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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines how sustainability-oriented digital communication operates within the
governance framework of a certified B Corporation and how such communication may
contribute to trust formation and brand value creation. Building on literature on sustainability,
stakeholder theory, corporate social responsibility, green branding and digital brand identity,
the study conceptualises sustainable branding as a governance-embedded and trust-mediated

process rather than a purely symbolic communication strategy.

Adopting a qualitative single-case study design, the research analyses publicly available
digital communication materials of Zordan, an Italian certified B Corporation operating in the
Veneto region. The study relies on interpretative content analysis guided by theoretically
derived dimensions, including sustainability framing, governance and accountability signals,
corporate identity construction, and trust-related cues. Rather than pursuing statistical
generalisation, the research aims to provide analytical insight into how sustainability

communication interacts with institutional structures and accountability mechanisms.

The findings suggest that when sustainability commitments are structurally embedded within
governance systems and consistently reflected in digital communication, they reinforce
credibility and support trust-building dynamics. Conversely, inconsistencies between
communicated sustainability claims and organisational practices increase reputational
vulnerability, particularly in digitally transparent environments. The study contributes to the
literature by integrating governance-based accountability with green digital branding and by
positioning trust as a central mediating construct linking sustainability communication to

brand value.

Key words: Green branding, B Corps, Consumer trust, Sustainability, Purchase decisions
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INTRODUCTION

Sustainability has progressively moved from the periphery of corporate responsibility
discourse to the core of strategic management and brand positioning. Firms are increasingly
evaluated not only on financial performance but also on their capacity to integrate
environmental and social considerations into governance structures, operational practices, and
stakeholder relationships. This transformation reflects broader societal expectations toward

corporate accountability and long-term value creation.

At the same time, digitalization has fundamentally reshaped how firms communicate their
commitments. Sustainability is no longer articulated primarily through static reports or
institutional disclosures; it is continuously performed through digital platforms, particularly
social media. These platforms amplify visibility but also intensify scrutiny. In digital
environments characterized by information abundance and strategic signalling, sustainability
claims are exposed to scepticism and accusations of symbolic compliance or greenwashing. As

a result, credibility becomes a central issue.

In such contexts, trust operates as a critical mediating construct. Stakeholders must interpret
sustainability-oriented communication without direct access to internal organisational
processes. The effectiveness of digital sustainability communication, therefore, depends not
solely on message content but on its perceived coherence with governance structures and

operational realities.

This thesis examines the intersection between sustainability-oriented digital communication,
governance-based accountability models, and trust formation within a specific organisational

context: B Corporations.

Research Gap and Question

Extant literature has addressed sustainable branding, corporate social responsibility, green
brand equity, and consumer trust in digital contexts. Studies on sustainable branding have
explored how environmental and social commitments contribute to brand differentiation and
reputational value. Consumer behaviour research has investigated how values, attitudes, and
perceived risk influence responses to sustainability claims. Governance scholarship, in turn,
has examined hybrid organisational forms and accountability mechanisms such as B Corp

certification.



However, these streams of research often remain analytically fragmented. Sustainable branding
studies tend to focus on strategic positioning; consumer behaviour research emphasises
psychological mechanisms; governance literature concentrates on institutional design. Limited
attention has been devoted to the intersection of these perspectives within digital

communication environments.

In particular, there is insufficient empirical investigation into how governance-embedded
sustainability models, such as B Corporations, shape the interpretation of sustainability-
oriented digital communication and influence trust-mediated purchase-related evaluations.
While B Corp certification has been studied as a governance innovation, less research has

examined its communicative implications within digital branding contexts.

This thesis addresses this gap by analysing how sustainability-oriented digital communication

by a B Corporation may influence trust formation and purchase-related responses.
The research question guiding the study is:

How is sustainability-oriented digital communication constructed within B

Corporations, and how may it contribute to trust-related evaluations?

Theoretical Framing

This study adopts a conceptual framework in which sustainability-oriented digital
communication represents the primary explanatory construct. Such communication includes
the framing of environmental and social commitments, references to governance structures,
articulation of corporate purpose, and presentation of operational sustainability practices within

digital platforms.

Within this framework, consumer trust operates as a mediating mechanism linking
sustainability-related communication to consumer responses, including attitudinal evaluations
and purchase-related intentions. Trust is conceptualized not as a direct outcome of
sustainability messaging but as a relational and interpretative construct emerging from

perceived credibility, coherence, and accountability.

The interpretation of sustainability signals is shaped by consumer value orientation and

information processing dynamics within digital environments. Stakeholders evaluate



sustainability claims under conditions of information asymmetry, relying on cognitive cues and

consistency between communication and observable organisational structures.

Furthermore, accountability-oriented governance structures, characteristic of B Corporations,
function as a contextual condition that may enhance perceived credibility and influence the
trust-building process. Certification mechanisms, stakeholder-oriented governance models,
and formalised sustainability commitments provide interpretative anchors that may reduce

scepticism and strengthen coherence between narrative and practice.

In this conceptualisation, governance does not directly generate trust; rather, it shapes the

credibility context within which digital sustainability communication is interpreted.

Methodological Approach and Contributions

To explore this framework empirically, the study employs a qualitative interpretative content
analysis based on secondary qualitative data. The empirical focus is on Zordan S.r.l. SB is an

Italian B Corporation operating in the luxury retail space, design and production sector.

The dataset consists of sustainability-oriented communication published on LinkedIn and
Instagram during the year 2025, complemented by corporate materials and documented
organisational information. Rather than applying quantitative coding or survey-based
measurement, the analysis identifies theoretically grounded dimensions, such as sustainability
framing, governance signals, purpose articulation, and trust-related communication cues, and

examines their interaction within the digital communication environment.

The methodological choice reflects the exploratory nature of the research question. Given that
trust is treated as a mediating interpretative mechanism, a qualitative approach allows for in-
depth examination of communicative patterns and structural coherence without presupposing

measurable behavioural outcomes.
The study contributes in three ways:

1. Theoretical integration: It connects sustainable branding, consumer trust research,
and governance-based accountability models within a unified analytical framework.
2. Empirical insight: It provides a structured case analysis of a B Corporation’s digital

sustainability communication.



3. Conceptual clarification: It advances the argument that governance-embedded
sustainability communication may function as a credibility infrastructure rather than as

isolated promotional messaging.

Structure of the Thesis

The thesis is organised into four main sections.

Section 1 develops the theoretical foundation of sustainable branding and green digital
branding, tracing the evolution from CSR to governance-embedded sustainability strategies

and addressing issues of credibility and greenwashing.

Section 2 examines consumer behaviour in sustainability contexts, focusing on value

orientation, trust formation, and purchase-related decision processes in digital environments.

Section 3 introduces B Corporations as accountability-oriented business models and presents
the case of Zordan, outlining the governance and organisational context relevant to the

empirical analysis.

Section 4 presents the qualitative interpretative analysis of Zordan’s digital sustainability
communication, examining sustainability framing, governance signals, corporate purpose
construction, and trust-related communication cues, and discussing their implications for trust

formation and purchase-related evaluations.

The thesis concludes by synthesising the findings, outlining theoretical and managerial

implications, and identifying limitations and directions for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

1. Sustainable Branding and Green Digital Branding

1.1 Sustainability and Sustainable Firms

The concept of sustainability has evolved from an environmental concern into a
multidimensional framework guiding corporate strategy, governance, and value creation.
Within the business literature, it is commonly understood as the integration of economic, social,
and environmental considerations into organisational decision-making processes.
Contemporary approaches emphasise that sustainability is not an external constraint but can be

structurally embedded within corporate purpose and long-term competitiveness. Camilleri



(2017) conceptualises corporate sustainability as a holistic approach that integrates responsible
business practices with value creation for both the firm and society. In this view, sustainability
extends beyond compliance and philanthropy and involves aligning economic performance
with social and environmental stewardship, while actively managing impacts on stakeholders

(Camilleri, 2017).

This shift in corporate purpose is closely connected to stakeholder theory. Traditional
governance models were grounded in shareholder primacy, where managerial responsibility
focused on maximising shareholder wealth. Stakeholder theory emerged as a response to this
narrow view, reconceptualising the firm as a system of relationships among multiple
stakeholders, including employees, customers, suppliers, communities, and investors. Jones,
Wicks and Freeman (2002) argue that firms create value through managing these relationships
rather than through unilateral shareholder optimisation (Jones, Wicks and Freeman, 2002).
Stakeholder theory also advances both normative and instrumental arguments: it suggests that
firms have moral obligations toward stakeholders and that effective stakeholder management
can enhance organisational performance, thereby embedding social and environmental
considerations within strategic decision-making (Jones, Wicks and Freeman, 2002). The
shareholder—stakeholder debate remains active. Fama (2021), examining stakeholder
capitalism through contract theory and ESG considerations, stresses the importance of clearly
defined contractual relationships and governance mechanisms to preserve organisational
efficiency. His analysis indicates that integrating ESG and stakeholder concerns must be
reconciled with economic rationality and institutional design; the shift toward stakeholder
capitalism is therefore structural rather than merely ideological. In this context, sustainability-
oriented firms increasingly operate within governance frameworks that incorporate
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria into strategic decision-making,
supporting the emergence of sustainability as a core organisational principle rather than a

peripheral initiative (Fama, 2021).

A central question in the sustainability literature concerns whether sustainability contributes to
firm value. Lo and Sheu (2007) examine corporate sustainability as a value-increasing strategy
and provide evidence that sustainability-oriented practices can positively influence firm
valuation, potentially enhancing long-term financial performance through risk reduction,
reputational benefits, and stronger stakeholder relationships (Lo & Sheu, 2007). Stankeviciené
and Cepulyté (2014) similarly analyse the coherence between CSR engagement and



performance in socially responsible investment funds, suggesting that alignment between
responsibility-related activities and financial performance supports sustainable value creation

rather than representing a cost (Stankevi¢iené & Cepulyte, 2014).

The sustainable business model literature deepens this perspective. Liideke-Freund et al. (2020)
argue that sustainable value creation requires reconfiguring business models so that
environmental and social objectives are embedded in value propositions, value creation
processes, and value capture mechanisms (Liideke-Freund et al., 2020). Manninen et al. (2024)
synthesize fragmented work in this area and emphasise that sustainable value creation depends
on integrating environmental and social objectives into strategic decision-making and
organisational design, moving beyond isolated CSR activities toward systemic transformation
(Manninen et al.,, 2024). Taken together, these contributions position sustainability as a
strategic resource. Bhandari, Ranta and Salo (2022) reinforce this interpretation by integrating
the resource-based view with stakeholder capitalism and ESG considerations, arguing that
firms embedded within ecological, social, and governance systems may develop sustained
competitive advantages when sustainability-oriented capabilities are valuable, rare, inimitable,

and organisationally embedded (Bhandari et al., 2022).

The multidimensional nature of sustainability is frequently operationalised through the Triple
Bottom Line (TBL) framework, which frames organisational performance through economic,
social, and environmental dimensions. Nogueira, Gomes and Lopes (2023), in a bibliometric
analysis, identify TBL as a central organising concept linking sustainability with corporate
strategy, performance measurement, and broader debates on development, reinforcing the view
that sustainability involves managing trade-offs and synergies across multiple dimensions
rather than focusing on a single issue (Nogueira, Gomes and Lopes, 2023). The TBL logic is
consistent with stakeholder-oriented interpretations of the firm: economic viability remains
necessary, but it is assessed alongside social contribution and environmental impact, reflecting
the interests of multiple stakeholder groups (Jones, Wicks and Freeman, 2002; Nogueira,
Gomes and Lopes, 2023). Camilleri (2017) similarly frames sustainability as simultaneous
value creation for business, society, and the environment, aligning with the premise that
sustainability requires integrated rather than compartmentalised decision-making (Camilleri,
2017). Importantly, TBL is also used as an analytical lens for assessing whether sustainability
i1s systemically embedded in organisational practices. Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon (2012)

examine how internal programmes and supply chain practices translate into TBL performance



and find that internal environmental programmes are positively associated with all three
dimensions, while internal social programmes improve social and environmental performance
but do not show the same positive association with the economic dimension. They also
distinguish external approaches, showing that supply chain collaboration is associated with
improvements across all three dimensions, whereas supply chain assessment does not display
a significant relationship with TBL outcomes (Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon, 2012). These
findings support the argument that sustainability integration involves both internal programmes

and the nature of inter-organisational coordination.

