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ABSTRACT 

	Background
Climate change is one of the most pressing issues of the present era, and corporate sustainable advertising is increasingly presenting itself as one of the solutions to it. Brands across industries such as technology, aviation, and fashion are using sustainability-themed advertising to highlight their climate pledges and meet customer demands. However, critical research has shown that these campaigns frequently shift accountability from systemic participants such as governments, businesses, and industries—to individual consumers. In certain situations, this individualization of accountability can lead to climate fatalism or public disengagement by fostering feelings of inadequacy.
Objective
This paper explores the framing of climate responsibility in contemporary corporate advertising, focusing on media and digital campaigns published between 2021 and 2024. It examines how advertisements construct narratives of responsibility, the solutions they highlight, and the emotions such as guilt, empowerment, or hope—that they mobilize to influence viewers.
Methodology
Using qualitative content analysis, the study analyzes fifteen well-known campaigns by multinational corporations. The analysis also considers how corporate sustainability pledges and celebrity endorsements may either strengthen or weaken the credibility of these campaigns.
Theoretical Framework
The paper situates its findings within broader discussions of greenwashing, framing theory, and consumer culture and identified three frames- Empowered Individual Action, Redemptive Consumption and Corporate Allyship offering both theoretical insights and ethical reflections on how responsibility for climate action is communicated.
Implications
This study aims to advance understanding of how climate communication in marketing shapes public perceptions of systemic versus individual action. It provides practical implications for policymakers, regulators, and marketers while calling for a reconsideration of how advertising frames climate responsibility—to foster collective engagement rather than disengagement.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
According to the un, climate change is "the defining crisis of our time," necessitating swift and forceful solutions at all societal levels. The intergovernmental panel on climate change (ipcc) sixth assessment and other recent assessments caution that "the window for effective climate action is closing rapidly" and highlight the necessity of systemic change fueled by business innovation, coordinated policy, and citizen participation. Corporate actors have taken advantage of climate communication as a strategic tool as public concern over environmental issues grows. They use sustainability-themed advertising to position themselves as leaders in climate solutions and encourage customer involvement with their brand activities.
In a variety of industries, such as technology, aviation, and fashion, firms use sustainability promises in their marketing to boost their reputation and satisfy changing consumer demands (peattie & crane, 2005). Between 2021 and 2024, there was a noticeable rise in "purpose-driven" campaigns that emphasize environmental stewardship and climate pledges, according to the world advertising research center (warc). This suggests that the market for climate credibility has become essential to both corporate risk management and competitive differentiation.
However, critical scholarship in marketing and consumer studies has highlighted paradoxes inherent in such messaging, where “the invocation of individual choice in climate actions is often a mechanism to deflect attention from collective and institutional responsibility” (chatzidakis et al., 2015, p. 682).
Framing theory provides a valuable lens for interrogating how these narratives are constructed. Advertisements frequently shift the locus of accountability from systemic actors—governments, multinational corporations, and industry regulators to the consumer, often by stressing lifestyle changes and eco-friendly purchases as pivotal responses to planetary crisis (goffman, 1974). This strategy, while empowering in appearance, carries the risk of generating what recent meta-analyses term “climate fatalism” a state where audiences perceive collective action as futile and their personal efforts as inadequate relative to the scale of the challenge (moser & dilling, 2017). Behavioral research supports the contention that emotional appeals, including guilt and hope, are selectively mobilized to stimulate engagement; yet, in some cases, these emotions can foster disengagement through overwhelm or skepticism (vermeir & verbeke, 2008).
The credibility of corporate climate communication is further complicated by the prevalence of greenwashing, defined as “misleading claims or selective disclosure about environmental impact that masks unsustainable practices” (lyon & maxwell, 2011, p. 4). Celebrity endorsements and high-profile pledges are frequently employed to reinforce legitimacy, but empirical results are mixed regarding their effect on public trust and perceived authenticity. As the edelman trust barometer (2024) reports, “environmental trust hinges on transparent, auditable claims and sincere leadership, not merely on aspirational marketing messages”.
