accuracy of competitors’ claims 
but, indirectly, the broader credibility of sustainable marketing – including their 
own. 

This does not diminish the importance of truthfulness and transparency but 
rather points to the need for a more nuanced understanding of how credibility is 
enacted in practice. To explore this further, the dissertation draws on Schatzki’s 
(2002) practice approach, examining credibility through four interconnected 
dimensions: doings (concrete actions), sayings (discursive articulations), under-
standings (shared meanings), and teleoaffective structures (purposes, emotions, and 
values). 

The empirical material provides several illustrative indications of relevant 
doings. In Paper 1, these include sustainability reports, indices, and scores, as well as 
consultancy support – each designed to give investors a stronger basis for sustain-
ability-oriented decisions. Here, credibility appears to emerge partly from investors’ 
ongoing efforts to interpret and verify information, including cross-checking data 
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and consulting informal sources. Paper 2 examines sustainability-related texts in 
marketing from 1996 to 2020, suggesting how reporting practices evolved over time. 
Following legal changes in 1999, more companies included environmental issues in 
their annual reports, though not uniformly – indicating that legal provisions may 
have been interpreted differently. Numerous doings are visible here, including 
efforts to obtain eco-certifications, establish internal routines, adopt new 
technologies, and present these initiatives in reports and interviews. For instance, 
some companies reported ambitions to achieve ISO 14001 certification across 
several annual reports without success, later switching to FR2000 certification – a 
process described as easier. These examples illustrate possible tensions between 
ambitions and practical constraints in sustainable marketing work. 

Paper 3 further indicates that the gap between ideals and practice can be 
significant. Stakeholders demand sustainability reports, leading to intensive efforts 
to produce them, yet interviewed investors – while relying on these reports – often 
expressed doubts about their credibility, describing them as overly positive and 
technically complex. A readability analysis in the study shows that many reports 
require expert-level knowledge to interpret, given their length, technicality, and 
structure. While some improvements were noted after adaptation to the CSRD 
directive, the work behind reporting remained extensive, and interviewees 
highlighted how developing systems for data collection and verification took years 
to establish. Despite these efforts, several investors still perceived the reports as 
difficult to read and not entirely credible. 

Paper 3 also suggests that achieving coherence across communication channels is 
challenging. Sustainability information often varies between reports, websites, and 
social media, though a few companies managed to maintain consistency across 
platforms. At this stage, “truth” becomes particularly important – ensuring that 
claims reflect actual sustainability practices – but interviews revealed that this is not 
always straightforward. In both Papers 2 and 3, company representatives indicated 
that “sustainability” could be difficult to pin down, and in the early stages their 
awareness of its significance seemed rather limited. Evaluating the truthfulness of 
reports also appears complex. Findings from Paper 3 indicate that although many 
larger companies included independent auditor statements, the scope of these 
audits was often limited, leaving parts of the reported content seemingly unverified. 

Interviews indicated broad agreement that sustainability information should 
ideally be verifiable, consistent, and comparable. Yet, as shown in Papers 1 and 3, 
these ideals are seldom fully realized in practice. Reports are often difficult to 
compare due to differences in calculation methods, data coverage, and presentation. 
Some interviewees even suggested that more sophisticated measurement systems 
could paradoxically make comparisons harder, as improved metrics might reveal 
higher reported emissions, potentially leading to perceptions of unfairness between 
companies. These findings point to the possibility that sustainable marketing is not 
only about truth, transparency, and accountability but also involves navigating 
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diverse capacities, routines, and knowledge for measuring and communicating 
impacts. The difficulty of producing comparable, readable reports also highlights a 
specific communicative challenge distinct from financial reporting and traditional 
marketing. In such a context, simple prescriptions – such as “be truthful” – seem 
insufficient; a deeper understanding of practice-related challenges may be required. 

What, then, makes credibility in sustainable marketing challenging to achieve? 
One possible contributing factor is the evolving nature of the field, where there 
appears to be no shared agreement on what counts as “sustainable,” what co-
nstitutes “truth,” or how such truths should be communicated. Another potential 
factor is that credibility is often framed as a desirable end goal but with limited 
clarity about the specific practices, decisions, and processes required to achieve it. 
This seems to reflect both a tendency in the literature to present simplified solutions 
and, in the papers, recurring patterns where participants acknowledged the 
importance of credibility but also expressed uncertainty about how to achieve it in 
practice. 

5.2 Create credibility in sustainable marketing practices  
While credibility in sustainable marketing is widely discussed (e.g., Baldassare & 
Campo, 2016; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Prasad & Holzinger, 2013), less attention 
appears to have been given to the concrete elements – the “ingredients” – that may 
contribute to shaping it in practice. This section explores these potential 
components, drawing on insights from the papers to suggest how credibility might 
be understood as emerging from the interplay of multiple practices. 

Credibility is often portrayed as essential in sustainable marketing (Baldassare & 
Campo, 2016; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Woolverton & Dimitri, 2010), but prior 
studies also imply that it rarely exists by default; it typically needs to be cultivated 
through efforts that may involve transparency, consistency, and verifiability 
(Baldassare & Campo, 2016; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Prasad & Holzinger, 2013). 
Paper 2 indicates that credibility does not emerge automatically but develops 
through evolving industry practices shaped by shifting expectations, regulatory 
changes, and market logics. Based on a longitudinal study of the Swedish textile 
service industry, it suggests a gradual shift in sustainable marketing – from early 
compliance-driven claims to more transparent and accountable communication, at 
times framed around authenticity. Over time, larger and more proactive companies 
appeared to adopt third-party certifications such as ISO 14001 and the Nordic 
Ecolabel as more visible signals of commitment. Several interviewees in Paper 2 
linked these developments to growing stakeholder demands – not only for 
improved sustainability performance but also for greater verifiability and trans-
parency in communication. These observations point to a view of credibility – at 
least as it is approached in this dissertation – not just as a matter of appearing 
credible but as something that may need to be anchored in demonstrable practices. 
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Similar tendencies appear in Papers 3 and 4. In Paper 3, credibility seems to be 
influenced by how marketers coordinate tone, content, and context to align with 
institutional expectations. This indicates that credibility may not reside in the 
message itself but rather be constructed relationally through alignment between 
organisational narratives, stakeholder expectations, and shared understandings of 
authenticity. Paper 4, meanwhile, suggests that credibility can also be cultivated by 
linking sustainable marketing more explicitly to organisational performance. 
Interviewees reflected on the importance of making sustainability efforts visible, 
understandable, and internally consistent – indicating that credibility may depend 
not only on what is done but also on how it is presented. 