Overall, the literature conceptualises sustainable firms as stakeholder-oriented organisations
that integrate economic, social, and environmental objectives into governance, strategy, and
business models. Sustainability is framed not as an auxiliary ethical obligation, but as a
structural orientation shaping value creation processes and competitive positioning. The
evolution toward stakeholder-oriented governance provides the normative and strategic
foundation for sustainability integration, TBL operationalises multidimensional performance,
and sustainable business model research demonstrates how sustainability becomes embedded
in organisational architecture. Empirical studies further suggest that sustainability may
function as a value-enhancing strategy when coherently integrated (Camilleri, 2017; Jones,
Wicks and Freeman, 2002; Nogueira, Gomes and Lopes, 2023; Lo and Sheu, 2007
Stankeviciené and Cepulyté, 2014; Lideke-Freund et al., 2020; Manninen et al., 2024;
Bhandari et al., 2022; Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon, 2012; Fama, 2021).

1.2 From Corporate Social Responsibility to Sustainable Branding

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has historically represented the primary framework
through which firms addressed their social and environmental impacts. Early CSR approaches
were often characterised by voluntary initiatives, philanthropy, and ethical commitments
implemented alongside core operations; over time, CSR evolved into a more structured and
strategically oriented concept. Camilleri (2017) conceptualises CSR as a framework through
which firms integrate social and environmental considerations into corporate strategy while
simultaneously pursuing economic performance. In his analysis, CSR extends beyond legal
compliance and includes proactive engagement with stakeholder expectations. Corporate
sustainability and CSR are presented as interrelated constructs, with CSR functioning as an

organisational mechanism that can enable simultaneous value creation for business, society,



and the environment (Camilleri, 2017). This development is closely linked to stakeholder
theory: CSR becomes a practical expression of stakeholder management when stakeholder
interests are incorporated into corporate decision-making processes and connected to
competitive positioning (Camilleri, 2017). However, CSR implementation has often remained
fragmented, with initiatives treated as discrete projects separated from core value creation
processes, which limited its transformative potential and contributed to ongoing debates

regarding effectiveness.

A central debate in the CSR literature concerns whether and under which conditions
responsible corporate behaviour translates into improved economic performance. Camilleri
(2017) notes that CSR can be linked to organisational benefits when it is integrated into
corporate strategy and aligned with stakeholder expectations, but empirical findings on CSR—
performance relationships are not uniform; outcomes depend on implementation and
stakeholder perceptions (Camilleri, 2017). This implies that CSR should not be treated as a
homogeneous construct, since its economic implications vary according to strategic fit,
organisational coherence, and the credibility of commitments. Stankevi¢iené and Cepulyté
(2014), examining socially responsible investment funds, emphasise that CSR contributes to
sustainable value creation when responsibility-oriented activities are aligned with performance
outcomes and embedded in the mechanisms through which organisations sustain performance,
rather than operating as a detached ethical layer (Stankevi¢iené and Cepulyté, 2014). Borghesi,
Chang and Li (2019) further highlight the contingent nature of CSR effects by introducing
uncertainty and governance context. Using Tobin’s Q as a proxy for valuation and the Global
Economic Policy Uncertainty index (GEPU) across 40 countries, they find that strongly
shareholder-centric governance practices can be negatively related to firm value when
uncertainty is high, while CSR is positively associated with firm value particularly under higher
uncertainty, suggesting that CSR may support valuation under adverse external conditions
(Borghesi, Chang and Li, 2019). Taken together, these contributions suggest that CSR’s
economic implications are best understood through an integration-based and context-sensitive
lens: CSR may contribute to performance when embedded in strategy, credible to stakeholders,
and responsive to contextual conditions rather than treated as peripheral or symbolic activity
(Camilleri, 2017; Stankevi¢iené and Cepulyté, 2014; Borghesi, Chang and Li, 2019).

Critiques of traditional CSR have stimulated the development of more systemic frameworks.
Camilleri (2017) observes that CSR was frequently implemented as an add-on rather than as

an integral component of organisational design; when CSR functions primarily as



communication or philanthropy, it can lack strategic coherence and have limited influence on
long-term competitiveness (Camilleri, 2017). The coherence argument advanced by
Stankevi¢ien¢ and Cepulyté (2014) reinforces this critique by implying that inconsistent or
isolated CSR efforts may undermine credibility and weaken stakeholder trust. In response,
firms increasingly seek to embed sustainability within business models, governance structures,
and competitive strategy rather than treating responsibility as an external obligation. Creating
Shared Value (CSV) is often framed as a bridge in this transition. Moon et al. (2011) extend
Porter and Kramer’s CSV framework by emphasising a reorientation of strategy toward
addressing societal problems while generating economic value. In this perspective, shared
value emerges when firms align business opportunities with societal needs, integrating social
impact with economic performance and shifting from philanthropic CSR toward strategic
integration (Moon et al., 2011). This logic supports the move toward sustainable branding:
sustainability becomes part of the firm’s value proposition and the way it defines itself and

competes, rather than a peripheral initiative communicated separately from core strategy.

This transition is closely connected to sustainable business model research. Liideke-Freund et
al. (2020) argue that sustainable value creation requires reconfiguring business models so that
environmental and social objectives are incorporated into value propositions and operational
processes, contrasting with CSR initiatives that remain at the margins of core activities
(Liideke-Freund et al., 2020). Manninen et al. (2024) similarly stress that sustainable value
creation emerges when sustainability is embedded in organisational architecture, including
strategic decision-making, resource allocation, and stakeholder relationships (Manninen et al.,
2024). ESG integration further accelerates the shift toward strategic sustainability. Bhandari,
Ranta and Salo (2022) argue that sustainability-related capabilities, such as stakeholder
engagement, environmental innovation, and governance transparency, may become sources of
sustained competitive advantage when embedded within organisational capabilities (Bhandari
et al., 2022). As sustainability becomes structurally integrated, its implications extend to
branding. Camilleri (2017) highlights that CSR and sustainability initiatives influence
corporate reputation and stakeholder perceptions; when responsibility is integrated into
strategy, it shapes how stakeholders interpret organisational identity (Camilleri, 2017).
Sustainable branding therefore emerges when environmental and social commitments become
central elements of brand meaning and positioning, requiring consistency between internal

practices and external communication. Without such structural embedding, sustainability



claims risk appearing symbolic rather than substantive (Liideke-Freund et al., 2020; Manninen

et al., 2024).

The transition from CSR to sustainable branding reflects a structural shift in how firms
conceptualise responsibility and value creation: CSR provided an initial framework, but its
limitations encouraged more integrated approaches in which sustainability principles are
embedded in organisational architecture and communicated as part of brand identity (Camilleri,
2017; Moon et al., 2011; Liideke-Freund et al., 2020; Manninen et al., 2024; Bhandari et al.,
2022).

1.3 Green Branding and Brand Identity

Green branding represents a strategic extension of traditional branding in which environmental
responsibility becomes a central element of brand meaning and positioning. Rather than
functioning as a peripheral communication tactic, green branding integrates sustainability into
the brand’s identity, value proposition and market differentiation strategy. According to Baca
and Reshidi (2025), green branding contributes to consumer purchase decisions by shaping
perceptions of environmental responsibility and corporate commitment to sustainability. Their
framework highlights the link between environmentally oriented brand positioning and
consumer behavioural outcomes, demonstrating that green branding can directly affect

attitudes and buying intentions (Baca and Reshidi, 2025).

A crucial mechanism through which green branding operates is green brand equity. Tran (2023)
conceptualises green brand equity as a multidimensional construct consisting of green brand
image, green trust and green loyalty. In this framework, green brand image refers to consumers’
perceptions of the brand’s environmental responsibility; green trust reflects the credibility and
reliability attributed to those environmental claims; and green loyalty captures behavioural
commitment toward the brand. Tran (2023) shows that green brand image positively influences
green trust, which in turn strengthens green loyalty. Trust, therefore, plays a mediating role in
transforming environmental positioning into long-term consumer relationships. This suggests
that green branding cannot rely solely on symbolic communication but must build credible and

trustworthy environmental associations (Tran, 2023).

The integration of sustainability into brand identity requires coherence across organisational
and communicative dimensions. Nasiri et al. (2025) apply Kapferer’s Brand Identity Prism and

demonstrate its applicability for structuring brand identity elements such as physique,



personality, culture, relationship, reflection and self-image. Their findings indicate that identity
construction must be internally coherent across these dimensions. In a sustainability context,
this implies that environmental values should not be limited to promotional messaging but

embedded in the brand’s culture, personality and relational positioning (Naisiri et al., 2025).

Similarly, Balmer (2013) emphasises the importance of corporate brand design and corporate
heritage brand design in ensuring alignment between organisational values and external
identity. Corporate brand design requires consistency between internal identity structures and
external communication. When sustainability is integrated into corporate identity,
environmental positioning becomes part of the brand’s core narrative rather than an isolated
claim. This alignment strengthens credibility and reduces the risk of reputational inconsistency

(Balmer, 2013).

Empirical evidence further supports the connection between CSR engagement and brand
equity. Alakkas et al. (2022) demonstrate that CSR positively influences firm-based brand
equity, particularly when moderated by marketing communication. Their findings indicate that
CSR contributes to brand equity when sustainability initiatives are effectively communicated
and strategically integrated. This reinforces the argument that green branding must be rooted

in substantive practices rather than symbolic gestures (Alakkas et al., 2022).

In digital environments, brand identity is increasingly shaped through personality perceptions.
Ghorbani, Karampela and Tonner (2022) show that consumers attribute human-like
characteristics to brands in digital contexts and that brand personality perceptions influence
engagement and behavioural responses. Digital interactions, therefore, play a significant role
in reinforcing brand identity. When sustainability-related messages are communicated
consistently across digital touchpoints, they contribute to a coherent green brand personality,

strengthening relational bonds with consumers (Ghorbani et al., 2022).

However, the effectiveness of green branding is constrained by the risk of greenwashing.
Greenwashing refers to the discrepancy between environmental claims and actual
environmental performance. Freshtriana and Kim (2025) define greenwashing as the gap
between ESG disclosure and actual ESG performance and demonstrate that markets respond
to such discrepancies (Freshtriana and Kim, 2025). Their findings show that greenwashing
practices influence company value, highlighting the financial consequences of misleading

environmental positioning.



Zhang and Ismail (2024) further demonstrate that greenwashing negatively affects consumer
trust and brand equity. When environmental claims are perceived as exaggerated or deceptive,
trust deteriorates and brand value declines. Similarly, Freshtriana and Kim (2025) emphasise
that exposure of greenwashing practices can damage stakeholder trust and undermine corporate
reputation (Freshtriana and Kim, 2025). These findings indicate that green branding creates
both opportunity and vulnerability: while credible sustainability positioning enhances trust and

loyalty, superficial or inconsistent claims can erode brand equity.

Overall, the literature suggests that green branding operates through identity coherence, trust
formation and value creation mechanisms. Environmental positioning leads to consumer
purchase decisions (Baca and Reshidi, 2025), strengthens green brand equity through image
and trust (Tran, 2023), and enhances firm-based brand equity when CSR is strategically
integrated (Alakkas et al., 2022). At the same time, identity frameworks such as Kapferer’s
Brand Identity Prism (Nasiri et al., 2025) and corporate brand design theory (Balmer, 2013)

underline the importance of consistency between internal values and external communication.

Therefore, green branding can serve as a source of competitive differentiation when
sustainability is authentically embedded within brand identity. Yet its long-term effectiveness
depends on credibility, transparency and alignment between environmental communication

and actual performance.

1.4 Green Digital Branding

Green digital branding emerges at the intersection of digital transformation and sustainability-
oriented brand strategy. As organisations increasingly operate within digitally mediated
environments, sustainability communication is no longer confined to traditional corporate
reporting or offline campaigns but becomes embedded in dynamic, interactive digital
ecosystems. This transformation reshapes how brands construct credibility, transparency, and
consistency in communicating environmental responsibility.