Despite their importance, sustainability-themed advertisements remain understudied as sites of contested climate narratives, where corporate interests, ethical concerns, and the mobilization of collective versus individual responsibility intersect. There is a pressing need to scrutinize how such campaigns shape public perceptions of agency, foster (or hinder) climate engagement, and contribute to broader consumer culture negotiations around environmental ethics (jones, 2022).
1.1-Problem statement-
Corporate advertising has increasingly adopted the language of sustainability, positioning brands as active participants in the global response to climate change. While such campaigns often highlight environmental commitment and innovation, they also risk shifting responsibility for climate action from systemic actors such as corporations, industries, and governments to individual consumers. This individualization of responsibility can obscure the structural causes of environmental degradation, fostering a perception that personal behavior alone determines climate outcomes. Despite growing public discourse on greenwashing and sustainability communication, limited research systematically examines how corporate advertising constructs and communicates narratives of climate responsibility, particularly in the digital media era. Therefore, this study investigates how corporate advertisements between 2021 and 2024 frame climate responsibility and which discursive strategies are employed to encourage or displace accountability.
1.2 Significance / Rationale of the study
Recent scholarship on advertising and sustainability has focused primarily on three streams: corporate social responsibility communication, greenwashing and brand ethics, and consumer engagement with sustainability narratives. However, there remains a gap in understanding how advertising frames and distributes responsibility for climate action through the symbolic and emotional structures of its messaging. Existing research has largely emphasized what sustainability messages contain, but less attention has been given to how they shape perceptions of agency and accountability.
By applying qualitative content analysis to sustainability-themed campaigns across industries such as technology, aviation, and fashion, this study contributes new insights into the communicative construction of climate responsibility. It is among the first to systematically analyze the interplay between emotional tone (e.g., guilt, hope, empowerment), framing techniques (individual vs. Collective responsibility), and credibility cues (such as celebrity endorsement and corporate pledges). The findings can guide policymakers, advertisers, and communication strategists in designing campaigns that promote collective action and systemic change rather than reinforcing consumer-level burden and disengagement. Moreover, this study extends theoretical debates on greenwashing, framing, and neoliberal consumerism by revealing how these mechanisms manifest in contemporary corporate climate advertising.
1.3-Research Objectives
•	To analyze how corporate advertising campaigns (2021–2024) frame and communicate climate responsibility through textual, visual, and emotional elements.
•	To identify the dominant narratives of accountability (individual, corporate, or collective) present in sustainability-themed advertisements.
•	To examine the emotional and symbolic strategies that influence audience perceptions of climate action.
1.4- Research Questions
1. How do corporate advertising campaigns frame climate responsibility in their sustainability messages?
2. What types of narratives and emotional appeals are most commonly used to influence consumer perceptions of environmental action?
3. To what extent do these campaigns shift responsibility from systemic actors (corporations, governments) to individual consumers?
2- Review of literature-
2.1-Framing Climate responsibility in Corporate Advertising
Framing theory demonstrates that the presentation and emphasis of information in advertising can significantly shape consumer attitudes and behavioral intentions toward climate action. Corporate sustainability campaigns often use message framing—such as gain-framing (“adopt green practices for rewards”) or loss-framing (“risk damage by not choosing green”)—to evoke emotions like hope, guilt, or empowerment and influence perceptions of responsibility. According to content analyses, these frameworks often transfer responsibility for climate action from governments and companies to individual customers, which might lead to disengagement and climate fatalism. Meta-analyses verify that, in contrast to the lesser effects of public health or geographic identification frames, economic, environmental, and moral frames are more likely to influence behavioral intentions and support for climate policy. The impact on eco-friendly decisions can be further increased by harmonizing psychological cues (such as time metaphors) with the framing of messages (benefit or loss).
2.2-The rise of Greenwashing and Campaign Credibility
The purposeful exploitation of sustainability claims by businesses to deceive or ostensibly comfort customers about environmental efforts is known as "greenwashing." bold climate commitments and celebrity endorsements are frequently employed more for marketing purposes than for real change in sectors like fashion, aviation, and technology. Such advertising narratives have the potential to erode public trust and credibility if they are not accompanied by clear, significant action, according to critical study. Particularly in the context of digital campaigns, the literature advocates for stricter regulations and more rigorous requirements for communicating real sustainability initiatives.

