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ABSTRACT 

	Aims: This review aims to explore how sustainable branding contributes to long-term brand equity through the integration of strategic positioning, consumer emotional engagement, and ethical communication. It addresses ongoing inconsistencies in the alignment between sustainability messaging and corporate behaviour and examines how brands can foster trust, loyalty, and authenticity through cohesive, transparent strategies.
Study Design:  The review is structured around three core thematic domains: (1) strategic integration of sustainability into brand positioning, (2) consumer response and emotional value, and (3) ethical communication and message credibility. These domains were derived from a thematic synthesis of recent academic literature across multiple stakeholder, psychological, and communicative dimensions of branding.
Methodology: A structured narrative review was conducted, focusing on peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2014 and 2024. Using databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, a refined set of keywords was applied using Boolean operators. Screening criteria excluded grey literature and conference papers to ensure academic rigor. Selected studies were coded and synthesised through thematic clustering based on recurring patterns in sustainable branding literature.
Results: Findings highlight that successful sustainable branding requires embedding stakeholder-based brand equity, co-creation, and Triple Bottom Line (TBL) values at the strategic core. Emotional resonance and perceived authenticity drive consumer engagement, especially among value-driven cohorts like Generation Z. However, trust is fragile and easily eroded by greenwashing. Ethical communication, anchored in verifiable claims and cultural sensitivity, serves as a decisive factor in sustaining brand credibility. Psychological and demographic moderators significantly influence message interpretation.
Conclusion: Sustainable branding demands a paradigm shift away from traditional marketing tactics toward strategic authenticity, participatory stakeholder engagement, and transparent communication. Future research should explore the roles of digital platforms, message framing, and socio-psychological variables in shaping sustainable brand equity across diverse consumer groups.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study

Sustainability has evolved from a corporate responsibility to a fundamental aspect of brand strategy. According to Smith and Aaker (1992), brand equity is defined as “a collection of brand assets and liabilities associated with the brand’s name and symbol,” which affects marketing efficacy and enduring consumer loyalty.
This traditional perspective has evolved to include stakeholder interactions, psychological advantages, and sustainability outcomes. Empirical studies indicate that hedonic and eudaimonic happiness can enhance stakeholders' trust, loyalty, and self-identification with organisations, hence playing a pivotal role in the establishment of brand equity within sustainable branding contexts.	Comment by DR OJELADE: source
Consumer reactions are likewise developing. Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez (2012) demonstrate that "psychological benefits and environmental concern" augment green brand choice and purchase intention, highlighting the emotional and cognitive significance of sustainable positioning.	Comment by Mathew Ojelade: Not listed
Nonetheless, consumers remain cautious about misleading methods. Among many, Aliano et al. (2024) warned that greenwashing undermines confidence when ambiguous or deceptive assertions are employed to express environmental commitment.	Comment by Mathew Ojelade: Cite all authors at first mention
Sustainable branding is a multifaceted concept that integrates strategic equity frameworks, emotional stakeholder involvement, and honest communication to create lasting value.	Comment by Mathew Ojelade: This is just too small for a paragraph

1.2 Problem Statement and Rationale for the Study

Notwithstanding the increasing interest in sustainability, the incorporation of ethical branding strategies is still inconsistent. Akturan (2018) discovered that greenwashing adversely impacts green brand associations and brand credibility, undermining trust and purchase intention. Furthermore, organisations frequently have difficulties in aligning sustainability messages with genuine actions, leading to consumer cynicism and brand distrust (Policarpo et al., 2023). The deliberate ambiguity inherent in numerous green marketing undermines the credibility of sustainability assertions. As such, this research aims to analyse how sustainable branding can bridge these gaps by a unified strategy, emotional involvement, and transparent communication.	Comment by Mathew Ojelade: Cite all authors at first mention

1.3 Aim and Research Objectives	Comment by Mathew Ojelade: Research Objectives is okay, remove Aim

This research seeks to analyse the integration of sustainable branding with strategic planning, consumer response, and ethical communication to establish lasting brand equity. Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez (2012) observed that sustainable brand strategies might augment emotional brand attachment and promote environmentally responsible consumption. Nonetheless, discrepancies remain in harmonising brand communication with consumer expectations and beliefs. 	Comment by Mathew Ojelade: Not listed

Thus, the objectives are: (1) to investigate strategic frameworks that integrate sustainability into branding; (2) to examine consumer attitudes and behaviours towards sustainable brands; and (3) to assess the impact of transparency and communication on fostering stakeholder trust and credibility within sustainable brand environments.	Comment by DR OJELADE: Bullet your objectives
1.4 Significance of the Study

Sustainable branding has emerged as an essential tool for companies aiming to reconcile profit with purpose. A growing library of research indicates that brand equity can be cultivated and sustained through sustainability practices and the ensuing stakeholder relationships. Moreover, the strategic implementation of brand communication is crucial in influencing consumer purchase intention, loyalty, and stakeholder trust (Lee, 2025). As sustainability increasingly shapes market expectations, this review consolidates recent literature to delineate a clearer framework for enhancing brand equity through ethical communication, stakeholder alignment, and strategic coherence, providing practical guidance for marketers and theoretical insights for scholars.