Digital transformation has fundamentally altered marketing and branding processes. Nalbant
and Aydin (2023) describe digital marketing as an integral component of organisational digital
transformation, grounded in information and communication technologies and designed to
enhance customer engagement and satisfaction. They emphasise that businesses must maintain
their brand identities in emerging digital environments, including immersive and virtual spaces,

to remain competitive (Nalbant and Aydin, 2023). Within this context, green digital branding



involves integrating sustainability commitments into digitally mediated brand touchpoints,

ensuring that environmental positioning is consistently represented across platforms.

Corporate communication in the sustainability era requires a strategic shift toward authenticity
and transparency. Adiga (2024) argues that corporate communication has evolved beyond
traditional promotional messaging to incorporate sustainability as a central component of
organisational identity. In this framework, sustainability communication must prioritise
transparency, authenticity, and proactive engagement to foster consumer trust (Adiga, 2024).
Digital platforms amplify both opportunities and risks in this process: while they enable
broader dissemination of sustainability narratives, they also expose brands to heightened

scrutiny.

Digital media play a crucial role in shaping interactive sustainability communication.
According to Adiga (n.d.), social media platforms facilitate two-way communication that
enhances transparency and allows organisations to address consumer concerns in real time
(Adiga, 2024). This interactive model transforms consumers from passive message recipients
into active participants in sustainability discourse. Green digital branding, therefore, requires
not only the broadcasting of sustainability achievements but also engagement through dialogue,

feedback mechanisms, and participatory initiatives.

The behavioural mechanisms underlying digital engagement are further explained by Farzin et
al. (2021), who demonstrate that social media marketing and electronic word-of-mouth
(eWOM) influence consumer behavioural responses through brand equity and brand identity.
Their findings show that social media marketing significantly affects eWOM, which in turn
influences brand equity, brand identity, and willingness to pay a premium (Farzin et al., 2021).
In a sustainability context, positive digital discussions about environmental practices can
reinforce green brand associations and strengthen consumer commitment. Conversely, digital
scepticism or negative eWOM can undermine green positioning.

Digital environments also shape brand personality perceptions. Ghorbani, Karampela and
Tonner (2022) emphasise that in digital contexts, consumers attribute personality traits to
brands and that these perceptions influence engagement and relational outcomes. The digital
lens thus highlights how sustainability-related communication contributes to constructing a

green brand personality. When environmental responsibility is consistently expressed across



digital interactions, it reinforces coherence between brand identity and consumer perception

(Ghorbani et al., 2022).

However, digital transparency simultaneously increases vulnerability to greenwashing
accusations. Freshtriana and Kim (2025) define greenwashing as the discrepancy between ESG
disclosure and actual ESG performance and show that such discrepancies affect company value
(Freshtriana and Kim, 2025). In digitally connected markets, inconsistencies between
sustainability claims and performance can be rapidly exposed and amplified. Zhang and Ismail
(2024) further demonstrate that greenwashing negatively impacts consumer trust and brand
equity. In digital settings, where information circulates quickly and peer evaluation is visible,
credibility becomes a central determinant of green brand effectiveness.

This dynamic underscores the importance of consistency and credibility in green digital
branding. Adiga (n.d.) highlights that effective sustainability communication must align
corporate narratives with authentic practices to avoid reputational damage (Adiga, 2024).
Digital platforms intensify the need for such alignment because inconsistencies can trigger
immediate backlash and long-term erosion of trust. Thus, green digital branding requires a
coherent integration of sustainability into corporate identity, supported by transparent digital

disclosure and interactive engagement.

Artificial intelligence and emerging digital technologies further reshape branding processes.
Nalbant and Aydin (2023) discuss how Al-powered digital marketing tools enable enhanced
personalisation and interactive experiences in digital environments (Nalbant and Aydin, 2023).
While their analysis primarily addresses technological transformation, it implies that
sustainability communication can also benefit from data-driven personalisation, targeting
environmentally conscious segments more effectively. However, increased technological
sophistication does not substitute for authenticity; rather, it magnifies the consequences of
inconsistency between message and practice.

Overall, green digital branding can be conceptualised as the strategic integration of
sustainability commitments into digitally mediated brand identity and communication
processes. Digital platforms expand reach, enable interactive engagement, and facilitate
community-building around environmental values (Adiga, n.d.; Farzin et al., 2021). At the
same time, they intensify scrutiny and heighten sensitivity to greenwashing (Freshtriana and

Kim, 2025; Zhang and Ismail, 2024)



Consequently, effective green digital branding depends on three interrelated principles:
transparency in communicating environmental performance, consistency between digital
narratives and actual practices, and credibility reinforced through interactive engagement.
When these elements are aligned, digital transformation enhances the capacity of brands to

build trust and long-term consumer relationships grounded in sustainability.

1.5 Brand Value, Reputation and Trust in Sustainable Brands

The relationship between sustainability practices and brand-related outcomes has become a
central theme in contemporary branding and management literature. In particular, brand equity,
corporate reputation, and consumer trust are frequently conceptualised as key outcomes of
sustainability-oriented strategies. Within this framework, sustainability does not operate
merely as an ethical commitment but as a strategic factor influencing perceived brand value

and consumer behaviour.

A central contribution to this discussion is provided by Alakkas et al. (2022), who examine the
relationship between Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and firm-based brand equity.
Their findings demonstrate that CSR activities positively influence firm-based brand equity,
particularly when supported by effective marketing communication and strong brand identity
(Alakkas et al., 2022). The studyemphasisess that CSR initiatives contribute to strengthening
brand associations, perceived quality, and overall brand value. Importantly, marketing
communication moderates this relationship, indicating that sustainability initiatives must be

clearly and consistently communicated to translate into brand equity outcomes (Alakkas et al.,

2022).

The link between sustainability and brand equity is further elaborated in the context of green
branding. Tran (2023) investigates how environmental reputation enhances green brand equity
through mediating mechanisms such as green brand image, green brand trust, and green brand
loyalty. The study demonstrates that environmental reputation positively influences green
brand equity and that green brand trust plays a significant mediating role in this process (Tran,
2023). In other words, sustainability contributes to brand value not directly, but through the
development of trust and a favourable brand image. Green brand loyalty emerges as an
additional outcome, reinforcing the long-term relational dimension of sustainable branding

(Tran, 2023).



Brand loyalty as an outcome of sustainable practices is also highlighted by Agu et al. (2024).
Their research explores the relationship between sustainable business practices and increased
brand loyalty, showing that sustainability engagement is positively associated with customer
loyalty (Agu et al., 2024). The study suggests that consumers reward firms perceived as
environmentally and socially responsible with repeated patronage and long-term commitment.
In this sense, loyalty functions as a behavioural manifestation of trust and favourable brand

perception, linking sustainability to enduring brand value (Agu et al., 2024).

Digital communication mechanisms further reinforce the connection between sustainability
and brand-related outcomes. Farzin et al. (2021) analyse the effects of social media marketing
and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) on willingness to pay in e-tailing contexts. Their
findings indicate that social media marketing significantly influences brand equity and brand
identity, which in turn affect consumers’ willingness to pay a premium (Farzin et al., 2021).
The study highlights the mediating role of brand equity and identity in transforming digital
engagement into purchase-related outcomes. Within a sustainability context, positive digital
communication about environmental responsibility can strengthen brand equity, thereby

increasing consumers’ willingness to pay and reinforcing brand value (Farzin et al., 2021).

Green branding is also directly linked to consumer purchase decisions. Baca and Reshidi
(2025) examine the impact of green branding on consumer behaviour and demonstrate that
environmental marketing strategies positively influence purchase decisions (Baca and Reshidi,
2025). Their findings suggest that green branding enhances consumers’ perceptions of brand
value and influences their intention to purchase environmentally responsible products. This
reinforces the idea that sustainability-related positioning contributes to tangible market

outcomes.

Corporate communication plays a mediating role in translating sustainability commitments into
reputational and trust outcomes. Adiga (2024) argues that transparent, authentic, and proactive
communication is essential for fostering consumer trust in sustainability initiatives. According
to Adiga (2024), when organisations align their sustainability narratives with genuine practices,
they enhance brand reputation and build stronger stakeholder relationships. This perspective
positions credibility and consistency as critical determinants of whether sustainability

contributes to positive brand outcomes (Adiga, 2024).



However, the relationship between sustainability and brand value is not unconditionally
positive. The literature on greenwashing highlights significant risks associated with superficial
or misleading environmental claims. Zhang and Ismail (2024) demonstrate that greenwashing
negatively affects consumer trust and brand equity. When consumers perceive discrepancies
between sustainability claims and actual practices, their trust declines, leading to erosion of
brand value (Zhang and Ismail, 2024). Similarly, Freshtriana and Kim (2025) show that
discrepancies between ESG disclosure and ESG performance negatively affect company value.
Their findings indicate that greenwashing can reduce firm valuation, underscoring the financial

implications of credibility loss (Freshtriana and Kim, 2025).

These studies collectively suggest that trust operates as a central mechanism linking
sustainability practices to brand value and reputation. Sustainability initiatives enhance brand
equity and loyalty when they are perceived as authentic and aligned with organisational
practices (Alakkas et al., 2022; Tran, 2023). Conversely, perceived greenwashing undermines
trust and diminishes both brand equity and firm value (Zhang and Ismail, 2024; Freshtriana

and Kim, 2025).

In summary, brand value, reputation, and trust represent critical outcomes of sustainability-
oriented strategies. Empirical evidence indicates that CSR and sustainable practices positively
influence firm-based brand equity and brand loyalty (Alakkas et al., 2022; Agu et al., 2024).
Green brand trust and green brand image function as mediating mechanisms through which
environmental reputation enhances brand equity (Tran, 2023). Digital communication further
amplifies these effects by strengthening brand identity and willingness to pay (Farzin et al.,
2021). However, the credibility of sustainability claims remains decisive: while authentic
sustainability engagement can enhance brand value and corporate reputation, greenwashing
can significantly damage trust and reduce company value (Zhang and Ismail, 2024; Freshtriana

and Kim, 2025).

Thus, within sustainable branding frameworks, trust is not merely an ancillary outcome but a
central construct that determines whether sustainability contributes to long-term brand equity

and reputational advantage.

1.6 B Corps as a Model of Sustainable Branding

B Corps have emerged as an institutional response to increasing demands for integrating

sustainability into the core structures of business organisations. Rather than approaching



sustainability as an external add-on or communication strategy, B Corps formalise the
integration of social and environmental objectives into governance, accountability, and
strategic decision-making processes. In this sense, they represent a hybrid organisational model
in which profit generation is combined with an explicit and legally embedded commitment to
stakeholder value creation. According to Attanasio, Battistella and Chizzolini (2025), the
literature conceptualises B Corps as hybrid organisations that pursue both economic and socio-
environmental objectives through structured governance mechanisms. Their systematic
literature review highlights that B Corp certification requires firms to embed stakeholder
considerations into corporate statutes and performance assessment systems, thereby

institutionalising accountability and transparency.

This structural embedding distinguishes B Corps from conventional corporate social
responsibility practices. Rather than operating as voluntary or peripheral initiatives, B Corp
certification requires measurable and verifiable impact across multiple domains. Carvalho,
Wiek and Ness (2022) demonstrate that B Corp certification acts as a catalyst for internal
organisational transformation, particularly in small and medium-sized enterprises. Their
findings show that certification strengthens sustainability-oriented capabilities, aligns mission
and operations, and fosters internal learning processes. Certification thus functions not merely
as a label but as a governance mechanism that anchors sustainability within the firm’s
structures and routines (Carvalho et al., 2022). This anchoring effect reinforces the credibility
of sustainability commitments by ensuring coherence between declared purpose and

operational practice.

The systemic nature of B Corp accountability is further emphasised by Fonseca et al. (2022),
who compare B Corp certification with ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 standards. Their analysis
indicates that B Corp certification encompasses a broader, multidimensional assessment
framework that integrates governance, workers, community, environment, and customer
impact. While ISO standards focus on specific management systems, B Corp certification
adopts a comprehensive approach to sustainable development, incorporating continuous
improvement and external verification mechanisms (Fonseca et al.,, 2022). This
multidimensional accountability strengthens transparency and enhances the credibility of
sustainability claims by embedding measurement and evaluation into the firm’s operational

processes.