2.3-E-commerce, Consumerism, and Plastic Pollution
The explosive growth of e-commerce has fueled new patterns of global consumerism, with record numbers of digital buyers especially since covid-19 driving unprecedented demand for packaging and logistics. Massive sales campaigns and “limited-time” discounts encourage frequent, high-volume consumption, increasing the use of single-use plastics and flexible packaging, particularly in asian markets like india and china. India’s high demand for polypropylene and other plastics makes it a global leader in plastic waste generation, with over half of all flexible packaging materials (e.g., delivery bags, containers) tied directly to online shopping. The collection and recycling rates remain low while the environmental impact of delivery logistics such as emissions from growing vehicle fleets continues to rise.
2.4 Content Analysis in Advertising Research: An overview
Content analysis has been one of the most widely adopted methods for examining advertising discourse, allowing scholars to interpret patterns of meaning, representation, and ideology in both traditional and digital media. Content analysis is "a systematic, replicable technique for compressing many words of text into fewer content categories based on explicit rules of coding," According to Krippendorff (2019). It makes it possible to identify prominent themes, semiotic clues, and the underlying narratives that firms use to frame ethics, responsibility, and values in advertising study. 
The methodological basis was established by classic publications like Holsti (1969) and Berelson (1952), which emphasized objectivity and the quantification of message qualities. However, later researchers realized the importance of combining interpretive and critical viewpoints, particularly when examining symbolic material in marketing communication (Neuendorf, 2017). As a result, qualitative content analysis developed as a link between positivist and interpretive traditions, enabling researchers to identify ideological subtext, emotional tone, and latent meanings (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
In the context of environmental advertising, content analysis serves to reveal how sustainability, responsibility, and ethical consumption are framed visually and textually. Studies have shown that environmental appeals often oscillate between informational claims and emotional persuasion (Hartmann & Apaolaza-Ibáñez, 2012). These appeals are not merely descriptive but performative, constructing the consumer as a moral subject whose choices bear global ecological consequences (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014).
2.5 Application of Content Analysis in Advertising: Offline and Online contexts
2.5.1 Offline (Print, Television, and Outdoor Advertising)
Before the digital revolution, print and television advertisements were the dominant media for environmental messaging. Early studies looked at how frequently ecological statements and images appeared in print ads, especially during the 1980s and 2000s when "green marketing" first became popular (Banerjee, Gulas, & Iyer, 1995). They discovered through quantitative content analysis that the majority of advertisements contained ambiguous or unverifiable claims—an early example of what would later be referred to as "greenwashing." 
In a similar vein, Carlson, grove, and Kangun (1993) created one of the earliest typologies of deceptive environmental claims in advertising, classifying them into irrelevance, imprecise assertions, and hidden trade-offs. Even now, this typology is still essential for assessing trustworthiness in environmental advertising.
Television advertising further extended the persuasive potential of environmental themes. Belz and Peattie (2012) observed that visual semiotics such as the use of natural landscapes, children, and “green” color palettes became central to the construction of environmental credibility. More recently, Dörnyei and Mitev (2020) used critical content analysis to demonstrate how multinational corporations use emotionally charged environmental narratives in tv spots to normalize overconsumption while appearing sustainable.
Outdoor advertising (billboards, transit media) has also been examined for its symbolic power in localizing global sustainability narratives. A study by Minton et al. (2012) found that eco-themed billboards often rely on anthropomorphic and emotional imagery, such as “the earth crying” or “trees thanking you,” to evoke empathy. Such strategies reinforce moral responsibility at the individual level rather than addressing systemic causes of environmental degradation.