A practice-based approach (cf. Schatzki, 2002, 2016) provides a lens for inter-
preting these patterns. Across the papers, practices associated with credibility can be 
seen in different forms. In Paper 2, for example, practices involved doings, such as 
pursuing environmental certifications or integrating sustainability criteria into 
procurement routines; sayings, such as historical narratives in marketing texts and 
interviews that were interpreted as signalling credibility; and understandings, such 
as the consistent framing of truthfulness in sustainable marketing as a central value 
across interview accounts. In Paper 2, such practices – whether in the form of 
certifications, procurement routines, or credibility narratives – can be interpreted as 
oriented towards teleoaffective structures of trust, legitimacy, and long-term 
orientation. In Paper 3, doings included coordinating sustainability messaging 
across functions and maintaining consistency over several reporting cycles; sayings 
involved tailoring texts to specific stakeholders and improving readability over time. 
Paper 4, in turn, points to aspirations for greater transparency, grounded in values-
driven communication and interview narratives emphasising contributions to 
societal good. 

Taken together, these insights indicate that the creation of credibility cannot 
easily be understood by analysing message content alone, or by reducing credibility 
to a binary question of whether claims are “true” or “false.” Instead, as suggested in 
Papers 2–4, credibility appears to be constructed, adapted, and occasionally 
contested through combinations of words, actions, and interpretations situated in 
specific organisational and market contexts. For example, publishing a sustainability 
report may enhance credibility when it is supported by verifiable data, clear 
explanations, and visible follow-up actions. Similarly, launching a new environ-
mental initiative can strengthen perceptions of credibility when accompanied by 
tangible results and transparent communication about both challenges and 
successes. Conversely, credibility may be undermined when achievements are 
highlighted while setbacks are omitted, or when claims are made without sufficient 
supporting evidence. From this perspective, credibility emerges not from statements 
alone but from the ongoing interplay between what organisations say, what they do, 
and how audiences interpret these actions. 
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Returning to the question of how credibility may be created in sustainable 
marketing, the practices outlined above – such as transparent reporting, evidence-
based claims, visible follow-up, and open acknowledgement of challenges – indicate 
that credibility can be approached in multiple ways rather than following a single, 
universal formula. Seen together with prior research discussed in Chapter 2, this 
invites consideration of whether it is possible to identify certain “ingredients” that 
contribute to credible sustainable marketing. 

If so, one such candidate – emphasized in the conceptual framework – is the 
strategy of sustainability integration (cf. Kemper & Ballantine, 2019). This involves 
more than communicating sustainability efforts transparently; it appears to require 
embedding sustainability into organisational practices and routines. Put simply, 
credibility seems more attainable when sustainability is both said and done. Across 
the papers, integration takes multiple forms: embedding environmental criteria in 
procurement, designing products according to circularity principles, linking 
employee performance metrics to sustainability targets, conducting risk assess-
ments, and investing in supplier development programmes. These initiatives can be 
understood as ongoing commitments rather than isolated actions, gradually shaping 
organisational culture and routines. At the same time, the material indicates that 
integration is uneven: some companies have made significant progress, while others 
have taken limited steps – or avoided sustainable marketing altogether. Among the 
companies engaging actively, interviewees highlighted the importance of grounding 
marketing claims in demonstrable actions, referencing certifications, audits, and 
other forms of verification as central to building credibility. 

Paper 2 provides an example of how integration appears to have evolved over 
time. In the early years (c. 1996–2000), sustainability communication often carried 
an optimistic tone but offered limited verification. Between 2001 and 2009, 
messaging became somewhat more systematic, though certifications remained 
inconsistent. From 2010 onwards, texts and interview accounts suggest a more 
structured approach, with certifications and verification processes becoming 
increasingly common. Within this setting, several companies associated these 
efforts with stronger competitive positioning, while one small-business owner 
described how improving sustainability practices was necessary to compete for hotel 
clients and secure environmental certifications after 2009. Over time, this company 
reportedly grew from a micro-enterprise to a medium-sized firm, indicating a 
possible link between deeper integration, credibility, and business performance. 

Paper 4 provides a different perspective, where interviewees stressed the 
importance of linking sustainability communication to broader organisational 
values, such as social inclusion and long-term societal benefit. Integration here was 
reflected not only in external messaging but also in internal structures – shaping 
how responsibilities were defined, prioritised, and enacted. Although the extent of 
integration varied, Papers 2 and 4 together suggest that credibility may be 
strengthened when sustainability is embedded across organisational domains – not 
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only in external communication but also in practices, decision-making processes, 
and everyday operations. Importantly, integration appears to be an ongoing process 
rather than a fixed achievement, continually shaped by stakeholder expectations, 
organisational capacities, and evolving interpretations of what sustainability entails. 

The material also points to the importance of clarity and intelligibility (cf. Laud 
& Schepers, 2009; Mason, 2020), particularly in Paper 3. Several interviewed 
marketers reflected on the difficulty of communicating increasingly complex sus-
tainability information in ways that remain meaningful to diverse audiences. These 
concerns were especially visible in sustainability reporting, where reports often 
became long, highly technical, and challenging to navigate. Readability analyses 
support this, showing consistently low accessibility scores across all examined 
reports. One possible interpretation is that companies face a structural tension: the 
more comprehensive the reporting requirements become, the harder it is to make 
reports both accurate and understandable. While potential solutions might involve 
adopting clearer language, improved design, and better visualisation, the analysis 
suggests that these strategies are not widely implemented. Nevertheless, both prior 
literature and findings across Papers 1 and 3 indicate that enhancing clarity – 
through shorter texts, more visual elements, and improved structure – could 
contribute to more credible communication. 