2. methodology

2.1 Search Strategy and Databases

This narrative review utilised structured search tactics in accordance with the review design criteria of Snyder (2019), concentrating on the identification of literature pertaining to sustainable branding, consumer response, and green communication. The investigation utilised prominent databases such as Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar, which provide the largest collection of scientific research and the most comprehensive metadata and citation information (Donthu et al., 2022). Search phrases integrated Boolean logic with variations of keywords including “sustainab*,” “green,” “ethical,” “brand,” “branding,” and “consumer” to construct a comprehensive search string that would produce an inclusive and targeted result.	Comment by DR OJELADE: Cite all authors at first mention

2.2 Screening and Inclusion Criteria

The selection process adhered to conventional narrative review protocols. Only peer-reviewed academic studies published from 2014 to 2024 were considered, aligning with the temporal parameters established in previous sustainable branding reviews. Articles were evaluated for their relevance to branding, sustainability, and consumer behaviour, and were required to be composed in English. Studies were included if they examined at least one of the following dimensions: strategic brand positioning, stakeholder-oriented brand equity, or sustainable communication. Grey literature, conceptual-only works, and conference papers were omitted, guaranteeing that the review represented high-quality empirical and theoretical findings pertinent to sustainable marketing and branding contexts.	Comment by DR OJELADE: Where are the articles. They should reflect here or in the Appendix

2.3 Data Analysis and Thematic Synthesis

This review utilised a qualitative thematic synthesis method in accordance with narrative review standards. Articles were examined using open coding to identify common themes associated with sustainable branding. The initial classifications were further improved to merge overlapping categories into cohesive thematic clusters. The emerging themes, centred on strategy, consumer response, and communication, exemplify prevailing patterns in the literature and constitute the framework of the findings delineated in Chapter 3.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Strategic Integration of Sustainability into Brand Positioning

Strategic brand positioning for sustainability entails not just aligning messaging with environmental narratives but also reconfiguring the creation and distribution of brand equity throughout stakeholder networks (Islami et al., 2024). Conventional approaches, exemplified by Aaker’s (1991) definition of brand equity as the summation of brand assets and liabilities associated with a name or symbol, are currently deemed inadequate when evaluated in isolation. Modern branding in sustainability discourse advocates for an enhanced framework that integrates environmental, social, and governance (ESG) goals into the fundamental structure of brand value (Lee et al., 2022).	Comment by DR OJELADE: same	Comment by DR OJELADE: Not listed	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

A significant change is the stakeholder-centric perspective used to interpret brand value. Winit and Kantabutra (2022) contended that brand equity has evolved from a unidirectional, consumer-driven asset to an emergent property resulting from co-created value across various stakeholder groups. When companies provide psychological and functional advantages that meet stakeholder expectations, such as resilience, trust, and self-sufficiency, they foster not simply reputation but also lasting emotional connection. This is especially pertinent for businesses promoting sustainability, because emotional and symbolic value frequently surpasses functional utility, as evident in Khan and Mohsin (2017).

Co-creation has consequently assumed a pivotal role. Kantabutra (2022) defined brand co-creation as the deliberate interaction process among several parties that impacts a brand, indicating a dynamic and participatory redefinition of brand meaning evolution. Co-creation fosters stakeholder trust and reduces the danger of value misalignment, a recurring issue in companies that embrace sustainability superficially but fail to implement it effectively (Biggemann et al., 2014).	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

Brand positioning frameworks based on the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) have become prominent, integrating social, environmental, and financial aspects into strategic identity (Tate & Bals, 2018). Companies that integrate TBL outputs into their branding, through sustainable production, ethical sourcing, or social involvement, are more likely to enhance stakeholder trust and brand loyalty (Agu et al., 2024; Venkatraman & Nayak, 2015). The relationship between sustainability and brand equity is not inherent. The outcome is contingent upon stakeholders' views of authenticity and the perceived delivery of benefits.	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