2.5.2 Online and Digital Advertising
In the past decade, the shift toward digital advertising has transformed how sustainability messages circulate and interact with audiences. Social media platforms, influencer marketing, and algorithmic targeting have created new terrains for both green communication and greenwashing.
According to smith and Brower (2012), digital campaigns offer brands unprecedented capacity for interactive storytelling, allowing them to craft personalized narratives of environmental care. However, these same affordances also enable selective disclosure and performative authenticity.
Recent studies have expanded content analysis to social media and online video platforms. For instance, de Vries et al. (2020) analyzed 300 Instagram posts tagged with #sustainablebrand and found that over 60% relied on aesthetic minimalism and natural tones, visual codes that signal eco-friendliness regardless of product impact. Similarly, Testa et al. (2021) applied multimodal content analysis to YouTube sustainability ads, showing that corporations use emotional sequencing hope → guilt → redemption—to sustain engagement while downplaying systemic accountability.
Online advertising’s dialogic nature also invites “participatory greenwashing,” where users themselves amplify brand narratives through likes, shares, and user-generated content (Chen, chang, & Lin, 2020). Content analysis of such interactions highlights how the boundaries between persuasion and participation blur in the digital attention economy (Kapitan & Silvera, 2016).
2.5.3 Hybridization of Media and the need for Cross-Platform Analysis
Recent scholarship calls for integrating analyses of both online and offline advertisements to understand how climate communication operates in an interconnected media ecosystem (Schwarzkopf & Urry, 2021). Offline campaigns often serve as the basis for digital adaptation—e.g., apple’s “mother nature” or Nike’s “move to zero”—where the same message is recontextualized for social media through micro-stories, behind-the-scenes videos, and influencer endorsements.
Bengtsson and Ostman (2017) emphasize that such cross-platform strategies extend the lifespan of sustainability messages and reinforce their moral authority. Therefore, content analysis in the digital age must account for both textual coherence across channels and contextual variability in audience interpretation.
2.5.4 key methodological insights from content analysis of advertisements
A growing number of studies highlight the need for multimodal analysis that integrates textual, visual, and auditory dimensions. Barthes’ (1977) theory of semiotics remains influential in decoding the “connotative meanings” of visuals in sustainability advertising—such as the recurrent motifs of leaves, water, or light. Contemporary scholars combine this semiotic lens with computational tools and qualitative interpretation.
For instance, Matthes, Wonneberger, and schmuck (2014) conducted a large-scale content analysis of 473 green ads in Europe and found that the majority emphasize “personal contribution” (60%) over “systemic change” (20%). This aligns closely with the findings of your current paper, which identify “individualization of responsibility” as a dominant rhetorical frame.
Similarly, Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla, and Paladino (2014) examined consumer responses to greenwashing and found that emotional framing—particularly guilt and pride—plays a stronger role in perceived brand authenticity than factual content. They used a hybrid content analysis design integrating textual coding with affective image mapping, demonstrating how visual emotions shape climate communication.
In digital environments, multimodal discourse analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) has complemented traditional content analysis. Through frameworks such as “visual grammar,” researchers have shown how typography, color, and spatial composition subtly convey ecological virtue (Liobikienė & Dagiliūtė, 2021).
Finally, mixed-method approaches combining content analysis with sentiment analysis and audience analytics have emerged. For example, Etikan et al. (2022) analyzed 10,000 social media ads on sustainability and discovered that positive sentiment dominated corporate communication (73%), while only 12% of posts mentioned structural reforms—confirming the trend toward emotional optimism over critical accountability.