The governance dimension of B Corps is closely connected to stakeholder theory. Jones, Wicks
and Freeman (2002) describe stakeholder theory as expanding the purpose of the firm beyond
shareholder value maximisation to include the interests of multiple stakeholders. This
theoretical shift from shareholder primacy to stakeholder orientation redefines value creation
as relational and multi-actor in nature (Jones et al., 2002). B Corps institutionalise this
stakeholder logic by formally integrating stakeholder interests into governance structures and
corporate purpose. Klettner, Cetindamar and Sainty (n.d.) show that certified B Corps
operationalise stakeholder governance by embedding purpose into board responsibilities and
strategic oversight. Their analysis suggests that such governance structures reduce conflicts
between shareholder and stakeholder objectives and foster collaborative value creation. By
aligning governance mechanisms with corporate purpose, B Corps strengthen consistency

between organisational mission and managerial decision-making (Klettner et al., n.d.).

The integration of sustainability into governance structures also relates to the resource-based
view and its evolution toward stakeholder capitalism. Bhandari, Ranta and Salo (2022) argue
that traditional VRIN-O resource attributes overlook the “environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) friendliness” of resources, which becomes increasingly important in a
stakeholder-oriented economy. Their findings suggest that firms are embedded within
ecological, social, and governance systems rather than operating independently of them. In this
perspective, sustained competitive advantage cannot be separated from ESG performance
(Bhandari et al, 2022). B Corps exemplify this embeddedness by integrating ESG
considerations into their strategic resource base, governance mechanisms, and performance
measurement systems. Sustainability thus becomes not only a normative commitment but also

a structural component of competitive positioning.

Taken together, the literature positions B Corps as a structurally embedded model of
sustainable branding. Through formal governance reforms, multidimensional impact
assessment, stakeholder-oriented statutes, and accountability mechanisms, B Corps
institutionalise sustainability at the organisational core. Attanasio et al. (2025) highlight the
hybrid nature of B Corps and their systematic integration of stakeholder objectives; Carvalho
et al. (2022) demonstrate the anchoring effect of certification on internal capacities; Fonseca et
al. (2022) underline the comprehensive accountability framework; Klettner et al. (n.d.) show
the operationalisation of stakeholder governance; and Bhandari et al. (2022) provide a

theoretical bridge linking ESG embeddedness to sustainable competitive advantage. In contrast



to firms that treat sustainability as a communication strategy, B Corps embed sustainability
within governance, resource configurations, and corporate purpose. This institutional
embedding enhances credibility and supports the interpretation of B Corps as a coherent and

structured model of sustainable branding grounded in stakeholder capitalism.

2. Consumer Behaviour, Trust and Sustainability
2.1 The Sustainable Consumer and Value Orientation

The growing integration of sustainability into corporate strategies and branding practices has
been accompanied by increased academic attention to the role of consumers in sustainability-
oriented markets. However, the literature consistently highlights that consumers cannot be
treated as a homogeneous group with uniformly positive attitudes toward sustainability.
Instead, consumer responses to sustainability-related initiatives are shaped by differences in

value orientation, expectations and levels of engagement with environmental and social issues.

Research on sustainable and ethical consumption suggests that sustainability-related values
influence how consumers evaluate firms and brands, but these values vary significantly across
individuals and contexts. Studies indicate that while some consumers actively seek out
sustainability-oriented brands and incorporate ethical considerations into their purchasing
decisions, others remain primarily driven by functional attributes such as price, quality and
convenience (Baca and Reshidi, 2025). As a result, sustainability alone is rarely sufficient to
explain consumer behaviour, and its influence must be examined in relation to broader value

structures.

The concept of the sustainable consumer has therefore been approached with caution in the
literature. Rather than assuming the existence of a clearly defined segment of “green
consumers,” recent contributions emphasise the heterogeneity of sustainability-related
motivations. Consumers may express positive attitudes toward sustainability at an abstract
level, while failing to translate these attitudes into consistent purchasing behaviour. This
discrepancy highlights the importance of distinguishing between stated preferences and actual
market behaviour when analysing the impact of sustainability-oriented branding (Agu et al.,

2024).

Within this context, sustainability-related brand attributes function as evaluative cues rather
than direct determinants of choice. Research on green branding and consumer behaviour shows

that sustainability signals can enhance brand perceptions when they align with consumers’



values and expectations, but may have limited or even negligible effects when such alignment
is absent (Baca and Reshidi, 2025). This suggests that the effectiveness of sustainability-
oriented branding depends not only on the presence of sustainability claims, but on how these

claims resonate with consumers’ underlying value orientations.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) research further supports this perspective by
demonstrating that sustainability-related initiatives can influence consumer evaluations
indirectly through brand-related constructs. Studies examining the relationship between CSR
and firm-based brand equity indicate that sustainability engagement may strengthen brand
equity by enhancing perceived credibility and brand image, particularly when supported by
coherent communication strategies (Alakkas et al.,, 2022). However, these effects are
contingent on consumers’ perceptions of sincerity and relevance, reinforcing the idea that

sustainability operates as a contextual rather than universal driver of consumer behaviour.

Brand loyalty research provides additional insight into the consumer-level implications of
sustainability. Empirical evidence suggests that sustainability-oriented practices can contribute
to increased brand loyalty when they foster positive brand evaluations and trust over time (Agu
et al., 2024). Importantly, loyalty emerges not as an automatic consequence of sustainability
claims, but as the outcome of a cumulative process in which sustainability-related values

interact with brand performance and communication consistency.

The literature on green brand equity further emphasises the role of environmental reputation in
shaping consumer responses. Studies indicate that brands perceived as environmentally
responsible may benefit from enhanced brand equity when environmental reputation reinforces
perceptions of trustworthiness and long-term commitment (Tran, 2023). Nevertheless, these
benefits are conditional and may weaken when consumers perceive sustainability efforts as

superficial or misaligned with actual practices.

Taken together, these contributions highlight that consumer responses to sustainability-
oriented branding are mediated by value orientation and perception rather than driven by
sustainability claims per se. The sustainable consumer is best understood not as a fixed
category, but as a spectrum of orientations ranging from high engagement with sustainability
issues to relative indifference. This perspective underscores the need to examine the

mechanisms through which sustainability-related information is processed and evaluated by



consumers, particularly in contexts characterised by information abundance and digital

communication.

In summary, sustainability-related values play an important but non-deterministic role in
shaping consumer behaviour. While sustainability-oriented branding may enhance brand
perceptions and loyalty under certain conditions, its effectiveness depends on alignment with
consumer values and expectations. This insight provides the foundation for analysing how
consumers process sustainability-related information and evaluate brand credibility, which is

examined in the following section.

2.2 Information Processing and Sustainability Communication

Understanding how consumers process sustainability-related information is essential for
explaining the effectiveness and limitations of sustainability-oriented communication. The
literature emphasises that consumers do not passively absorb corporate messages, but actively
interpret, evaluate and contextualise information based on prior beliefs, experiences and
situational cues. This interpretative process becomes particularly complex in digital

environments, where information is abundant, fragmented and continuously updated.

Corporate communication research highlights that sustainability-related information operates
under conditions of information asymmetry. Firms possess more detailed knowledge about
their sustainability practices than consumers, who must rely on communicated signals to form
evaluations. In such contexts, communication does not merely transmit facts, but functions as
a signalling mechanism through which firms attempt to convey credibility, responsibility and
long-term orientation (Adiga, 2024). However, the effectiveness of these signals depends on
how they are processed and interpreted by consumers rather than on their objective content

alone.

Digital communication channels intensify this dynamic. Unlike traditional media, digital
environments expose consumers to multiple, often competing sources of information, including
corporate disclosures, social media content, peer opinions and third-party evaluations. As a
result, sustainability-related messages are interpreted within a broader informational ecosystem
in which corporate narratives coexist with user-generated content and external commentary.
Corporate communication literature suggests that this environment reduces managerial control
over message interpretation and increases the salience of perceived consistency and

transparency (Adiga, 2024).



Research on digital branding further indicates that brand-related cues embedded in digital
communication shape consumer perceptions beyond explicit informational content. Studies on
brand personality perceptions in digital contexts demonstrate that consumers infer brand traits
from communication style, tone and interaction patterns, which in turn influence evaluations
of sincerity and responsibility (Ghorbani et al., 2022). In the context of sustainability
communication, such cues may signal whether environmental and social claims are perceived

as genuine commitments or as opportunistic positioning.

The role of social media is particularly significant in shaping how sustainability-related
information is processed. Empirical evidence suggests that social media marketing and
electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) influence consumer evaluations by providing social
validation and reducing perceived uncertainty. Research examining the impact of social media
marketing and eWOM on willingness to pay indicates that brand-related information conveyed
through digital interactions can affect consumer judgments indirectly through brand equity and
brand identity mechanisms (Farzin et al., 2021). These findings imply that sustainability-
related messages gain relevance not only through corporate communication but also through

their circulation and endorsement within digital networks.

At the same time, digital environments may also amplify consumer scepticism. The abundance
of sustainability-related claims and the ease with which inconsistencies can be identified
increase the likelihood that consumers will question the credibility of corporate
communication. When sustainability-related information is perceived as exaggerated,
repetitive or disconnected from observable practices, consumers may discount its relevance or
interpret it as symbolic. This highlights the importance of credibility cues in sustainability
communication, particularly in digital contexts characterised by low entry barriers and high

visibility.

The literature therefore suggests that sustainability communication influences consumer
perceptions through a combination of informational and symbolic mechanisms. Sustainability-
related messages contribute to consumer evaluations when they provide credible signals that
align with consumers’ expectations and are reinforced by consistent digital communication.
Conversely, when such alignment is absent, sustainability information may fail to influence

attitudes or may even provoke sceptical responses.



Importantly, this process does not imply a direct causal relationship between sustainability
communication and consumer behaviour. Rather, sustainability-related information shapes
consumer perceptions by interacting with brand-related constructs such as brand identity and
brand equity, which mediate how information is interpreted and valued. This perspective
reinforces the need to consider trust as a mediating mechanism linking sustainability

communication to consumer responses.

In summary, consumer processing of sustainability-related information is shaped by the
interpretative nature of communication and the characteristics of digital environments.
Sustainability communication functions as a signal whose effectiveness depends on perceived
credibility, consistency and reinforcement through digital interactions. These dynamics
underscore that sustainability-related messages do not operate in isolation, but are evaluated
within complex informational contexts. The following section builds on this analysis by
examining trust as a mediating mechanism through which sustainability communication

influences consumer attitudes and behavioural intentions.

2.3 Trust as a Mediating Mechanism in Consumer Behaviour

The analysis of consumer behaviour in sustainability-oriented contexts increasingly highlights
the importance of trust as a mediating mechanism rather than as a direct determinant of
purchasing decisions. The literature suggests that sustainability-related communication rarely
influences consumer behaviour linearly or immediately. Instead, its effects are channelled
through intermediate evaluative constructs that shape how consumers interpret brand intentions

and assess credibility.

Research on Corporate Social Responsibility and brand-related outcomes indicates that
sustainability initiatives contribute to consumer evaluations primarily when they enhance
perceptions of brand credibility and integrity. Empirical studies examining the relationship
between CSR and firm-based brand equity show that trust-related perceptions play a central
role in translating sustainability engagement into positive brand outcomes (Alakkas et al.,
2022). In this sense, trust does not operate as an independent driver of behaviour, but as a

mechanism that connects corporate actions and communication to consumer responses.

This mediating role of trust becomes particularly evident in studies linking sustainability
practices to brand loyalty. Evidence suggests that sustainability-oriented practices may

strengthen loyalty only when they foster positive evaluations of brand reliability and long-term



commitment (Agu et al., 2024). These findings support the view that trust functions as an
interpretative filter through which consumers evaluate sustainability claims, rather than as a

spontaneous reaction to sustainability messaging.

From a branding perspective, trust is closely associated with brand equity and brand identity.
Research on green brand equity emphasises that environmental reputation enhances brand-
related outcomes when it reinforces perceptions of trustworthiness and consistency (Tran,
2023). However, environmental reputation alone is insufficient to generate behavioural
responses unless it contributes to a broader perception of brand credibility. This reinforces the
notion that trust mediates the relationship between sustainability-related attributes and

consumer behaviour.