Signal design, inspired by signal theory (cf. Connelly et al., 2011b; Spence, 1973), 
represents another relevant strategy reflected across the papers. Examples include 
using certifications in Paper 2, where some companies adopted recognised eco-
labels to signal credibility, while others referenced past sustainability awards to 
indicate a long-standing commitment. These strategies appear to work partly 
because they transform existing sustainability practices into visible, difficult-to-
imitate signals – although their effectiveness likely varies depending on stakeholder 
expectations and sector dynamics. 

Source attributes, particularly trustworthiness and expertise (Hovland et al., 
1953), also seem relevant. In Paper 2, stronger companies provided stakeholders 
with structured sustainability overviews, often supporting claims with figures and 
third-party verifications. In Paper 3, high volumes of sustainability-related content 
on social platforms were observed, suggesting that companies increasingly associate 
credibility with being perceived as active and engaged on sustainability topics. 
While this does not necessarily guarantee credibility, the findings indicate that 
sustained engagement, certifications, and a demonstrated history of action may 
reinforce perceptions of trustworthiness. 

Seen across Papers 1–3, companies used multiple channels – including reports, 
websites, and social media – but the level of consistency between them varied. From 
a discussion perspective, such misalignments can be interpreted as potentially 
weakening credibility, since sustainability narratives sometimes diverged depending 
on the medium. Research on medium credibility (Metzger et al., 2003; Sundar, 
2008) supports this interpretation, indicating that credibility depends not only on 
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the content and source but also on where and how messages are delivered. 
Approaches from Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) (Killian & 
McManus, 2015; Šķiltere & Bormane, 2018) may offer strategies for improving 
coherence across platforms, such as explicitly linking social media posts to sus-
tainability reports to enhance transparency and context. 

A sixth strategy – not originally included in the conceptual framework in 
Chapter 2 – emerges from Paper 2: industry leadership. Some companies appeared 
to gain credibility by helping set sector standards rather than merely responding to 
them. One company, for instance, became the first in its segment to secure an 
environmental certification and actively participated in shaping sustainability 
practices across the industry, receiving several awards and being recognised by 
competitors as a leader. These observations suggest that credibility may be 
strengthened when companies engage in proactive, visible contributions that 
influence broader industry trajectories. 

Taken together, these insights indicate six possible strategies for creating 
credibility in sustainable marketing. While each operates differently, they col-
lectively point toward opportunities for enhancing truthfulness, transparency, and 
accountability. Rather than prescribing a single formula, the findings suggest that 
credibility is context-dependent, emerging from evolving combinations of organi-
sational practices. 

5.3 Maintain credibility in sustainable marketing practices 
Building on the earlier discussion of credibility creation, this section turns to the 
challenge of maintaining credibility over time. While initial credibility can 
sometimes be earned through specific signals and messages, its durability appears to 
depend on sustained effort and adaptation. Prior literature suggests that credibility 
– once established – is not a static asset but needs to be reaffirmed through
consistent, transparent, and verifiable practices (cf. Baldassare & Campo, 2016;
Kemper & Ballantine, 2019; Prasad & Holzinger, 2013). This seems particularly
evident in Paper 3, where the findings indicate that maintaining credibility may
involve ongoing coordination of consistency, alignment, and responsiveness across
multiple platforms.

Drawing on material from 2021 to 2024 – including sustainability reports, 
corporate websites, and social media content from Sweden’s 100 largest companies, 
as well as 27 interviews with company representatives, investors, and sustainability 
experts – Paper 3 explores how these platforms might operate as interconnected 
components within a broader system for sustaining credibility. 

With a practice-based approach (cf. Schatzki, 2002, 2016), the results of Paper 3 
may be understood as viewing sustainability reporting not as a one-off commu-
nicative event but as a socially and materially embedded organizational practice 
within sustainable marketing. In this reading, reporting appears to be sustained 
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through routinised doings (e.g., annual data collection, coordination, and assurance 
processes), sayings (e.g., articulating progress, framing narratives, responding to 
stakeholder expectations), and understandings (e.g., shared beliefs about trans-
parency, compliance, and accountability). From this perspective, the maintenance 
of credibility is best seen as an ongoing accomplishment, potentially shaped by the 
alignment of reporting practices with evolving regulatory demands, technological 
developments, and stakeholder norms. 

A comparison of Paper 3’s observations with the credibility strategies outlined in 
Chapter 2 suggests that maintaining credibility may involve the continual reinforce-
ment and adaptation of these strategies through routinised organisational practices. 
The ongoing integration of sustainability (cf. Kemper & Ballantine, 2019) seems 
visible in how reporting can function both to express embedded values and 
processes and, in some cases, to shape their development over time. In this sense, 
the annual sustainability report may operate not only as a means of demonstrating 
progress but also as a mechanism that can encourage improvements in the 
company’s sustainability work. 

The strategy of clarity and intelligibility (cf. Laud & Schepers, 2009; Mason, 
2020) also appears relevant in Paper 3, particularly in relation to the early 
implementation of the EU’s CSRD. While not all companies had fully adapted by 
2024, there were indications of change: reports tended to become more structured, 
disclosures more standardised, and stakeholder orientation more explicit. Such 
developments may reflect both regulatory pressure and heightened expectations 
from investors and the public. Reports from 2021 were often characterised by 
limited standardisation, low readability, and less explicit materiality. By contrast, 
many CSRD-influenced reports in 2024 appeared more structured, better integrated 
with business operations, and more frequently assured by third parties. These 
patterns suggest that clarity and intelligibility might be strengthened through 
regulatory compliance, potentially improving usability and appreciation over time. 

The maintenance of signal design (cf. Connelly et al., 2011a; Friske et al., 2023; 
Spence, 1973) likewise seems not to be limited to one-off disclosures but to be 
supported by ongoing doings such as data validation, integrating assurance 
feedback, and continued alignment with frameworks like CSRD. Over time, signals 
may be strengthened when sustainability efforts are continued alongside the 
routines surrounding them, embedding signals into cycles that extend beyond 
annual publication and link to broader monitoring and compliance systems. 