2. Research Methodology 

3.1-Research Design

This study employs a qualitative content analysis approach to examine how corporate advertising constructs narratives of climate responsibility. The method allows for a systematic yet interpretive examination of message patterns, visual imagery, and linguistic cues embedded within sustainability-themed advertisements. Content analysis is particularly suited for uncovering how meaning is created through framing — in this case, how corporate advertising assigns responsibility for climate action across different social actors.
3.2-Sampling Criteria and Selection of Campaigns

The sample for this study consists of fifteen high-profile corporate advertising campaigns released between 2021 and 2024, selected through purposive sampling to ensure thematic and industry diversity. Campaigns were chosen based on the following criteria:
1. Relevance: The advertisement explicitly referenced climate change, sustainability, or environmental responsibility.
2. Visibility: The campaign was distributed through major digital platforms (e.g., YouTube, Instagram, or brand websites) with substantial audience reach.
3. Recency: Only campaigns released between January 2021 and December 2024 were included to reflect current trends in post-pandemic sustainability communication.
The final sample represented a cross-section of industries including technology, fashion, automotive, and consumer goods to capture varied approaches to climate messaging.
3.3-Data Collection Procedure-

All selected advertisements were retrieved from official corporate digital platforms and archived in their original formats. Both visual and textual components were analyzed, including slogans, voice-overs, taglines, music, and imagery. Metadata (campaign title, year, platform, and region) were documented to contextualize the content. Each advertisement was viewed multiple times to ensure comprehensive interpretation.
3.4-Analytical Framework-

An inductive thematic content analysis was conducted, following the principles of framing theory (Entman, 1993) and recent scholarship on greenwashing and neoliberal consumerism. The analysis proceeded in three stages:
1. Open Coding: Initial descriptive codes were assigned to recurring textual and visual features (e.g., representations of consumers, corporations, and environmental action).
2. Axial Coding: Codes were grouped into broader conceptual categories reflecting patterns in responsibility framing and emotional tone.

List 1: Code Label and Their Interpretation
	Code Label
	Interpretation

	Individual action
	Focus on consumer behavior (e.g., recycle, choose green products)

	Brand as hero
	Brand presented as solution to climate problem

	Purchase = impact
	Buying product shown as helping the planet

	Collective action missing
	No mention of government/system change

	Use of nature visuals
	Trees, oceans, green color, animals shown

	Emotional appeal: guilt
	Makes viewer feel responsible for harm

	Emotional appeal: hope
	Positive future shown

	Emotional appeal: empowerment
	Viewers shown as change-makers

	Celebrity credibility
	Use of celebrity/influencer to increase trust

	Sustainability slogan
	Use of vague words like “eco”, “green”, “planet-friendly”

	Lack of data
	No clear numbers or proof given

	Moral language
	Words like “responsibility”, “duty”, “future generations”

	Corporate virtue
	Brand claims to be ethical leader

	Lifestyle aesthetic
	Sustainability shown as stylish/luxury




3. Thematic Abstraction: Through iterative refinement, these initial codes were later grouped into three broader frames: Empowered Individual Action, Redemptive Consumption, and Corporate Allyship.

Empowered Individual Action: Frames that position the consumer as a capable change-maker whose choices directly impact the planet.

Redemptive Consumption: Narratives that equate purchasing or brand loyalty with moral redemption and environmental contribution.

Corporate Allyship and Virtue Signalling: Frames that present the corporation as a socially conscious ally or moral leader while subtly promoting brand image.

3. results and discussion

4.1- Overview of Content Analysis –
[bookmark: _Hlk218258289]Table 1. Content analysis of Corporate advertising campaigns 

	No.
	Brand / Campaign Title
	Year
	Industry
	Platform (Online / Offline)
	Primary Theme
	Emotional Appeal
	Geographic Focus

	1
	Levi’s – “Buy Better, Wear Longer”
	2021
	Fashion
	Online & TV
	Responsible consumption
	Empowerment
	Global

	2
	Nike – “Move to Zero”
	2022
	Sportswear
	Digital / Print
	Carbon neutrality & circularity
	Hope
	Global

	3
	Apple – “Mother Nature”
	2023
	Technology
	Online / YouTube
	Corporate climate accountability
	Humor
	Global

	4
	H&M – “Conscious Collection”
	2022
	Fashion
	Digital / Print
	Ethical fashion
	Guilt
	Global

	5
	Zara – “Join Life”
	2023
	Fashion
	Social Media / Store displays
	Recycling & minimalism
	Relief
	Europe/Asia

	6
	IKEA – “Buy Back & Resell”
	2023
	Retail
	TV / Digital
	Furniture reuse & repair
	Redemption
	Global

	7
	Coca-Cola – “COP27 Partnership”
	2023
	Beverages
	TV / Outdoor
	Climate partnership narrative
	Moral appeal
	Global

	8
	Unilever – “Sustainable Living Plan”
	2022
	FMCG
	TV / Digital
	Corporate leadership in sustainability
	Hope
	Global

	9
	SKIMS – “Eco Soft Collection” (Kim Kardashian)
	2022
	Apparel
	Instagram / Web
	Luxury eco-lifestyle
	Aspiration
	U.S.