Digital communication contexts further accentuate the mediating function of trust. As
discussed in the previous section, sustainability-related information circulates within complex
digital environments characterised by multiple information sources and high transparency.
Studies on digital brand perceptions indicate that consumers infer trust-related judgments not
only from explicit sustainability claims, but also from communication style, interaction
patterns and perceived responsiveness (Ghorbani et al., 2022). These cues contribute to

assessments of whether sustainability commitments are perceived as authentic or opportunistic.

The role of social media and electronic word-of-mouth further supports this interpretation.
Research examining the impact of social media marketing and eWOM on consumer
willingness to pay demonstrates that brand-related information influences consumer
evaluations indirectly through brand equity and brand identity mechanisms (Farzin et al.,
2021). In sustainability contexts, such mechanisms are closely tied to trust, as consumers rely

on social validation and peer-generated content to assess the credibility of corporate claims.

Importantly, the mediating role of trust also helps explain why sustainability communication
may produce inconsistent or context-dependent outcomes. When sustainability-related
messages fail to enhance trust, due to perceived inconsistency, lack of transparency or weak
alignment with observable practices, consumers may discount their relevance. In such cases,
sustainability communication does not translate into positive attitudes or behavioural

intentions, despite the presence of pro-sustainability messaging.

The literature therefore, converges on the view that trust operates as a necessary but not

sufficient condition for sustainability-related consumer responses. Sustainability



communication may create the potential for trust, but its realisation depends on how consumers
evaluate brand credibility over time and across communication channels. Trust thus mediates
the relationship between sustainability-oriented branding and consumer behaviour by shaping

how sustainability signals are interpreted and valued.

In summary, trust plays a pivotal mediating role in consumer behaviour within sustainability-
oriented markets. Rather than directly driving purchasing decisions, trust connects
sustainability communication to consumer attitudes, brand evaluations and loyalty-related
outcomes. This perspective provides a conceptual foundation for examining situations in which
sustainability communication fails to generate trust, giving rise to scepticism and critical
consumer responses. These dynamics are explored in the following section through the analysis

of greenwashing and consumer scepticism.

2.4 Greenwashing, Consumer Scepticism and the Research Gap

While sustainability-oriented communication has the potential to enhance consumer
perceptions and trust, the literature also highlights significant limitations associated with the
increasing prevalence of sustainability claims. One of the most critical challenges identified in
recent research is the phenomenon of greenwashing, which refers to practices that create a
misleading impression of environmental or social responsibility. In consumer contexts,
greenwashing is closely associated with scepticism and diminished trust, undermining the

effectiveness of sustainability-related branding strategies.

Empirical studies demonstrate that greenwashing can have adverse effects on brand-related
outcomes by weakening consumer confidence in sustainability claims. Research examining the
relationship between greenwashing and firm value indicates that perceived inconsistencies
between communicated sustainability narratives and actual practices may negatively affect
corporate evaluations and stakeholder perceptions (Freshtriana and Kim, 2025). These findings
suggest that sustainability communication entails reputational risks when it is not supported by

substantive actions.

From a consumer behaviour perspective, greenwashing contributes to the development of
scepticism toward sustainability-oriented messages. When consumers are exposed to repeated
or exaggerated sustainability claims, they may become increasingly cautious in interpreting
such information. Studies focusing on consumer trust and brand equity show that perceived

greenwashing reduces trust and weakens brand equity by disrupting the credibility of brand



communication (Zhang and Ismail, 2024). This dynamic highlights that consumer responses to
sustainability communication are shaped not only by the content of messages but by

perceptions of authenticity and alignment with observable practices.

The literature further indicates that greenwashing does not operate in isolation but interacts
with broader informational contexts, particularly in digital environments. Digital platforms
increase the visibility of sustainability claims and facilitate rthe apid dissemination of counter-
narratives, including critical consumer feedback and peer-generated evaluations. As a result,
consumers are exposed to multiple and sometimes conflicting signals regarding corporate
sustainability performance. This environment amplifies the potential for scepticism when

sustainability communication is perceived as selective or inconsistent (Zhang and Ismail, 2024)

Importantly, consumer scepticism does not necessarily imply a rejection of sustainability as a
value. Rather, scepticism reflects a critical stance toward the credibility of corporate
communication. Research suggests that consumers may continue to support sustainability-
oriented initiatives while simultaneously questioning the authenticity of specific brand claims.
This distinction underscores the need to differentiate between scepticism toward
communication and disengagement from sustainability-related consumption (Zhang and

Ismail, 2024).

The coexistence of positive sustainability values and heightened scepticism creates a paradox
within sustainability-oriented markets. On the one hand, consumers increasingly express
concern for environmental and social issues; on the other hand, they demonstrate growing
resistance to sustainability claims that lack credibility. This paradox helps explain why
sustainability communication may generate inconsistent effects across contexts and consumer

segments, as observed in empirical studies.

Despite growing scholarly attention to greenwashing and its consequences, the literature
reveals several unresolved issues. Existing studies often focus on the direct effects of perceived
greenwashing on trust or brand equity, while paying limited attention to the broader
communication context in which sustainability messages are interpreted. In particular, there is
a need for further investigation into how sustainability communication functions within digital

environments characterised by high transparency, interactivity and stakeholder scrutiny.

Moreover, research remains fragmented with respect to organisational forms that may mitigate

scepticism through structured accountability mechanisms. While greenwashing has been



widely examined in relation to generic corporate sustainability communication, less attention
has been paid to firms operating within institutional frameworks designed to enhance
credibility. This gap suggests the relevance of examining sustainability communication in
contexts where accountability and stakeholder orientation are formally embedded, such as in

the case of B Corporations.

In summary, greenwashing and consumer scepticism represent critical constraints on the
effectiveness of sustainability-oriented communication. While sustainability-related messages
have the potential to enhance trust and brand-related outcomes, their impact is contingent on
perceived authenticity and consistency. The presence of scepticism highlights the importance
of trust as a mediating mechanism and underscores the need to examine sustainability
communication within specific organisational and digital contexts. Addressing this gap
provides the rationale for the empirical analysis developed in the following chapters, which

focus on sustainability communication practices of B Corps in social media environments.

2.5 Conceptual Framework

The previous sections of this chapter have examined consumer behaviour in sustainability-
oriented contexts by focusing on value orientation, information processing, trust and
scepticism. Taken together, these perspectives provide the basis for a conceptual framework
that explains how sustainability-related communication may influence consumer responses,

while also accounting for the limitations and contingencies identified in the literature.

At the core of this framework lies the assumption that sustainability communication does not
exert a direct or uniform influence on consumer behaviour. As discussed in Section 2.1,
consumers differ substantially in their value orientations and levels of engagement with
sustainability-related issues. These differences shape how sustainability-related information is
perceived and evaluated, suggesting that sustainability communication functions as a

contextual input rather than as an automatic driver of behaviour.

Section 2.2 further demonstrated that sustainability-related information is processed through
interpretative mechanisms that are particularly salient in digital environments. Consumers are
exposed to multiple sources of information and rely on cues related to credibility, consistency
and coherence when evaluating sustainability claims. As a result, the influence of sustainability
communication depends on how such information is integrated into broader brand-related

perceptions rather than on the content of isolated messages.



Within this process, trust emerges as a central mediating mechanism. As shown in Section 2.3,
sustainability-oriented communication contributes to consumer responses primarily when it
enhances perceptions of brand credibility and reliability. Trust links sustainability-related
signals to consumer attitudes, brand evaluations and loyalty-related outcomes, without
functioning as a direct determinant of purchase decisions. This mediating role helps explain
why sustainability communication may produce positive effects in some contexts while

remaining ineffective in others.

Section 2.4 highlighted that this process is constrained by the risk of consumer scepticism,
particularly in the presence of perceived greenwashing. When sustainability communication is
perceived as inconsistent or misaligned with observable practices, trust may fail to develop or
may be actively undermined. In such cases, sustainability-related messages can generate
scepticism rather than positive brand outcomes, reinforcing the importance of credibility and

accountability.

Based on these insights, the conceptual framework proposed in this study posits that
sustainability-oriented communication influences consumer responses through a sequential and
mediated process. Sustainability-related communication acts as an initial stimulus that is
interpreted by consumers through the lens of individual value orientations and digital
information contexts. This interpretation shapes trust-related perceptions, which in turn
influence brand evaluations and purchase-related intentions. The strength and direction of this
process are moderated by the presence of scepticism arising from perceived greenwashing or

lack of authenticity.

This framework is particularly relevant for the analysis of B Corporations, which operate
within institutional settings designed to enhance accountability and stakeholder orientation. By
embedding sustainability commitments into formal governance structures, B Corps represent a
context in which sustainability communication may be perceived as more credible, potentially
strengthening the mediating role of trust. At the same time, the digital environments in which
B Corps communicate expose them to heightened scrutiny, making them an appropriate

empirical setting for examining both trust-building and scepticism dynamics.

In summary, Chapter 2 has developed a consumer-level framework that connects sustainability
communication to consumer behaviour through the mediating role of trust, while accounting

for the moderating influence of scepticism and digital information contexts. This framework



provides the theoretical basis for the empirical analysis presented in the following chapters.
Chapter 3 builds on this foundation by examining B Corporations as an empirical framework
for analysing sustainability-oriented business models, while Chapter 4 applies the proposed
framework to the analysis of sustainability communication practices in social media

environments.

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 B Corporations as Accountability-Oriented Business Models

The emergence of B Corporations reflects a broader shift in corporate governance debates from
shareholder primacy toward stakeholder-oriented and purpose-driven models. In contrast to
firms that adopt sustainability practices at the periphery of their operations, B Corporations are
positioned as organisations that formally integrate social and environmental objectives into

governance structures and decision-making processes.

B Corp certification, developed by B Lab, is based on the B Impact Assessment (BIA), a
comprehensive evaluation tool that measures corporate performance across five impact areas:
governance, workers, community, environment and customers (Carvalho, Wiek and Ness,
2022). The BIA operates as a structured self-assessment followed by verification procedures
for companies seeking certification. Firms must achieve a minimum score to qualify and are
required to undergo recertification periodically, reinforcing ongoing accountability (Carvalho,

Wiek and Ness, 2022).

Importantly, the BIA is not limited to operational efficiency. It evaluates how sustainability
considerations are embedded into mission, practices, corporate form, certificates and
organisational capacities. In their case study of a Swedish SME, Carvalho et al. (2022)
demonstrate that the certification process can positively influence the integration of
sustainability into mission statements, governance structures and internal capacities, although
structural transformation may depend on contextual and regulatory conditions. This suggests
that B Corp certification functions not merely as a reputational label but as an instrument that
may anchor sustainability more deeply within business models (Carvalho, Wiek and Ness,

2022).

From a broader analytical perspective, Attanasio, Battistella and Chizzolini (2025) provide a
systematic literature review of B Corp certification. Their review identifies governance,

accountability and hybrid organisational forms as central themes in the academic discussion.



B Corporations are described as hybrid entities combining profit generation with explicit social
and environmental commitments. The certification mechanism is interpreted as a governance
innovation designed to enhance transparency, reduce opportunistic behavior and respond to

increasing societal demands for corporate responsibility (Attanasio et al., 2025).

The governance dimension is further elaborated by Klettner, Cetindamar and Sainty (2025),
who examine stakeholder governance practices in certified B Corps. Their findings indicate
that corporate purpose plays a central role in guiding both strategic and operational decisions.
B Corps that embed purpose within their constitutional or governance documents are better
positioned to align stakeholder interests and reduce conflict through structured decision-
making processes. Rather than relying solely on voluntary CSR initiatives, these firms
institutionalise stakeholder consideration within formal governance arrangements (Klettner et

al., 2025).

In addition, Fonseca et al. (2022) compare B Corp certification with ISO 9001 and ISO 14001
standards. Their analysis highlights that B Corp certification adopts a more comprehensive and
integrated approach to sustainability, combining environmental and social dimensions within
a single accountability framework. Whereas ISO certifications primarily focus on management
systems and specific operational standards, B Corp certification encompasses broader

governance and impact considerations, reinforcing its multidimensional character.