Source credibility (cf. Hovland et al., 1953; Oppong-Tawiah & Webster, 2023) 
could similarly be reinforced through sayings and understandings that emphasise 
internal alignment and more neutral narrative framing. Interviews with investors in 
Paper 1 – who often viewed reports as overly positive – hint at an appetite for more 
balanced reporting of both progress and shortcomings. If adopted, such respon-
siveness could contribute to perceptions of credibility, particularly if sustained. 
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Medium credibility (cf. Lee & Kim, 2020; Metzger et al., 2003) also appears to 
play a role. In Paper 3, the usability, design, and accessibility of reports seem to 
influence how stakeholders interpret their credibility – a pattern echoed in 
interviews in Papers 1 and 3. From this angle, credibility is communicated not only 
through content but also through how content is organised and where it is 
distributed. Maintenance work may therefore involve harmonising sustainable 
marketing across platforms, potentially requiring coordinated marketing systems 
connected to the governance of sustainability efforts. 

Collectively, the five strategies in the conceptual framework appear relevant for 
identifying practices through which companies might maintain credibility in 
sustainable marketing. In addition, regulatory compliance – such as with CSRD – 
may provide supportive conditions for more credible sustainable marketing, though 
its effects likely depend on how organisations translate requirements into ongoing 
practices. 

5.4 Enhance credibility in sustainable marketing practices 
The third dimension of RQ2 concerns enhancing credibility in sustainable 
marketing, particularly through the potential adoption of emerging digital tools and 
associated practices. As explored in Paper 4, one possible way in which credibility in 
sustainable marketing might be supported is through the use of new digital 
technologies. The study examines how these tools may help address credibility-
related constraints by enabling greater transparency, traceability, and stakeholder 
engagement. Drawing on interviews with sustainability marketers and technical 
specialists, the findings suggest that while digital technologies do not, in themselves, 
create credibility, they may support its development by making communication 
more verifiable and less ambiguous. This tendency appears to align with broader 
changes in marketing practice, where digitalization has influenced not only the 
reach of communication but also how its credibility is perceived. At the same time, 
the findings also indicate potential risks: if such technologies are not meaningfully 
integrated into practice or are perceived primarily as promotional tools, they may 
invite scepticism rather than strengthen trust. 

Applying a practice-based approach (cf. Schatzki, 2002, 2016) helps interpret 
these findings by framing credibility linked to digital technologies as emerging from 
interconnected practices and infrastructures rather than from technology alone. 
Doings include activities such as designing and testing digital tools, integrating their 
outputs into workflows, and coordinating cross-functional collaboration between 
sustainability, IT, and marketing teams. These practices suggest how digitalization 
can reshape sustainable marketing by linking different forms of expertise. Sayings 
involve communicating technological capabilities internally and externally, 
positioning digital tools as part of innovation and leadership narratives. Such 
narratives can influence perceptions of credibility – not by the technology itself but 
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by framing it within organisational goals and values. In Paper 4, for example, several 
interviewees engaged in exploratory discussions about the potential applications of 
digital twin technologies, signalling curiosity and an openness to innovation. This 
points to an emerging understanding where perceptions of new technologies are 
shaped not only by functional utility but also by broader aspirations for learning 
and improvement. 

The findings in Paper 4 further suggest that digital technologies may reinforce 
several credibility strategies outlined in Chapter 2. Sustainability integration (cf. 
Kemper & Ballantine, 2019) appears particularly important. Tools such as digital 
twins could potentially contribute when they are used to strengthen sustainability 
practices rather than replace them. For example, a digital twin might help marketers 
visualise processes, track performance, and integrate data into systems similar to 
those described in Paper 3 for annual reporting – potentially supporting efforts to 
establish what is factually accurate. 

Clarity and intelligibility (cf. Laud & Schepers, 2009; Mason, 2020) may also 
benefit from digitalisation. As noted earlier, sustainability communication can be 
difficult for diverse audiences to understand, and interviews across the papers 
highlighted concerns about whether marketing claims fully reflect reality. Paper 4 
suggests that digital twin technology could be used to reduce these risks by enabling 
marketers to flag messages that do not align with actual practices. For instance, by 
simulating sustainability activities within a digital twin – essentially functioning as a 
dynamic database – marketers might identify inconsistencies before publication, 
reducing ambiguity and the potential for perceived greenwashing. 

Similarly, signal design (cf. Erdem & Swait, 2004; Spence, 1973) may be 
strengthened when outputs from digital twins or similar tools are used to sub-
stantiate claims with verifiable, real-time data. Likewise, source credibility (cf. 
Hovland et al., 1953; Oppong-Tawiah & Webster, 2023) could be enhanced when 
organisations demonstrate technical competence and consistent performance 
through integrated digital systems. 

Medium credibility (cf. Metzger et al., 2003) also becomes particularly relevant in 
digitalised contexts, where well-designed, transparent, and secure interfaces can 
support perceptions of both message integrity and the credibility of the sender. At 
the same time, if poorly designed or disconnected from actual practices, such tools 
might risk undermining trust instead of strengthening it. These patterns point to 
the importance of embedding digital innovations within coherent sustainability 
strategies to avoid reinforcing credibility gaps. 

From this perspective, technological infrastructures – including digital tools, 
reporting systems, and internal data platforms – can be understood as potential 
enablers of credibility in sustainable marketing. Paper 4 indicates that tools such as 
digital twin platforms, reporting dashboards, and data management systems may 
help organisations achieve greater traceability, transparency, and stakeholder 
engagement. Importantly, however, the findings also highlight that credibility 
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benefits are unlikely to arise from technology alone; rather, they depend on how 
these tools are integrated into broader organisational routines and sustainability 
practices. When embedded meaningfully within existing workflows, digital tools 
could support more transparent, consistent, and verifiable communication – 
potentially contributing to several of the credibility strategies outlined in the con-
ceptual framework. At the same time, technology should not be seen as a substitute 
for substantive sustainability action. Its role is best viewed as supportive, offering 
possibilities for enhancing credibility but requiring integration with other 
organisational practices to have meaningful impact. 

5.5 From promise to practice? 
The preceding sections (5.1–5.4) have explored how credibility in sustainable 
marketing is challenging, as well as created, maintained, and enhanced through a 
range of interconnected practices. These include for example reporting, verification, 
digital integration, and cross-platform communication – each shaped by organiza-
tional routines, narratives, and institutional contexts. Building on the five 
credibility-enhancing strategies identified in Chapter 2, the analysis has also intro-
duced three additional aspects: sustainable leadership as a sixth strategy, as well as 
regulatory compliance and technology as structural supports. These findings are 
summarized in Table 5 and integrated in Figure 2, which suggests a revision of the 
conceptual framework. 