	10
	Patagonia – “Don’t Buy This Jacket” (Reissued Campaign)
	2021
	Outdoor apparel
	Print / Digital
	Anti-consumption activism
	Moral reflection
	Global

	11
	L’Oréal – “Because Our Planet Is Worth It”
	2023
	Cosmetics
	Digital / YouTube
	Sustainable beauty
	Empowerment
	Global

	12
	Amazon – “The Climate Pledge”
	2023
	E-commerce
	YouTube / Web
	Net-zero commitment
	Confidence
	Global

	13
	Tata Motors – “Go Beyond Mobility”
	2022
	Automotive
	TV / Online
	Electric mobility & innovation
	Pride
	India

	14
	Samsung – “Galaxy for the Planet”
	2023
	Technology
	Digital / YouTube
	Sustainable design & recycling
	Optimism
	Asia-Pacific

	15
	Adidas – “End Plastic Waste”
	2021
	Sportswear
	TV / Digital
	Ocean conservation
	Hope & Activism
	Global



* Content Analysis Table Of 15 Companies

4.2. Overview of Thematic Findings
The qualitative content analysis of fifteen sustainability-themed advertisements from global corporations and celebrity-led brands (2021–2024) reveals a recurring rhetorical pattern: the individualization of climate responsibility. Across sectors fashion, technology, aviation, food, and e-commerce—advertising messages consistently locate environmental solutions in consumer choice rather than systemic transformation.
Three central frames emerged:
1. Empowered Individual Action
2. Redemptive Consumption
3. Corporate Allyship and Virtue Signaling
Each frame functions discursively to transfer responsibility for climate mitigation from producers and industries to consumers, while positioning the brand as an ethical facilitator of change (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014; Maniates, 2001).




4.2. Frame 1: Empowered Individual Action
Campaigns such as Levi’s “Buy Better, Wear Longer” (2021), Nike’s “Move to Zero” (2022), and Apple’s “Carbon Neutral iPhone” (2023) position the environmentally conscious consumer as a heroic actor.
These ads deploy motivational narratives “buy better,” “move to zero”—and emotionally charged visual semiotics emphasizing youth, agency, and optimism. This aligns with the responsible citizen frame in sustainability discourse, where climate solutions are reframed as moralized personal conduct rather than systemic reform (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014; Haider, 2021).
The imagery of individual action against natural backdrops erases industrial and political contexts, producing what scholars call ecological individualism—a cultural form that privileges personal virtue over structural accountability (Maniates, 2001).
4.2. Frame 2: Redemptive Consumption
A second major frame was redemptive consumption, seen in Zara’s “Join Life”, H&M’s “Conscious Collection”, and IKEA’s “Buy Back & Resell” campaigns. These ads construct sustainability as a cycle of moral debt and redemption: consumers acknowledge guilt, then absolve it through purchase or recycling.
Such emotional framing resonates with commodity activism (Banet-Weiser, 2018), where ethical participation occurs through market transactions. Through slogans like “Join Life” and “Give your furniture a second life,” brands transform consumption into a spiritualized environmental ritual.
This supports Connolly and Prothero’s (2008) concept of the “green consumer subjectivity,” in which ethical satisfaction substitutes for systemic change. By offering redemption through branded action, these companies maintain consumer loyalty while appearing socially conscious.
4.2-Frame 3: Corporate Allyship and Virtue Signaling
Campaigns like Apple’s “Mother Nature” film (2023), Unilever’s “Sustainable Living” projects, and Coca-Cola’s COP27 sponsorship typify the corporate allyship frame. They use humor, institutional alignment, and moral language to humanize corporations as environmental partners.
However, analyses reveal contradictions: Apple’s “carbon-neutral” claims depend on offset credits rather than verified emission reduction (Bloomberg, 2023). Similarly, Coca-Cola and Unilever have faced criticism for greenwashing due to continued plastic use and fossil-fuel-based logistics (The Guardian, 2023; Reuters, 2023).
These contradictions exemplify symbolic neutrality—a communicative strategy where environmental responsibility is expressed linguistically but not materially (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).