Recent bibliometric analyses such as Ishaq and Di Maria (2020) indicated that the credibility of sustainable branding depends on the brand's capacity to convey both distinction and alignment with stakeholder values on moral and psychological levels. Reich and Soule further found that green marketing techniques are ineffective when they are limited to symbolic appeals or depend on generic eco-labels lacking demonstrable evidence of meaningful corporate activities.	Comment by DR OJELADE: Not listed	Comment by DR OJELADE: Not listed

Furthermore, researchers increasingly contend that framing sustainability as an integral brand function, rather than a mere extension, augments perceived authenticity (Bulmer et al., 2024; Olsen et al., 2014). This strategic initiative redefines sustainability as a core aspect of business identity rather than a mere campaign or trend, appealing to ethical consumers and bolstering long-term brand resilience.	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

In conclusion, effective strategic brand positioning in the sustainable era must transcend mere rhetoric and encompass structural commitments. By incorporating co-creation, stakeholder-focused value delivery, and TBL measures, companies can establish themselves as not only market leaders but also ethical custodians in a highly scrutinised global environment.

3.2 Consumer Response and Emotional Value in Sustainable Branding
Sustainable brand strategies are not solely based on rational analysis, but they also significantly depend on emotional connection and perceived authenticity. Green brand equity, characterised as a collection of brand assets and liabilities pertaining to environmental commitments and concerns associated with a brand, has been shown to positively influence purchase intentions and the propensity to pay a premium, especially among consumers demonstrating green trust and satisfaction (Tan et al., 2022; Majeed et al., 2022).	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

Significantly, green trust – consumers’ confidence that a brand's environmental performance would fulfil expectations, serves as a mediating factor between sustainability assertions and consumer loyalty (Le et al., 2021). Research indicates that when consumers believe a business authentically prioritises social and environmental ideals over commercial gains, their trust escalates, resulting in enhanced loyalty and advocacy (Agu et al., 2024). This trust is tenuous and susceptible to discrepancies in brand conduct.
The peril of greenwashing, where companies propagate falsehoods to seem ecologically responsible, can undermine this trust (Guerreiro & Pacheco, 2021). Research repeatedly indicates that greenwashing adversely affects brand trust and purchasing intentions, especially in high-involvement product categories. For instance, in Jones (2019), it was posited that when brands employ ambiguous assertions or obscure ecolabels, consumer distrust escalates, thereby diminishing brand equity.

Emotional advertising techniques that include environmental imagery or symbolic messaging can influence this effect. Visuals that evoke nature and emotionally resonant storylines enhance advertising efficacy and brand attractiveness, particularly when product characteristics correspond with the brand concept (Ji & Lin, 2022). Nonetheless, the use of such visuals with ambiguous or deceptive sustainability assertions can confuse consumer perception, hindering the identification of greenwashing and generating transient favourable assessments that may ultimately prove detrimental.

The emotional influence of sustainable branding is also determined by consumer inclination. Individuals orientated towards prevention, characterised by risk aversion and value-driven motivations, exhibit a more favourable response to negative emotional appeals e.g., environmental degradation, whereas promotion-focused consumers are more swayed by positive, aspirational messages (Hong et al., 2021). This regulatory focus segmentation allows marketers to customise communications according to motivating psychology.

Generational and cultural differentiation complicates consumer reaction patterns. For instance, Generation Z consumers are very sensitive to the authenticity of brand communications. For these consumers, brands function as instruments for identity formation and social signalling, especially in digital contexts. Research including Confetto et al. (2023) indicated that sustainability messages shared via social networks are more likely to be trusted when they exhibit openness and narrative coherence.

Ultimately, consumer reactions to sustainable branding hinge on a matrix of factors: emotional resonance, authenticity, perceived environmental performance, and symbolic alignment with self-concept. Brands that do not synchronise these elements jeopardise consumer trust and may experience reputational damage. Emotional value in sustainable branding is not supplementary; it is essential for long-term brand equity and market distinction.