Table 5: Synthesis of papers in relation to indications and theoretical insights 

Section 
and RQ 

Primary focus Indications Theoretical insights

5.1 & RQ1 The challenge of 
credible sustainable 
marketing 

Credibility is both essential and 
fragile in practice. 

This indication supports all five 
strategies, especially medium and 
source credibility. Reframes the 
challenge of credible sustainable 
marketing as a multifaceted 
challenge often linked to practical 
restraints. 

5.2 & RQ2 Creation of 
credibility in 
sustainable 
marketing 

Credibility is embedded in 
evolving practice patterns and 
sectoral leadership. 

This indication supports existing 
strategies; adds sustainable 
leadership 

5.3 & RQ2 Maintenance of 
credibility in 
sustainable 
marketing 

Credibility is sustained through 
alignment with institutional 
and regulatory demands 

This indication supports five 
strategies; adds regulatory 
compliance as support 

5.4 & RQ2 Enhancement of 
credibility in 
sustainable 
marketing 

Digital technologies can 
support traceability and 
transparency. 

This indication supports five 
strategies; adds technology as 
cross-cutting support 
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Figure 2 reflects this updated understanding, integrating sustainable leadership as a 
sixth strategy and recognizing technology and regulatory compliance as structural 
supports. This revised framework offers a more holistic and practice-informed 
perspective on how credibility can be created, maintained, and enhanced in sustain-
able marketing. 

Figure 2: Updated conceptual framework: strategies and support for sustainable marketing 
credibility 

The following concluding discussion builds on the insights developed thus far in the 
chapter and turns to address the third research question: How can a practice-based 
perspective on credibility in sustainable marketing advance our understanding of how 
organizations navigate the tensions between aspirational ideals and marketing 
realities? 

As noted in the introduction, much of the sustainable marketing literature car-
ries an aspirational tone, often portraying marketing as a potential transformative 
force capable of addressing major global challenges like climate change, inequality, 
and social injustice (cf. Chandy et al., 2021; Plangger et al., 2025; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 
2021). Such visions are valuable for setting agendas and reshaping the perceived role 
of marketing in society. At the same time, prior research has also noted that less 
attention is often given to the structural contradictions, organisational constraints, 
and institutional pressures shaping how sustainable marketing actually unfolds in 
practice (cf. Albinsson et al., 2024). 

The findings of this dissertation do not oppose these positive ambitions. Rather, 
the studies presented here suggest that credibility may serve as a useful entry point 
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for understanding the practical realities of sustainable marketing. In this sense, 
credibility can be viewed as a form of situated mediation – not a definitive solution, 
but a possible organisational accomplishment that may help navigate the tension 
between aspirational ideals and operational realities. Across all four studies, 
credibility did not appear as a fixed attribute of messages or actors but rather as a 
relational, multi-practice phenomenon, shaped through what Schatzki (2002, 2016) 
describes as sayings, doings, understandings, and teleoaffective structures. 

As discussed in Section 5.1, creating credible sustainable marketing appears 
challenging – both for stakeholders who seek to interpret sustainability information 
and for companies striving to produce it. In both the earlier literature (cf. Baldassare 
& Campo, 2016; Chen, 2010; De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Prasad & Holzinger, 
2013) and the interviews in this dissertation, one principle emerges repeatedly: 
credibility depends on efforts to communicate truthfully. However, the findings 
here suggest that the gap between high-level ideals and day-to-day practices is more 
complex than such prescriptions imply. The earlier sections (5.1–5.4) indicate that 
credibility work is partly stabilised by material infrastructures – such as sustain-
ability reports, certifications, digital platforms, and regulatory frameworks – that 
may help provide a sense of durability. Yet it also seems to depend on the accumu-
lation of numerous small, situated practices that together make claims more 
credible in context. 

The four papers illustrate different facets of this process. 

• Paper 1 points to how investors develop compensatory routines when sustain-
ability reports or other information are perceived as incomplete or inconsistent.

• Paper 2 highlights the role of third-party certifications as external validation –
sometimes functioning as the primary tangible marker of credibility.

• Paper 3 indicates that maintaining credibility is an ongoing process of coordi-
nating communication across channels while responding to evolving reporting
requirements and regulatory expectations.

• Paper 4 explores possible roles for technologies, focused on digital twins in
particular, which could potentially support credibility work – for instance, by
flagging mismatches between communicated information and underlying
practices in real time. While this is only one example, it illustrates the broader
possibility that new technical tools might help address some of the challenges
described in Section 5.1.

Does credibility resolve the tension between aspirational ideals and organizational 
realities? The findings here suggest not entirely. On its own, credibility cannot 
eliminate this gap. However, the studies indicate that working with credibility at a 
practical level may enable organisations to engage more constructively with this 
tension – making responses more reflective, context-sensitive, and grounded in 
operational realities. The six strategies outlined in the conceptual framework – 
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signal design, source attributes, medium selection, sustainability integration, clarity 
and intelligibility, and industry leadership – together with regulatory developments 
and digital technologies, may serve as possible tools for translating high-level 
sustainability ideals into more concrete actions. 

An important implication of this perspective is that credibility should not be 
reduced to abstract values like truthfulness or transparency, even though these 
remain essential guiding principles. Instead, credibility appears to depend on 
organisations’ ability to act in alignment with stakeholder expectations, material 
constraints, and evolving social norms in specific contexts. It may therefore be more 
accurate to think of credibility not as a fixed bridge permanently linking 
sustainability ideals with organisational realities, but as a dynamic space of ongoing 
mediation – a process through which sustainability is interpreted, negotiated, and 
enacted in practice. 

This perspective also reframes the role of aspirational ideals. Rather than serving 
as a static destination to be reached once and for all, ideals may instead function as 
orienting principles – guiding day-to-day decisions, trade-offs, and organisational 
adjustments. Viewed this way, the work of making sustainable marketing credible 
involves moving – at least partially – from promise to practice. Credibility becomes 
anchored not only in future ambitions or visionary statements but also in the 
everyday work organisations undertake here and now: collecting and verifying data, 
aligning messages with operations, responding to stakeholder scrutiny, and coordi-
nating communication across media platforms. 