Taken together, these studies position B Corporations as accountability-oriented business
models characterised by:

(1) multidimensional impact assessment,

(2) formalised governance mechanisms,

(3) explicit corporate purpose, and

(4) structured stakeholder consideration.

Taken together, these studies position B Corporations as accountability-oriented business
models characterised by multidimensional impact assessment, formalised governance
mechanisms, explicit corporate purpose and structured stakeholder consideration. These
structural features distinguish B Corps from firms that adopt sustainability practices without

embedding them into institutional frameworks.



3.2 Governance, Purpose and Credibility in B Corporations

Section 3.1 has examined B Corporations as accountability-oriented business models. In this
section, I would like to focus on their analytical relevance within the conceptual framework
developed in Section 2. That framework identified trust as a mediating mechanism linking
sustainability-oriented digital communication to consumer responses. The governance
characteristics of B Corporations are therefore considered here not as outcomes in themselves,

but as contextual conditions that may shape how sustainability communication is interpreted.

Research on B Corp certification emphasises that sustainability commitments are embedded
within structured assessment and governance mechanisms (Attanasio et al., 2025). This
institutional embedding reduces the discretionary nature of sustainability engagement, as firms
must meet defined performance criteria and undergo periodic reassessment. From an analytical
perspective, such mechanisms may influence the perceived consistency between

communicated values and organisational practices.

Klettner et al. (2025) further show that stakeholder governance in certified B Corporations is
closely connected to the formal articulation of corporate purpose. When purpose is
incorporated into governance arrangements and decision-making processes, sustainability is
positioned as an organisational principle rather than a peripheral initiative. This structural
alignment may affect how external audiences evaluate sustainability claims, particularly in

environments characterised by heightened sensitivity to greenwashing.

Similarly, Carvalho, Wiek and Ness (2022) demonstrate that B Corp certification can support
the integration of sustainability into mission and internal organisational capacities. Although
the degree of transformation varies across firms, the certification process introduces a
structured framework that links declared objectives with operational practices. This linkage is
analytically relevant for understanding whether sustainability communication is perceived as

coherent and credible.

Fonseca et al. (2022) reinforce this perspective by highlighting the integrated nature of B Corp
certification compared to ISO standards. By encompassing governance, social and
environmental dimensions within a single accountability system, B Corp certification creates
a multidimensional reference point for evaluating corporate impact. In communication
contexts, such multidimensionality may function as a credibility signal, particularly when

sustainability claims are scrutinised by stakeholders.



Within the analytical logic of this study, B Corporations are therefore not assumed to be
inherently trustworthy. Rather, their institutional features provide structural conditions that
may influence the interpretation of sustainability-oriented digital communication. The
relevance of B Corps lies in the interaction between formal accountability mechanisms and
communicative practices: sustainability communication can be examined against a background

of documented governance commitments.

This perspective justifies the selection of a certified B Corporation - ‘Zordan’ as the empirical
case analysed in the following sections. Considering this case within the framework of an
organisational model focused on accountability, the authors of the study explore how
communication in the field of sustainable development works in a context where governance

and goals are officially institutionalised.

3.3 Zordan: Company Profile and Sustainability Orientation

Zordan S.r.1. Sb is an Italian company operating in the field of luxury shopfitting and retail
space production. Established in 1965 in Valdagno (Vicenza), the company has developed a
long-standing presence in the design and manufacturing of retail environments for luxury
brands (Zordan, n.d). Over time, Zordan has expanded its operations internationally, including

the establishment of a branch in the United States.

The company publicly positions itself as integrating sustainability into its business strategy.
According to the official website, sustainability is presented as a guiding principle of corporate
development rather than as a peripheral activity (Zordan, n.d.). This orientation is further
formalised through B Corp certification. Zordan S.r.1. Sb is listed as a certified B Corporation
in the official B Lab directory (B Lab, n.d.). Certification confirms that the company has
undergone the B Impact Assessment process and met the required performance threshold. As
indicated in the B Corp profile, certification reflects compliance with standards related to

governance, workers, community, environment and customers (B Lab, n.d.).

In addition to publicly available sources, the supplementary materials consist of a documented
company visit and a structured interview with Zordan’s CEO conducted as part of academic
coursework. These materials informed the contextual understanding of the organisational
model and sustainability framework but were not subjected to systematic content analysis

within this thesis (Appendix B).



Publicly communicated sustainability initiatives include commitments to carbon footprint
measurement, responsible sourcing practices and engagement with environmental certification
schemes (Zordan, n.d.). The company also reports long-term objectives related to carbon
neutrality and sustainable material use. While these commitments require empirical
examination in the context of digital communication, they indicate that sustainability is

embedded in strategic discourse.

3.4 Research Design and Case Selection
3.4.1 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative single-case study design. The choice of a qualitative approach
is consistent with the exploratory nature of the research question, which seeks to examine how
sustainability-oriented digital communication is articulated within a certified B Corporation

context and how such communication may relate to trust-building dynamics.

Rather than testing causal relationships or measuring consumer responses quantitatively, the
study focuses on interpretative analysis. A quantitative research design was not adopted
because the objective of the study is not to measure the statistical relationship between
sustainability communication and consumer trust, but to explore how such communication is
constructed within a governance-embedded organisational context. Quantitative content
analysis or survey-based methods would require predefined variables and operationalised
indicators of trust, which would shift the focus toward measurement rather than interpretation.
Given the exploratory and theory-oriented nature of the research question, an interpretative
qualitative approach is more suitable for examining meanings, narratives and accountability
signals embedded in digital communication. The aim is therefore conceptual clarification and
contextualised understanding rather than numerical estimation or causal testing. This approach
allows for an in-depth examination of communicative practices, meanings and symbolic
constructions within a specific organisational setting. A single-case design is appropriate in
this context because the objective is not statistical generalisation but analytical insight into how
sustainability communication operates within an accountability-oriented governance

framework.

The case study design enables the integration of organisational context (as outlined in Sections

3.1-3.3) with the analysis of digital communication practices. By situating communication



within a formally certified B Corporation structure, the research examines how governance and

accountability mechanisms may interact with sustainability messaging.

The use of a qualitative single-case study design is consistent with methodological arguments
developed within strategic management research. Gaya and Smith (2016) argue that a
qualitative single case study is particularly appropriate when the objective is to obtain an in-
depth understanding of a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life organisational context.
Case study research allows the investigation of complex processes in which the boundaries
between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly distinguishable, making it suitable for
examining sustainability-oriented digital communication embedded within governance

structures (Gaya and Smith 2016).

Furthermore, qualitative single-case studies are especially relevant when the aim is theory
development, theoretical extension, or conceptual integration rather than statistical
generalisation (Gaya and Smith 2016). The purpose of such a design is analytical insight and
contextualised understanding. Instead of seeking representativeness, the researcher preserves
meaningful organisational characteristics and analyses how processes unfold within a bounded

system (Gaya and Smith 2016).

This methodological logic is also reflected in empirical research on digital transformation.
Piepponen et al. (2022), in their qualitative single-case study of digital transformation of a
value proposition, demonstrate how in-depth analysis within a specific organisational setting
enables the exploration of strategic and communicative changes as embedded, context-
dependent processes. Their approach highlights the value of examining digital developments
within their institutional and organisational environment rather than isolating them from

governance and strategic structures.

Gaya and Smith (2016) further emphasise that a single case may provide persuasive empirical
insight when it is information-rich and theoretically relevant. In this study, Zordan represents
a bounded organisational system characterised by formal B Corp certification, structured
governance commitments, and publicly accessible sustainability communication. The case is

therefore analytically delimited and suitable for in-depth qualitative investigation.

In line with this methodological logic, the present research follows an analytical rather than
statistical logic of generalisation. The objective is to contribute to the conceptual understanding

of how governance-based accountability mechanisms interact with sustainability-oriented



digital communication, rather than to produce population-level inference (Gaya and Smith

2016; Piepponen et al. 2022).

3.4.2 Case Selection Rationale

Zordan was selected as a theoretically relevant and information-rich case for three main
reasons. Firstly, the company holds B Corp certification, situating it within the accountability-
oriented organisational model discussed earlier in this chapter. This certification provides a
structured governance background against which sustainability communication can be
examined. Secondly, Zordan operates within the Veneto region, an industrial area characterised
by a strong manufacturing tradition and a high concentration of small and medium-sized
enterprises. The regional context is relevant because sustainability discourse in such settings
intersects with craftsmanship, production practices and long-term client relationships. Thirdly,
Zordan maintains active digital communication channels, including Instagram and LinkedIn,
which provide publicly accessible materials suitable for qualitative analysis. The availability
of consistent digital content over time makes the company appropriate for examining

sustainability-oriented messaging in a real organisational context.

The selection of a single case study is consistent with an analytical rather than statistical logic
of generalisation. The purpose of this research is not to produce statistically generalizable
findings, but to develop a theoretically grounded interpretation of how sustainability-oriented
digital communication operates within a governance-embedded organisational context. Zordan
represents a theoretically relevant case, as it combines B Corp certification, stakeholder-
oriented governance structures, and active sustainability communication within digital
platforms. The case, therefore, provides an analytically suitable setting for exploring the
interaction between governance mechanisms, communication practices, and trust-related
interpretations. The purpose of selecting a single case is not to claim representativeness of all
B Corporations, but to provide an in-depth exploration of communicative practices within a

certified governance framework.

3.4.3 Data Sources
The empirical material analysed in this study consists of secondary qualitative data drawn from

publicly available digital sources. Specifically, the analysis includes:

e The official Zordan website, including sections related to sustainability and corporate

values (Zordan, n.d.);



e The company’s profile in the B Lab directory (B Lab, n.d);
e Instagram posts published on the official Zordan account;

e LinkedIn posts are published on the company’s official LinkedIn page (Appendix A).

The period of analysis covers one calendar year. This temporal scope allows for the
examination of recurring communication themes and patterns while maintaining a manageable

dataset for qualitative interpretation.

In addition to publicly available digital materials, selected contextual documents derived from
academic group coursework conducted during the Master’s programme were used to support
background understanding of the organisational structure and sustainability framework of the
case company (Appendix B). These materials were not treated as primary analytical data but

served as contextual support for the interpretation presented in Section 4.
3.4.4 Analytical Approach

The study employs a qualitative interpretative content analysis based on theoretically derived
dimensions developed in Sections 1 and 2. Rather than applying formal coding software or
quantitative content analysis, the research examines digital communication materials through

an analytical lens grounded in the conceptual framework.
The analysis focuses on the following dimensions:

1. Sustainability framing — how environmental and social commitments are articulated
and positioned within corporate communication;

2. Governance and accountability signals — references to certification, impact
assessment, stakeholder orientation or formal commitments;

3. Corporate purpose and identity construction — how purpose and values are
communicated and connected to sustainability;

4. Trust-related cues — elements that may contribute to perceived transparency,

consistency or credibility.

These dimensions are not treated as fixed coding categories but as interpretative guides derived
from the theoretical discussion of sustainable branding, governance and trust. The aim is to
explore how sustainability-oriented communication is constructed and how it aligns with the

accountability-oriented organisational model of a certified B Corporation.



Through this interpretative approach, the study seeks to analyse the interaction between
institutional structure and digital communication practices, thereby addressing the research

question outlined in the Introduction.

4. Empirical Analysis: Sustainability-Oriented Digital Communication in a Certified B

Corporation

4.1 Digital Communication Context

4.1.1 Scope and Data Selection

This section presents the empirical context of Zordan’s digital communication, forming the
basis for subsequent analytical chapters. The analysis focuses on the company’s official
LinkedIn and Instagram accounts and examines posts published during the period January—

December 2025.

The selection of LinkedIn and Instagram was motivated by their distinct communicative

functions:

e LinkedIn is a professional and institutional platform oriented toward stakeholders,
business partners, and industry actors, as Zordan company is a B2B company.
e Instagram is a visually driven platform oriented toward cultural representation, brand

identity, and community engagement.