	Frame Type
	Key Characteristics
	Emotional Appeals
	Example Campaigns
	Critical Interpretation

	Empowered Individual Action
	Consumers as agents of change
	Hope, Empowerment
	Nike, Levi’s, L’Oréal, Samsung
	Reinforces moralized consumerism

	Redemptive Consumption
	Guilt-redeeming purchases
	Guilt, Relief
	H&M, Zara, IKEA
	Converts ethics into purchase behavior

	Corporate Allyship / Virtue Signaling
	Brands as moral leaders
	Humor, Pride
	Apple, Unilever, Coca-Cola
	Symbolic, rarely systemic

	Eco-Luxury and Lifestyle
	Sustainability as aspirational
	Aspiration, Pride
	SKIMS, Patagonia
	Rebrands sustainability as style

	Technological Optimism
	Innovation as climate solution
	Hope, Optimism
	Tata Motors, Samsung, Amazon
	Frames tech as moral progress



Table 2. Summary of Thematic Frames in Corporate Sustainability Advertising (2021–2024)
4.3. Emotional and Semiotic Patterns
Emotionally, five dominant appeals were coded: hope, empowerment, guilt, aspiration, and humor. These emotions regulate the moral economy of the ads, aligning with Ahmed’s (2010) politics of emotion, where affect organizes ethical relations.
Positive affect (hope, empowerment) motivates consumer participation, while negative affect (guilt) is quickly resolved through purchasing the “right” products. Semiotic analysis shows consistent use of nature imagery, pastel or “earth tone” color palettes, and minimalist aesthetics—all designed to signal purity and ecological authenticity (Bailey et al., 2016).
However, this repetition creates what Lury (2020) calls “aesthetic saturation”—a visual sameness that empties sustainability of political meaning, transforming it into a branding aesthetic.
Table 3. Emotional and Semiotic analysis 

	Emotion
	Common Representation
	Psychological Impact
	Example from Campaigns

	Hope
	Future-oriented imagery, green landscapes
	Inspires optimism
	Apple “Mother Nature” (2023)

	Guilt
	Environmental harm due to inaction
	Triggers compensatory behavior
	H&M “Conscious Collection”

	Empowerment
	Youth activism, personal agency
	Builds identity-driven action
	Nike “Move to Zero”

	Aspiration
	Luxury lifestyle and eco-status
	Converts ethics into aesthetics
	SKIMS “Eco Soft”

	Humor
	Self-aware irony
	Humanizes corporate voice
	Unilever “Sustainable Living”



4.4. Celebrity and Influencer Mediation
Celebrity-led eco-branding—such as Kim Kardashian’s SKIMS “Eco Soft”, Gwyneth Paltrow’s Goop, or Leonardo DiCaprio’s environmental ventures—extends sustainability discourse into aspirational lifestyle domains.
These figures lend moral credibility through celebrity capital (Driessens, 2013), translating environmental care into personal branding. Yet, such performances often aestheticize sustainability as a form of luxury consumption rather than collective responsibility (Hearn, 2008).
For example, SKIMS’ “eco” collection markets comfort and sensuality rather than material transparency about sourcing or emissions. This aligns with Klein’s (2019) critique of green capitalism, where ecological awareness becomes a marketing differentiator instead of a moral imperative.
4.5. Displacement and Systemic Silence

Across the dataset, a consistent absence of structural references was evident—no ad directly addressed supply chains, industrial emissions, or lobbying practices. This systemic silence (Fairclough, 2010) represents a crucial ideological mechanism: environmental harm is symbolically resolved through imagery and slogans rather than substantive acknowledgment.
Apple, H&M, and Amazon exemplify this pattern. Their sustainability ads use symbols like leaves, cycles, or carbon-neutral badges, but omit quantitative data or third-party verification. 
This visual and linguistic omission maintains corporate authority while minimizing public scrutiny (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015).
Table 4. Types of Greenwashing and its risk for Credibility

	Type of Greenwashing (Delmas & Burbano 2011)
	Description
	Example
	Risk for Credibility

	Selective Disclosure
	Highlighting one positive metric while hiding others
	Apple’s carbon-neutral claims
	Medium–High