In this sense, credibility does not eliminate the gap between ideals and realities, 
but it may help organisations live with that gap – working through its tensions, 
negotiating constraints, and finding more grounded ways forward. Rather than 
resolving contradictions, credibility work can be understood as a pragmatic practice 
of navigation, enabling organisations to act meaningfully within the complex and 
evolving field of sustainable marketing. 
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6. Concluding discussions

As a cover essay, the kappa has provided the overarching structure and synthesis for 
this dissertation by articulating the overarching research purpose and guiding 
research questions through which the included studies were brought into dialogue. 
The overarching purpose has been to examine the challenges of achieving credibility 
in sustainable marketing and to explore how credibility is created, maintained, and 
enhanced in sustainable marketing practices. The study has also addressed the 
tensions between aspirational ideals and organisational realities in sustainable 
marketing. 

To pursue the overarching purpose, the dissertation has been guided by three 
interrelated research questions: 

1. What are the challenges in achieving credibility in sustainable marketing?
2. How is credibility created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable

marketing practices?
3. How can a practice-based perspective on credibility in sustainable market-

ing advance our understanding of how organizations navigate the tensions
between aspirational ideals and marketing realities?

While few definitive answers can be expected given the exploratory nature of the 
studies and the types of data on which they build, the analyses presented here offer 
insights into these issues. This concluding chapter first revisits the research ques-
tions in light of the findings from the discussions, then outlines the dissertation’s 
contributions to literature and practice, and finally suggests possible avenues for 
future research. 

RQ1: What makes credibility challenging to achieve in sustainable marketing? 
The challenge may partly stem from the fluid and contested character of the 
sustainability landscape, where there appears to be limited consensus on what 
credibility entails, how “truth” should be defined, and in what ways it ought to be 
communicated. At the same time, credibility is frequently discussed in terms of an 
aspirational goal, while comparatively less attention seems to be given to the 
practical processes and organizational work that may be needed to achieve it. This 
pattern appears to be reflected both in the literature – which at times presents 
credibility through simplified prescriptions – and in the interview material, where 
many participants expressed strong agreement on its importance but also described 
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difficulties translating these ideals into practice, often seemingly without a clear 
sense of the concrete steps involved. 

RQ2: How is credibility created, maintained, and enhanced in sustainable marketing 
practices? 
Through this dissertation, six strategies are suggested as potentially relevant for 
creating, maintaining, and enhancing credibility in sustainable marketing: signal 
design, source attributes, medium selection, sustainability integration, clarity and 
intelligibility, and industry leadership. In addition, two further aspects – regulatory 
compliance and technological infrastructures – appear to function as supporting 
conditions that may help enable or reinforce these strategies when they are 
meaningfully integrated into broader sustainability practices. Taken together, the 
findings suggest that credibility is unlikely to result from singular acts or stated  
intentions alone; rather, it seems to develop through ongoing, situated, and coor-
dinated practices such as sustainability reporting, third-party verification, digital 
integration, and cross-platform communication. 

RQ3: How can a practice-based perspective on credibility in sustainable marketing 
advance our understanding of how organizations navigate the tensions between aspi-
rational ideals and marketing realities? 
The findings of this dissertation suggest that credibility does not resolve the struc-
tural tensions between sustainability ideals and marketing realities, but it may offer 
organisations a way of navigating these tensions in more reflective and context-
sensitive ways. Rather than treating credibility as a predefined outcome, the studies 
indicate that it is continually accomplished in practice, supported by strategies such 
as sustainability reporting, third-party certifications, digital platforms, and regu-
latory frameworks. Viewed through a practice-based perspective, credibility can 
thus be understood less as a fixed bridge between ambition and practice, and more 
as an ongoing mediation through which sustainability ideals may serve as orienting 
principles for everyday organisational decisions, trade-offs, and adaptations. 

In this sense, the contribution of the dissertation lies not in providing a definitive 
solution but in offering a reframing: credibility in sustainable marketing can be seen 
as a dynamic, practice-based accomplishment that helps bring communicated 
ambitions and operational practices into closer – though never fully complete – 
alignment. This interpretation does not eliminate contradictions but highlights how 
organisations may engage with them in ways that keep sustainability ideals mean-
ingfully connected to practical realities. 

6.1 Theoretical contributions 
This dissertation engages with four main knowledge debates. 
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Firstly, this dissertation contributes to an ongoing debate in sustainable market-
ing between scholars who tend to conceptualize credibility as the predictable out-
come of coherent sustainability strategies (e.g., Belz & Peattie, 2012; Kemper & 
Ballantine, 2019) and those who call for greater attention to its situated, emergent, 
and sometimes more fragile nature (cf. Christensen & Cheney, 2015). While the 
introduction identified the credibility gap as being partly linked to literature’s 
tendency to treat credibility as a static end-state, the findings here suggest an 
alternative perspective by indicating that credibility can be understood as something 
that is materially and relationally performed in practice. Drawing on a practice-
based approach (Schatzki, 2002, 2016), the dissertation interprets credibility as 
arising from the interplay between discourse, material arrangements, and institu-
tional contexts, shaped by evolving stakeholder expectations, sector-specific norms, 
and competing logics. From this perspective, credibility may be better understood 
not as a fixed outcome but as an ongoing process – one that is enacted, adapted, and 
negotiated over time. This reframing moves beyond prescriptive notions of strategic 
alignment and instead invites closer attention to the situated organizational work 
through which credibility appears to be constructed, such as credible signaling in 
investor relations, sectoral positioning, regulatory-aligned reporting routines, and 
digitally enabled traceability. 