3.3 Ethical Communication and Message Credibility in Sustainable Branding

In sustainable branding, the communication strategy transcends ordinary promotional tool; it constitutes an ethical imperative that significantly influences consumer trust, credibility, and enduring brand value (Jain et al., 2024). Eco-friendly brands are especially vulnerable to examination due to the ethical significance of their assertions. The genuineness and clarity of sustainability communications influence consumers' perceptions of brands as either credible or exploitative.	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

Empirical studies indicate that perceived greenwashing – misinformation intended to create an illusion of environmental commitment, substantially undermines brand associations and diminishes purchase intentions (Akturan, 2018). This effect is especially significant in high-involvement categories, where consumers are more discerning in assessing environmental assertions. Misleading assertions, including vague or sweeping promises lacking concrete evidence, are the most detrimental. Research indicates that ambiguous language paired with emotionally charged visuals, such as environmental imagery, can paradoxically hinder consumers' recognition of greenwashing and enhance misattributed brand reputation (Schmuck et al., 2018).	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

The reliability of message transmission emerges as a primary issue. Ethical communication necessitates that brand narratives are based on substantiated performance rather than mere symbolic assertions. Research such as Kong and Zhang (2014) indicated that concrete statements in green advertising, those that clearly articulate sustainable product attributes, are more effective than abstract or metaphorical marketing in enhancing credibility. The utilisation of credible sources, such as third-party endorsements and verifiable certificates, enhances the perceived legitimacy of brand communications.

Authenticity serves as a crucial psychological signal that influences the reception of messages. Verleye et al. (2023) characterised authenticity in green advertising as a type of "meaning validation," whereby consumers interpret indexical cues, such as coherent visual elements and brand conduct, as indicators of genuineness. When these signals are incongruent, consumers encounter cognitive dissonance, which may result in distrust or even active disengagement from the brand.	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

The visual and linguistic framing of sustainability communication additionally affects message processing. Consumers have a more favourable response to eco-themed colours, imagery, and emotionally resonant storytelling when these correspond with perceived brand values (Chen et al., 2024). This tactic requires careful consideration, as excessive reliance on symbolic cues without credible evidence may diminish transparency and provoke consumer distrust.	Comment by DR OJELADE: same

An expanding body of research additionally recognises cultural and psychological factors of communication trustworthiness. For example, consumers with heightened environmental awareness are more inclined to examine and identify deceptive statements, whereas others may accept visually appealing cues without critical evaluation (Magnier & Schoormans, 2015). Regulatory focus theory posits that those with a prevention focus are more responsive to messages emphasising environmental concerns and ethical duties, whereas those with a promotion focus favour aspirational messages that resonate with future-oriented beliefs.

Ultimately, effective and ethical communication in sustainable branding transcends content; it necessitates alignment among brand assertions, stakeholder anticipations, and demonstrable actions. Brands that utilise honest, evidence-based communication not only bolster consumer trust but also solidify their status as genuine leaders in sustainability.

4. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1 Summary of Key Findings

Table 1. Summary of Key Findings

	Theme
	Subthemes
	Supporting Literature

	Strategic Integration of Sustainability into Brand Positioning
	• Shift from traditional to stakeholder-based brand equity
• Co-creation and Triple Bottom Line (TBL) as strategic tools
• Authenticity as a determinant of brand credibility
	Winit & Kantabutra (2022); Kantabutra (2022); Biggemann et al. (2014); Tate & Bals (2018); Agu et al. (2024); Reich & Soule (2016); Bulmer et al. (2024); Olsen et al. (2014); Ishaq & Di Maria (2020)

	Consumer Response and Emotional Value in Sustainable Branding
	• Green brand equity, trust, and satisfaction as loyalty drivers
• Emotional resonance and consumer identity alignment
• Greenwashing as a threat to trust and brand value
	Tan et al. (2022); Majeed et al. (2022); Le et al. (2021); Guerreiro & Pacheco (2021); Jones (2019); Ji & Lin (2022); Hong et al. (2021); Confetto et al. (2023)

	Ethical Communication and Message Credibility
	• Importance of transparent and verifiable claims
• Role of authenticity and consistent visual cues
• Influence of culture, motivation, and environmental awareness
	Akturan (2018); Schmuck et al. (2018); Kong & Zhang (2014); Verleye et al. (2023); Chen et al. (2024); Magnier & Schoormans (2015);