A qualitative interpretative approach was adopted. Posts were systematically coded according

to the following analytical dimensions:

e Main topic

e Sustainability framing
e (Governance mention
e Tone

e (Observations

This structured coding allowed for the identification of dominant communication patterns
without relying on quantitative frequency analysis. The purpose of this section is descriptive:
to outline the digital communication environment in which sustainability, governance, and

corporate purpose are articulated.



4.1.2 General Communication Orientation

The 2025 digital communication of Zordan demonstrates a strong institutional and purpose-

driven orientation. Across both platforms, content is predominantly focused on:

sustainability initiatives,

ESG recognition,

collaborative projects,

cultural and artistic activities,
governance-related topics,

educational and community engagement,

long-term corporate identity.

Notably, there is an absence of product-centric or price-oriented messaging. Communication

does not emphasise short-term sales objectives, promotions, or transactional calls to action.

Instead, the digital narrative centres on long-term positioning and value alignment. This

orientation is consistent across the analysed period.

4.1.3 LinkedIn Communication Patterns

Institutional and Strategic Positioning

The LinkedIn content published in 2025 is primarily institutional in tone. Posts frequently
highlight:

Participation in sustainability-oriented initiatives (e.g., regional carbon projects such as
CambiaMenti),

Recognition in ESG rankings (Top 100 ESG Sustainability Award),

B Corp-related positioning,

Involvement in sustainability forums and industry discussions,

Governance themes such as Teal organisation and people-centric models,

Educational collaborations (e.g., hosting university students),

Discussions on age management and intergenerational dialogue.

LinkedIn functions as a platform for:

signaling legitimacy,



e reinforcing accountability,

e presenting the company as an active actor within sustainability networks.

Governance Visibility

Governance signals appear explicitly in posts that reference:

e B Corp identity,

e organisational transformation toward a Teal structure,
e structured sustainability initiatives,

e collaboration with certified partners,

e participation in formal panels and round tables.

Governance is not presented in technical reporting language but is embedded within narrative

descriptions of projects and events.

Tone

The dominant tone on LinkedIn can be categorised as:

e Reflective (e.g., cultural and philosophical discussions),
e Institutional (e.g., awards and public initiatives),
e C(Collaborative (e.g., multi-stakeholder projects),

e Community-oriented (e.g., public expressions of solidarity after local flood events).
The tone remains formal and measured throughout the year.

4.1.4 Instagram Communication Patterns

Cultural Sustainability Narrative
Instagram communication during 2025 places a stronger emphasis on:

e Museo Zordan initiatives,

e Art for Sustainability projects,

e climate-related exhibitions,

e symbolic narratives (e.g., “La quercia e il flume”),
e artistic reflections on business and territory,

e community-based events.



Compared to LinkedIn, Instagram content demonstrates:

e greater use of visual storytelling,
e cultural framing of sustainability,

e aesthetic representation of corporate values.

However, sustainability remains central to the narrative, frequently linked to environmental

awareness, territory, and long-term responsibility.

Identity Construction

Instagram functions as a space for constructing corporate identity through:

e art as a medium of reflection,
e territorial anchoring (Valdagno, Vicenza),
e dialogue between enterprise and community,

e symbolic storytelling.

The museum and artistic initiatives are repeatedly framed not as isolated cultural events but as

integral to the company’s broader sustainability discourse.

4.1.5 Dominant Thematic Clusters

Across both platforms, five thematic clusters emerge:

1. Sustainability and ESG Recognition

o ESG awards

o Carbon-related initiatives

o Climate-focused exhibitions

o B Corp identity
2. Governance and Organisational Model

o Teal organization

o People-centric management

o Structured stakeholder engagement
3. Art and Culture as Sustainability Tools

o Museo Zordan

o Artistic projects addressing environmental and social themes

4. Territorial Embeddedness



o Regional collaborations

o Local partnerships

o Community-oriented messaging
5. Education and Knowledge Sharing

o University visits

o Public dialogues

o Philosophical and management discussions
These clusters are consistently present across the analysed period.

4.1.6 Communication Characteristics

Several structural characteristics define the digital communication context:

® Purpose over product: Communication emphasises values rather than commercial
offerings.

e Long-term orientation: Focus on enduring projects, partnerships, and institutional
engagement.

e Network positioning: Frequent references to collaboration with other B Corps and
regional actors.

e Absence of aggressive marketing language.

e Consistency across platforms in sustainability alignment.

The coherence between LinkedIn and Instagram suggests an integrated communication

strategy rather than fragmented messaging.

4.1.7 Interim Conclusion

The digital communication context of Zordan in 2025 is characterised by:

e institutional credibility signalling,sustainability-centredd narrative construction,
e visible governance references,

e cultural articulation of corporate purpose,

e strong territorial anchoring,

e and minimal transactional communication.

LinkedIn serves primarily as a platform for governance and ESG legitimacy, while Instagram

reinforces identity construction through cultural sustainability narratives.



This communication context provides the empirical foundation for the subsequent analysis of
sustainability framing (4.2), governance signals (4.3), corporate purpose construction (4.4), and

trust-related communication cues (4.5).

4.1.7 Discursive and Linguistic Characteristics of Digital Communication

The digital communication of Zordan in 2025 is characterised not only by thematic consistency
but also by distinctive linguistic and discursive patterns. Across both LinkedIn and Instagram,
the company systematically avoids transactional language, urgency-based persuasion, and
direct calls to action. There are no references to pricing, limited-time offers, or competitive
comparison claims. This absence is analytically relevant, as it indicates that digital

communication is not structured around short-term commercial conversion (Appendix A).
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Instead, the narrative relies on collective pronouns (“we”, “our journey”, “together”), long-
term temporal references (“future”, “path”, “continuous improvement”), and value-oriented
vocabulary (“responsibility”, “commitment”, “shared progress”). Such linguistic choices
reinforce an identity-based positioning rather than a sales-driven strategy. Sustainability is not

framed as a differentiating marketing tool, but as an embedded organisational orientation.

Furthermore, communication tone remains measured and reflective. Even in celebratory posts
announcing awards or recognitions, the emphasis is placed on participation within broader
institutional ecosystems rather than on competitive superiority. This discursive restraint
reduces the perception of self-promotion and contributes to a narrative of institutional

legitimacy rather than market opportunism.

The consistency of these linguistic patterns across platforms suggests deliberate strategic
alignment. LinkedIn and Instagram differ in visual emphasis and audience orientation, yet both
reproduce a coherent identity narrative grounded in sustainability, governance, and long-term
relational positioning. This coherence strengthens interpretative stability and reduces

fragmentation between symbolic and institutional communication layers.

4.2 Sustainability Framing

This section examines how sustainability is “framed” (i.e., narratively constructed and made
meaningful) in Zordan’s 2025 social media communication (Appendix A). The focus is not on
measuring frequency or engagement, but on identifying recurrent interpretative frames through

which Zordan links sustainability to its identity, legitimacy, and value proposition.



Across the collected posts (Appendix A), sustainability is rarely presented as a single-issue
environmental commitment. Instead, it emerges as a multi-dimensional interpretative package
that combines (i) environmental responsibility, (ii) social and territorial embeddedness, and
(iii) organisational governance and purpose. This is consistent with the company’s self-
presentation on its official website, where sustainability is positioned as structurally embedded
within corporate identity rather than as an isolated initiative (‘Sostenibilita’, n.d.; ‘Siamo una

societa B Corp e Benefit’, n.d.).

The first recurring pattern frames sustainability as long-term strategic orientation. In social
media communication, sustainability is associated with resilience, continuity, and future-
oriented positioning. Rather than being presented as a compliance requirement or reputational
necessity, it is linked to durability in client relationships, stable partnerships, and the capacity
to operate responsibly in complex luxury retail projects. In this framing, sustainability
functions as a temporal and relational logic: it defines how the company positions itself over

time and how it structures collaboration with clients.

The second framing constructs sustainability as operational environmental practice. Posts and
corporate descriptions refer to emission reduction, responsible sourcing, lifecycle management,
and traceability of materials. Sustainability is thus articulated not only through values but
through project-level practices and environmental impact management (‘Sostenibilita’, n.d.).
This operational framing strengthens the interpretative link between sustainability and
technical competence, which is particularly relevant in a B2B context where clients evaluate

suppliers on procedural reliability.

The third dimension situates sustainability within territorial and community contexts.
Sustainability discourse in the dataset frequently appears alongside references to local
initiatives, collaborative events, and regional engagement. This framing extends sustainability
beyond internal production processes and associates it with relational embeddedness in the
Veneto territory. Here, sustainability is not only about environmental mitigation but about

participation in collective projects and local ecosystems.

The further layer introduces sustainability as cultural meaning-making. Several posts construct
sustainability through exhibitions, discussions, and initiatives designed to foster reflection on
climate change, resilience, and the relationship between business and society (Appendix A). In

this framing, sustainability becomes an interpretative lens rather than merely a technical or



regulatory domain. Such symbolic articulation is particularly salient in luxury-related contexts
where narrative and cultural capital contribute to brand positioning. A closer examination of
the analysed material suggests that these framing patterns operate simultaneously across
symbolic, operational, and institutional layers rather than sequentially. Sustainability
communication does not shift from one domain to another depending on the platform; instead,

these layers coexist and reinforce each other.

At the symbolic level, sustainability is frequently articulated through cultural narratives,
aesthetic references, and exhibitions that invite reflection rather than instruction.
Environmental responsibility is framed as part of a broader ethical and creative orientation.
This framing expands sustainability beyond compliance and situates it within identity

construction.

At the operational level, posts referring to lifecycle thinking, emission calculation, sourcing
practices, and end-of-life considerations translate sustainability into procedural competence.
The division into upstream, core, and downstream emission stages, as described in
supplementary materials, demonstrates that sustainability is embedded in project execution
rather than treated as abstract commitment. This operational specificity strengthens
interpretative credibility in a B2B environment where supplier evaluation depends on technical

reliability.

At the institutional level, references to B Corp certification, ESG recognition, and sustainability
networks anchor sustainability claims within externally validated governance structures. These
institutional signals function as credibility stabilisers, reducing the interpretative gap between

declared values and observable accountability mechanisms.

The coexistence of symbolic narrative, operational specificity, and institutional validation
suggests that sustainability framing is structurally layered. Rather than functioning as episodic
storytelling or isolated environmental messaging, sustainability communication appears

integrated across identity, practice, and governance dimensions.

Finally, sustainability is implicitly structured as multidimensional and integrated. On the
website, references to Prosperity, People, and Planet indicate that sustainability is
conceptualised as a balanced managerial logic linking economic viability, social responsibility,

and environmental impact (‘Sostenibilitd’, n.d.). Rather than isolating environmental



initiatives, the communication suggests coherence across strategic, social, and ecological

dimensions.

Taken together, sustainability in Zordan’s 2025 communication is framed as strategic,
operational, relational, cultural, and multidimensional. These interpretative frames define the
meaning of sustainability within the brand narrative. The following section examines how this
framing is reinforced by concrete governance and accountability signals that support its

credibility.

4.3 Governance and Accountability Signals

While the previous section examined how sustainability is framed narratively, this section
focuses on the structural elements that make such narratives credible. Governance and
accountability signals are treated here as communicative indicators of formal commitments,
institutional embedding, and procedural traceability. These signals are particularly significant
when sustainability is presented not as a recent communication theme but as an evolving

organisational trajectory.

In the Zordan case, governance-related credibility is reinforced by a visible temporal
progression of sustainability commitments. The company’s sustainability pathway is described
as beginning in 2012 with responsible sourcing of raw materials according to FSC® principles
and the subsequent attainment of PEFC certification (‘Sostenibilita’, n.d.; ‘Siamo una societa
B Corp e Benefit’). These early certifications indicate that sustainability engagement predates
later branding and certification milestones. The chronological sequence is analytically

important because it suggests continuity rather than abrupt repositioning.

A major institutional marker appears in 2016, when Zordan achieved B Corp certification,
presenting itself as the first in its sector globally to do so (‘Siamo una societa B Corp e Benefit’,
n.d.). B Corp status situates the company within a third-party assessment framework that
evaluates governance, social impact, and environmental performance. The reconfirmation in
2020 with a reported score of 106.5 further strengthens the perception of sustained compliance
within a structured evaluation regime (‘Siamo una societa B Corp e Benefit’, n.d.). The
existence of a threshold-based assessment system, involving a global population of assessed

companies, provides comparative legitimacy rather than isolated recognition.