Secondly, this dissertation seeks to contribute to sustainable marketing by 
addressing an apparent gap in how credibility has been theorised within the field. 
Existing research often draws selectively on signalling theory (Connelly et al., 2011a; 
Spence, 1973), source credibility (Hovland et al., 1953), or medium credibility 
(Metzger et al., 2003) to explain the persuasiveness of sustainability messages. 
However, these perspectives are frequently applied in isolation and with relatively 
limited attention to how credibility may be embedded in organisational routines or 
institutional contexts (cf. Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017; Kumar et al., 2023). By 
tentatively integrating these perspectives with a practice-based approach (Schatzki, 
2002, 2016), this dissertation suggests a more systemic and relational understanding 
of how credibility might emerge, be sustained, or sometimes falter in sustainable 
marketing. The proposed framework brings together five strategic factors identified 
in prior literature – signal design, source attributes, medium selection, sustainability 
integration, and clarity and intelligibility – while adding industry leadership as a 
sixth and highlighting regulatory compliance and technological infrastructures as 
potential supporting conditions. Importantly, these elements are not positioned as 
isolated levers but rather as interdependent and situated within the ongoing 
organisational practices through which credibility appears to be enacted. 

Thirdly, this dissertation informs sustainable marketing debates on how the 
credibility gap might be addressed. While existing research has emphasised 
transparency (De Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Peattie & Belz, 2012), integration of 
sustainability into core operations (Belz & Peattie, 2012; Kemper & Ballantine, 
2019), enhanced verification (Oppong-Tawiah & Webster, 2023), and improved 

205 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

CREATING, MAINTAINING, AND ENHANCING SUSTAINABLE MARKETING CREDIBILITY 

communication (Kumar et al., 2023), this dissertation suggests that digital techno-
logical infrastructures may also play a potentially enabling role. While sustainable 
marketing scholarship has acknowledged the use of digital tools for monitoring and 
information dissemination, such technologies are often treated instrumentally, as 
neutral conduits of information rather than as socio-material actors embedded in 
the contexts where credibility is negotiated (cf. Appel et al., 2020; Lamberton & 
Stephen, 2016). Drawing on a practice-based lens, the findings from Paper 4 
indicate that when digital tools are meaningfully integrated into organisational 
routines, they may support credibility work by enabling greater transparency, trace-
ability, and verifiability in ways that stakeholders are more likely to find persuasive. 
This perspective broadens the potential role of technology from being viewed purely 
as a passive channel to seeing it as a possible mediator of meaning-making – while 
also cautioning that its value likely depends on its alignment with coherent 
sustainability practices, strategic intent, and enabling institutional frameworks. 

Fourthly, beyond sustainable marketing’s internal debates, this dissertation also 
speaks to broader discussions on persuasion, manipulation, and greenwashing. 
Much of the literature diagnoses a persistent “credibility gap” – the disconnect 
between organisational claims and perceived realities – and frames it primarily as a 
communicative problem solvable through truthful, transparent, and accountable 
messaging (Baldassare & Campo, 2016; Belz & Peattie, 2012; Chen, 2010; De Freitas 
Netto et al., 2020; Oppong-Tawiah & Webster, 2023; Woolverton & Dimitri, 2010). 
While this framing has offered important insights, it often treats credibility as an 
attainable end-state – achievable by following a relatively normative “recipe.” 
Although prior research has acknowledged that “truth” and “transparency” are 
themselves interpretive and contested concepts (Christensen & Cheney, 2015), the 
findings here suggest that sustainable marketing operates in a more emergent, 
dynamic, and sometimes ambiguous space. Across the studies, there was little 
evidence of a stable consensus on what counts as “sustainability,” what qualifies as 
“truth,” or how “transparency” should be enacted. In this context, credibility 
appears less reducible to communicative accuracy alone and may instead be under-
stood as being performed through interwoven organisational practices – such as 
reporting routines, certification processes, cross-platform integration, and the 
management of stakeholder scepticism. These processes are further mediated by 
regulatory frameworks, technological infrastructures, and organisational capacities. 
This perspective invites a shift from viewing credibility as a fixed communicative 
endpoint toward understanding it as an ongoing, negotiated practice situated within 
the evolving and complex realities of sustainability work. 

Finally, despite drawing on several theories and frameworks from the field of 
credibility – signalling theory (Spence, 1973; Connelly et al., 2011a), source credi-
bility (Hovland et al., 1953; Perloff, 2023), medium credibility (Metzger et al., 2003; 
Sundar, 2008), and considering alternative perspectives such as rhetorical ethos 
(Kennedy, 1991), communicative action (Habermas, 1984), symbolic interactionism 
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(Goffman, 2023), and reputation theory (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990) – the findings 
of this dissertation suggest that no single framework appears sufficient to fully 
capture the complexity of credibility in sustainable marketing. Most existing 
theories tend to focus on outcomes, whether a message, actor, or organisation is 
perceived as credible, while offering less insight into the situated, evolving practices 
through which credibility seems to be created, maintained, and enhanced. 

Related approaches that may pay more attention to communication practices, 
such as IMC (cf. Widjaja, 2022; Šķiltere & Bormane, 2018), can provide useful tools 
for improving message coherence across platforms and may contribute to streng-
thening perceptions of credibility (Killian & McManus, 2015; Rehman et al., 2022). 
However, IMC – like the other frameworks considered – places primary emphasis 
on communication alignment rather than the broader interplay of practices, infra-
structures, and institutional pressures that this dissertation indicates can be central 
to advance the understanding of credibility work in sustainable marketing. The 
findings therefore tentatively suggest that credibility might be better understood as 
a fragile, relational accomplishment emerging from the interaction of multiple 
practices, actors, technologies, and institutional logics.  

6.2 Practical implications  
For practitioners, this dissertation offers an empirically informed and practice-
oriented framework that may inspire new ways of understanding and supporting 
credibility in sustainable marketing. Rather than treating credibility as an automatic 
byproduct of persuasive marketing, the findings suggest that it can be seen as a 
situated and often fragile accomplishment – something that may need to be created, 
maintained, and enhanced through organisational practices over time. 

Truthfulness, transparency, and accountability remain central aspirations in 
sustainable marketing, yet the findings also indicate that these ideals can be difficult 
to realise in practice – particularly under conditions of institutional complexity, 
competing stakeholder demands, and organisational constraints. In light of this, the 
dissertation offers a practice-informed framework that may help organisations 
reflect on and work toward these ideals in more context-sensitive and actionable 
ways. Rather than prescribing a universal solution, it provides an interpretive lens 
through which practitioners can explore how credibility might be approached, 
negotiated, and strengthened in their own settings. 