This review delineated three major themes that characterise the advancing practice of sustainable branding. Initially, regarding strategic integration, companies are transitioning from conventional, asset-centric models of brand ownership to stakeholder-focused methodologies that prioritise co-creation, enduring connections, and the integration of Triple Bottom Line (TBL) concepts. These techniques are more effective when regarded as authentic and integrated into the fundamental brand identity, rather than being perceived as ancillary initiatives.
Secondly, consumer reactions to sustainable branding are significantly shaped by emotional and psychological determinants. Green brand equity, rooted on trust and happiness, significantly influences loyalty and the propensity to spend. Nevertheless, consumer trust is acutely responsive to discrepancies between brand assertions and actual behaviours. Emotional advertising that aligns with consumers' self-concept and values increases engagement, especially among identity-focused groups like Generation Z.
Third, ethical communication has emerged as a crucial mediator of sustainable brand success. Clear, evidence-based communication, supported by reliable indicators like third-party certification and uniform visual signals, enhances message credibility and trustworthiness. Conversely, greenwashing and vague assertions might incite scepticism and pose reputational risks. Cultural orientation, environmental awareness, and motivational psychology also influence consumers' perceptions of the legitimacy and ethicality of brand communication.
4.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications
This paper theoretically advances an integrated framework for sustainable branding that incorporates stakeholder co-creation, authenticity, and ethical communication. It contradicts conventional brand equity models that focus solely on consumer impressions, advocating instead for a comprehensive, multi-stakeholder approach in which brand value is derived from continuous, reciprocal interactions across social, environmental, and economic spheres. The stakeholder-centric paradigm emphasises emotive commitment, trust, and perceived well-being, coinciding with models of hedonic and eudaimonic value creation. This re-conceptualisation emphasises that sustainability is not a marginal value addition but a fundamental factor in establishing brand credibility.
This emphasises that authenticity is not just a linguistic attribute but a strategic aspect of identity. Brands are not merely symbols; they serve as dynamic platforms for moral signalling and societal engagement. This indicates the expanding body of literature on ethical consumerism and the moralisation of brand selection. The interpretation of sustainability messaging by consumers is influenced by personal beliefs, regulatory focus, and social identity cues, necessitating that future study examines psychological congruence and narrative coherence as essential mediators of brand efficacy.
This study offers explicit guidance for brand managers addressing the intricacies of sustainable branding. Initially, brand positioning must integrate sustainability at a strategic level, guaranteeing that purpose-driven values are manifested in concrete organisational actions. Secondly, co-creation with a variety of stakeholders, including employees, suppliers, and consumers, etc. can enhance perceived value and trust. Marketers must emphasise openness and verification systems, such as traceable certificates, to enhance trust and mitigate greenwashing threats.
Third, sustainable brands must adopt emotive storytelling while ensuring clarity and specificity to mitigate unintended cynicism. Visual congruence, message framing, and the employment of culturally relevant narratives must be tailored according to audience segmentations, including generational cohorts or regulatory focal orientations. Ultimately, digital transformation and social media serve as essential facilitators of sustained brand engagement; nevertheless, they necessitate ongoing oversight to ensure narrative coherence and stakeholder alignment.
Sustainable branding necessitates more than just marketing adjustments; it requires a fundamental transformation in the conceptualisation and implementation of brand equity, value creation, and stakeholder interactions.
4.3 Future Research Direction

This review identifies multiple possible avenues for enhancing the research on sustainable branding. Firstly, although brand equity has been redefined as a stakeholder-centric phenomena, further investigation is required about the relative significance of green brand equity in marketplaces where sustainability is pervasive. Future research should examine how consumers distinguish between brands when environmental performance is established as a normative standard, and whether trust or satisfaction possesses better predictive capacity in influencing long-term brand loyalty.
Secondly, researchers are encouraged to investigate the co-creation process among various stakeholder groups. Current research recognises co-creation as vital for fostering stakeholder trust; yet, the variables that facilitate or obstruct meaningful participation, especially in virtual and decentralised ecosystems, are still little examined. Future study may examine the influence of co-creation on consumer identification with sustainable brands in digital environments and whether these processes yield varying effects across cultural and generational groups.
A significant deficiency exists in comprehending the influence of message format and content in green communication. Empirical research is limited regarding the impact of numerical versus verbal sustainability claims, as well as abstract versus concrete appeals, on brand credibility and consumer decision-making. This is especially pertinent considering greenwashing issues, as emotive visuals may hinder consumers' capacity to evaluate authenticity.
Furthermore, digital platforms and social media environments persist as crucial domains for brand-consumer engagement. Research should investigate how online sustainability signalling, influencer narratives, and algorithmic exposure influence consumers' perceptions of green value and trustworthiness. The reliability of "e-sustainability" messaging in these contexts is particularly vital, considering the increase in virtual consumption and the rising demand for accountability in digital communication.
Future research should examine the interplay between branding and socio-psychological factors, including regulatory focus, environmental ideals, and moral identity. These characteristics affect the processing, trust, and response to sustainability messages. Analysis specific to segments, particularly among younger and culturally diverse consumers, will be crucial in developing inclusive and effective sustainable branding strategies.
In conclusion, the advancing domain of sustainable branding necessitates multi-method, cross-contextual research that integrates strategic branding, consumer psychology, and ethical communication. These prospective avenues provide ample opportunities for scholarly progress and practical implementation.
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