	Symbolic Actions
	Sponsorships and PR without structural change
	Coca-Cola COP27
	High

	Vague Language (“eco,” “green”)
	Ambiguous phrasing without verification
	H&M “Join Life”
	High

	Third-Party Partnerships
	Misuse of NGO alignment
	Unilever & WWF tie-ins
	Medium





4.6. Implications for Climate Communication

The findings suggest that sustainability advertising functions as a legitimizing discourse. Through aestheticized virtue and emotional framing, corporations manage public perception while stabilizing consumption-based economies.
This poses ethical challenges for environmental communication. As research shows, the greenwashing gap—between symbolic commitment and material change—erodes public trust and may provoke climate cynicism (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020). Regulatory agencies such as the EU and ASA have begun tightening advertising standards on “carbon neutral” and “eco-friendly” claims, yet enforcement remains uneven (European Commission, 2023).

Future communication strategies must therefore reframe sustainability not as individual virtue, but as collective accountability, emphasizing production transparency, policy advocacy, and systemic metrics of change.

4.7- Theoretical Integration
These results align with framing theory (Entman, 1993) and consumer culture theory (Arnould & Thompson, 2005), demonstrating how advertising constructs shared cognitive schemas around climate responsibility. The “green consumer” frame redefines civic responsibility as market participation, reflecting neoliberal governance models of responsibilization (Shamir, 2008; Foucault, 2008).transforming environmental ethics into consumer identity, sustainability campaigns sustain capitalism’s moral legitimacy while masking its ecological contradictions. As Klein (2019) argues, this represents capitalism’s adaptive capacity absorbing critique and rebranding it as virtue.

 (
EMPOWERMENT(Identity)
) (
REDEMPTION
 
(purchase)
) (
GUILT
)


 (
SATURATION(
Aesthetic fatigue
) (
REBRANDING
(
New Campaign)
)



Figure 1- Cycle of Guilt induced Sustainability Advertising Communication by Brands

5.Conclusion & Implications-

This qualitative content analysis reveals that sustainability advertising by consumer-facing corporations and celebrities operates as a discursive technology of legitimation. Through affective storytelling, symbolic neutrality, and selective visibility, these campaigns redefine climate responsibility as a purchasable identity.
These narratives limit collective agency and conceal the systemic causes of environmental deterioration while simultaneously promoting awareness and positive mood. Therefore, paradigms that emphasize institutional accountability, transparency, and material impact should take precedence over performative empowerment in ethical climate communication. 
Advertisers create a moral economy that both normalizes excessive buying and promotes behavioral participation through framing and emotional appeals like hope, guilt, empowerment, and aspiration. The study draws attention to the paradox in corporate climate communication: rather than being a corporate ethic, sustainability is commodified as a brand asset. Consequently, these campaigns contribute to what scholars identify as “symbolic neutrality” (Delmas & Burbano, 2011) the linguistic and visual expression of virtue without substantive material change.
By revealing how persuasive narratives influence public views of climate agency, this study adds to the expanding corpus of knowledge on greenwashing and environmental communication ethics. It shows that advertising continues to be a potent venue for the conflict between environmental ethics and market logic, as climate discourse is reframed to uphold corporate legitimacy rather than structural change. 
The report also emphasizes how using social media and online advertising efforts has spread responsibility while expanding the reach of sustainability narratives. In order for brands to align climate communication with real progress toward global sustainability goals and the United Nations Sustainable Development Agenda (SDG 12 and SDG 13), practitioners must create campaigns that minimize the moral burden on consumers while fostering collective, institutional action.

6- Limitations of the Study-

This study also has certain limitations, first, the sample consists of only fifteen high-profile corporate advertising campaigns, which limits the generalizability of the findings to smaller brands or local contexts , second the study prioritizes interpretive depth above statistical breadth because it is a qualitative content analysis, and audience perceptions were not tested objectively. Furthermore, only commercials issued by corporations were analyzed; user-generated or influencer content, which frequently influences online sustainability narratives were not covered. To improve the relationship between climate communication and tangible company impact, future study should use quantitative techniques, cross-cultural comparisons, and alignment with sustainability reporting.
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