Drawing from the six credibility strategies (five adapted from prior literature and 
one emerging from the empirical material), alongside two potential structural 
supports observed in the studies, the framework outlines a set of principles that 
practitioners can consider when designing and evaluating credibility-related prac-
tices. These should not be read as prescriptive recommendations, but as tentative 
implications suggested by the findings and literature. They indicate areas where 
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CREATING, MAINTAINING, AND ENHANCING SUSTAINABLE MARKETING CREDIBILITY 

organizations may experiment with different strategies to support credibility, rather 
than providing fixed formulas. 

• Signal design: Signals that are more difficult to imitate – such as third-party
certifications, externally assured reports, or longitudinal data – may help reduce
ambiguity and strengthen perceptions of authenticity in sustainability claims.

• Source attributes: Credibility seems to be reinforced when communication
comes from individuals or units that stakeholders already regard as trust-
worthy. Over time, consistency, competence, and value-driven communication
appear to matter as much as message content itself.

• Medium selection: The material indicates that fragmented communication
across websites, reports, and social media can undermine credibility. Coordi-
nating messages across platforms may therefore contribute to greater con-
sistency and stakeholder confidence.

• Sustainability integration: Credibility tends to be more convincing when com-
munication is aligned with core business practices and priorities. When sus-
tainability is embedded in day-to-day operations, rather than presented as an
add-on, messages are more likely to be regarded as credible.

• Clarity and intelligibility: Communicating in ways that are understandable and
context-sensitive appears to support credibility. Avoiding excessive jargon and
focusing on clarity, relevance, and usability for different audiences may
enhance stakeholder engagement.

• Sustainable leadership: Credibility seems to follow more strongly from demon-
strated commitment over time than from isolated campaigns. Actions that
shape or raise industry standards may help to sustain credibility.

• Regulatory compliance (structural support): Emerging frameworks such as
CSRD can provide structure and reassurance. Engagement with such frame-
works may strengthen credibility, particularly when used not only for compli-
ance but also to enhance transparency and accountability.

• Digital technological infrastructures (structural support): Tools such as digital
twin systems or traceability technologies have the potential to support real-time
transparency. Their effectiveness, however, appears to depend on being
embedded within coherent and credible organisational practices.

Together, these suggest that credibility in sustainable marketing is not a fixed state, 
nor something that can be guaranteed through communication alone. Rather, it is 
an ongoing organizational effort – requiring alignment between intention and 
action, strategy and structure, communication and context. While no single strategy 
offers a perfect solution, these in combination may support practitioners in navi-
gating the complexities of credible sustainable marketing. 
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6.3 Future research directions 
This dissertation contributes to an emerging conversation about how credibility in 
sustainable marketing is not merely communicated but may also be enacted – 
shaped by practices. At the same time, it positions its results as exploratory and 
opens several paths for future inquiry, particularly for scholars interested in the 
complexities of practice and the evolving conditions under which sustainability is 
made to matter. 

One immediate direction for future research is to empirically examine, test, and 
refine the framework proposed here. The six strategies and two structural supports 
presented in this dissertation should be viewed as conceptual indications – a 
grounded but still tentative map of how credibility might be fostered in sustainable 
marketing. Future studies could investigate how these elements interact in different 
sectors, countries, or regulatory environments. For instance, cross-sectoral and 
cross-national comparisons could help assess whether credibility work travels or 
transforms under different institutional logics. 

There is also value in going closer to practice. Much remains to be understood 
about how credibility is negotiated in real time: how sustainability claims are 
aligned (or misaligned) with operational realities, how tensions emerge, and how 
practitioners navigate them. Longitudinal, ethnographic, or multi-method studies 
could offer richer insights into what happens inside organisations – when ideals 
collide with constraints, when credibility is gradually built, or when it unexpectedly 
falters. 

These questions grow even more relevant in light of ongoing societal shifts. 
Climate urgency, digital transformation, stakeholder activism, and regulatory 
changes – from the CSRD to ESG-related litigation – are reshaping the expectations 
placed on sustainable marketing. Future studies might explore how organisations 
respond to these pressures not only by updating their messages but by reorganising 
routines, adjusting practices, and redefining what “credible” means in context. In 
moments of uncertainty or institutional instability, credibility may become both 
harder to achieve and more critical to sustain. 

Equally, there is significant value in examining credibility failures. Understand-
ing not only where credibility is earned but where it falters could provide new 
insights into the boundaries between honest ambition and perceived greenwashing. 
Future research could explore questions such as: What happens when sustainability 
claims collapse under scrutiny? Can credibility be repaired – and if so, how? Such 
inquiries could deepen our understanding of the social processes shaping stake-
holder judgments and responses. 

Finally, this dissertation invites researchers to revisit the relationship between 
credibility and transformation. If credibility is a precondition for trust, and trust 
forms part of the foundation for organisational and societal change, then credibility 
work is not only about avoiding reputational risk – it may also be about keeping 
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sustainability efforts legible, actionable, and socially anchored. Future studies could 
examine whether and how credibility contributes to shifting sustainable marketing 
from surface to substance, from promise to practice, and, potentially, toward mean-
ingful impact. 
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Here, the challenges of achieving credibility in sustainable marketing are examined 
and how credibility is created, maintained, and enhanced in practice are explored. 
Te work responds to the growing tension between the proliferation of corporate 
sustainability claims and persistent stakeholder skepticism, where greenwashing 
risks, regulatory demands, and inconsistent communication make credibility both 
essential but difcult to achieve. 

Using a qualitative, practice-based approach, the study draws on interviews, 
organizational documents, and marketing texts across fnance, textiles, and 
sustainability consulting. Te fndings suggest that credibility is not a static outcome, 
but a fragile, ongoing accomplishment shaped by organizational routines, material 
infrastructures, stakeholder expectations, and digital technologies. 

Te dissertation proposes a tentative conceptual framework outlining six strategies 
– signal design, source attributes, medium selection, sustainability integration, 
clarity and intelligibility, and industry leadership – supported by two potential 
structural enablers: regulatory compliance and technological infrastructures. 

By reframing credibility as a dynamic, practice-based marketing process, the 
dissertation contributes to understanding how organizations navigate the tensions 
between aspirational ideals and organizational realities, ofering insights for 
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers. 
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