Subsequent years demonstrate an escalation in external sustainability benchmarking. The
acquisition of EcoVadis Silver (2020), Gold (2021), and Platinum (2022) certifications,
culminating in a top 1% ranking with a score of 80, reflects progressive strengthening of
sustainability evaluation (‘Siamo una societa B Corp e Benefit’, n.d.). This sequence introduces
a cumulative logic: sustainability is not only declared but repeatedly reassessed through

different evaluative infrastructures.

The 2023 LEED Gold certification of the company’s American headquarters further extends
sustainability into built-environment compliance standards, while the stated objective of
carbon neutrality by 2030 introduces a forward-looking accountability horizon (‘Siamo una
societa B Corp e Benefit’, n.d.). The presence of a time-bound target functions as a future-
oriented governance commitment, signalling that sustainability is embedded in long-term

strategic planning.

Beyond certification, governance signals also operate internally. The website frames
sustainability through the Prosperity—People—Planet architecture (‘Sostenibilita’, n.d.),
indicating multidimensional managerial integration. Supplementary materials describe the
transition toward a teal organisational model beginning in 2019, characterised by distributed
responsibility and cross-functional collaboration (Appendix B). In the context of sustainability
governance, this restructuring is presented as enabling adaptability and continuous

improvement, qualities particularly relevant in evolving environmental standards.

Finally, transparency practices and procedural documentation reinforce accountability.
References to lifecycle mapping, waste reduction with measurable KPIs, renewable energy
adoption, carbon footprint management, and sustainable purchasing policies demonstrate
operational traceability (Appendix B). These elements reduce interpretative distance between

sustainability discourse and organisational practice.

Taken together, governance and accountability signals in the Zordan case are not static markers
but temporally layered commitments. External certifications, internal restructuring, KPI
integration, and long-term carbon neutrality targets form a cumulative credibility
infrastructure. This longitudinal dimension is analytically significant because it strengthens the
interpretation of sustainability as structurally embedded rather than opportunistically

communicated.



4.4 Corporate Purpose and Identity Construction (Zordan)

This section examines how Zordan’s corporate purpose is articulated and how a coherent
organisational identity is constructed through sustainability discourse. In the analytical
framework of this thesis, purpose is understood not as a generic declaration of values, but as a
justificatory structure that explains why the organisation operates in a particular way and how
sustainability is integrated into its strategic orientation, governance choices, and relational

positioning.

Across the available sources, Zordan presents sustainability as structurally embedded in its
corporate identity rather than as a peripheral initiative. On the company’s official website,
sustainability is articulated as an integral part of mission and positioning (‘Sostenibilita’, n.d.;
‘Siamo una societa B Corp e Benefit’, n.d.). The company explicitly links aesthetic value
creation in retail space design with environmental and social responsibility, constructing a
synthesis between beauty and sustainability. This fusion is analytically significant: it reframes
sustainability not as a constraint on creativity or profitability, but as part of professional

competence and sectoral legitimacy.

As discussed in Section 4.3, the chronological layering of sustainability certifications (FSC, B
Corp, EcoVadis, LEED, and the 2030 carbon neutrality target) contributes not only to
governance credibility but also to identity continuity. This temporal continuity reinforces
identity construction by presenting sustainability as historically grounded rather than

strategically adopted at a single moment.

Purpose appears cumulative and evolving, anchored in institutional milestones and measurable
targets. The existence of a 2030 carbon neutrality horizon introduces a forward-looking
dimension that frames sustainability as an ongoing organisational project rather than a

completed achievement.

The Prosperity—People—Planet (3P) principle, articulated on the company’s website
(‘Sostenibilita’, n.d.), further structures corporate identity. Rather than functioning as a

symbolic triad, the 3P framework organises how sustainability is interpreted internally:

o Prosperity emphasises long-term value creation and strategic continuity over short-

term profit maximisation;



e People foregrounds employee well-being, knowledge transfer, and human capability
development;
o Planet defines environmental responsibility as an operational boundary shaping

decision-making.

Analytically, the 3P principle operates as an identity architecture. It provides a structured
vocabulary through which sustainability is integrated into governance logic and managerial
priorities. This multidimensional framing aligns with the earlier theoretical discussion of

sustainability as requiring coherence across economic, social, and environmental dimensions.

Identity coherence is further reinforced through strategic choices narrated as value-consistent
actions. Supplementary materials (Appendix B) describe Zordan’s preference for long-term
projects over short-term retail formats, such as pop-up stores, which are associated with shorter
life cycles and potentially higher waste. The company’s encouragement of local sourcing to
reduce transport emissions and support regional economies also reflects a relational
understanding of sustainability. Additionally, attention to end-of-life management, including
recycling mapping, disassembly analysis, and collaboration with specialised partners, extends

sustainability across the project lifecycle.

Such decisions are analytically important because they demonstrate alignment between
purpose and practice. Sustainability is not limited to input choices or symbolic language; it is
embedded in project design, supplier relations, and lifecycle thinking. This operational
alignment strengthens the interpretation of sustainability as a core element of organisational

identity.

Organisational restructuring further contributes to identity construction. Supplementary
materials (Appendix B) describe a transition toward a teal organisational model beginning in
2019, characterised by distributed responsibility, small autonomous teams, and cross-
functional coordination. In sustainability terms, this structure is presented as enabling
adaptability and continuous improvement. By linking organisational culture to sustainability

responsiveness, the company integrates governance and purpose into a single narrative.

Taken together, corporate purpose in the Zordan case is constructed through three interrelated

mechanisms:



1. Historical progression of sustainability commitments, demonstrating continuity and
cumulative institutional embedding;

2. Structured sustainability architecture (3P), organising economic, social, and
environmental dimensions into a coherent managerial framework;

3. Value-consistent strategic and organisational choices, aligning long-term
orientation, local embeddedness, lifecycle thinking, and adaptive governance with

stated sustainability commitments.

This layered identity construction provides the interpretative foundation for the subsequent
analysis of trust-related communication cues. Sustainability-oriented digital communication in
the Zordan case can therefore be understood not as isolated messaging, but as an extension of

a historically embedded, governance-supported, and strategically integrated corporate purpose.

4.5 Trust-Related Communication Cues

Building on the previous sections, this subsection examines how Zordan’s sustainability-
oriented communication activates credibility cues that are theoretically relevant to trust
formation. Trust is approached here as an interpretative outcome shaped by communicative
signals that reduce perceived opportunism and information asymmetry. Four interrelated

families of trust-relevant cues can be identified in the empirical material.

First, verifiability cues operate through references to external evaluation frameworks. As
discussed in Section 4.3, B Corp certification situates the company within a recognised
assessment system (‘Siamo una societda B Corp e Benefit’, n.d.). Supplementary materials
(Appendix B) further describe certification reconfirmation and scoring history. The relevance
for trust lies not in the numerical value itself, but in the implied presence of periodic
reassessment and third-party oversight. Certification functions as an anchor that reduces the

likelihood that sustainability claims are interpreted as self-serving narratives.

Second, transparency cues are activated through explicit references to information-sharing
and openness toward partners (Appendix B). Communicating willingness to disclose
operational and financial information suggests reduced asymmetry and increased
accountability. Transparency thus operates as a relational credibility mechanism rather than as

a purely symbolic virtue.



Third, operationalisation cues appear when sustainability is communicated through
measurable practices and service-based processes. References to emission reduction, lifecycle
management, disassembly analysis, and carbon footprint measurement (Appendix B) position
sustainability as procedurally embedded. From a trust perspective, operational specificity
narrows the gap between communication and practice, making claims appear more tangible

and less rhetorical.

Fourth, relationship-oriented cues emphasise long-term collaboration and loyalty.
Sustainability is repeatedly framed as aligned with durable partnerships and continuity. Such
temporal framing contributes to trust because it signals that sustainability commitments are

embedded in strategic horizons rather than deployed for short-term reputational gain.

Stakeholder-oriented language grounded in the 3P principle reinforces trust when it is
accompanied by organisational mechanisms that render it plausible. The combination of
stakeholder discourse with structural embedding (Section 4.3) increases interpretative
consistency. In summary, trust-related cues in the Zordan case emerge not from isolated
sustainability statements but from the alignment between external validation, organisational

embedding, operational specificity, and relational continuity.

From a signalling perspective, these trust-related cues can be interpreted as costly and
credibility-enhancing signals. External certifications such as B Corp status require third-party
assessment, documentation, and periodic reassessment. Such processes involve organisational
resources and reputational exposure, making them difficult to imitate superficially. In
environments characterised by information asymmetry, costly signals reduce perceived

opportunism and enhance credibility.

In a B2B luxury retail context, trust is closely linked to risk reduction rather than immediate
purchase intention. Supplier selection involves reputational exposure, project complexity, and
long-term collaboration. Sustainability-related governance signals may therefore function as
stability indicators, suggesting reliability, continuity, and alignment with evolving regulatory
and societal expectations. Rather than directly generating demand, sustainability

communication contributes to the interpretative assessment of organisational trustworthiness.



Importantly, trust in this context is not constructed through emotional persuasion but through
structural coherence. The alignment between narrative claims, operational practices, and

governance commitments reduces cognitive dissonance and strengthens perceived authenticity.

4.6 Governance—Communication Interaction

The analysis suggests that Zordan’s sustainability communication is not autonomous from
governance structures but repeatedly anchored in them. Governance does not simply provide

background context; it shapes how sustainability can be communicated and interpreted.

Organisational structuring, certification status, and sustainability architecture (3P) create stable
reference points that digital communication can repeatedly draw upon. For example, references
to organisational transformation, stakeholder engagement, and institutional participation are

not isolated announcements but extensions of governance narratives.

Certification and accountability mechanisms enable sustainability communication to appear
externally anchored rather than internally declared. This reduces vulnerability to scepticism
and supports consistency across content domains, including awards, institutional events,

cultural initiatives, and educational collaborations.

Transparency practices further influence communicative style. Rather than relying solely on
promotional messaging, communication often adopts process-oriented and dialogue-based
formats, reinforcing openness and learning narratives. Governance therefore shapes both

content and communicative tone.

Across the dataset, governance cues broaden sustainability discourse beyond environmental
metrics to include social, cultural, and relational themes. This expansion reflects a stakeholder-

oriented governance stance that integrates multiple domains into sustainability communication.

The governance—communication interaction thus operates as a credibility configuration:
governance structures supply accountability signals, while communication makes these
structures visible and interpretable. This interaction forms the structural basis for trust-relevant

interpretations.

The interaction between governance structures and digital communication suggests that

credibility does not emerge from visibility alone. Governance mechanisms provide the



structural foundation upon which communication gains interpretative stability. Without
institutional anchoring, sustainability narratives risk being interpreted as symbolic positioning.
With formalised accountability frameworks in place, the same narratives acquire institutional
weight. This interaction can be understood as a credibility configuration. Governance structures
generate accountability signals, while digital communication translates these structures into
publicly interpretable narratives. Communication makes governance visible; governance

makes communication credible.

The temporal layering of sustainability commitments further reinforces this interaction.
Certifications obtained in 2016, reconfirmed in 2020, followed by progressive ESG
benchmarking and long-term carbon neutrality targets for 2030, create cumulative credibility.
Sustainability is therefore not presented as recent repositioning but as an evolving institutional
trajectory. This longitudinal consistency strengthens the perception of embeddedness. In this
sense, sustainability-oriented digital communication functions less as persuasion and more as
legitimacy reinforcement. It stabilises organisational identity within institutional expectations
and reduces scepticism by demonstrating structural alignment between declared purpose and

operational practice.

4.7 Implications for Trust and Purchase Responses (Zordan case)

The empirical material does not permit measurement of actual purchase behaviour or direct
trust outcomes. Consequently, this section offers an interpretative discussion of how observed
communication patterns may plausibly contribute to trust formation and purchase-related

evaluations within a B2B context.

In luxury retail project environments, purchase decisions are typically relational and long-term,
involving supplier selection, contract renewal, and reputational risk assessment rather than one-
time transactions. Within this setting, sustainability communication may influence decision-

making indirectly through perceived credibility and risk reduction.

First, coherence across framing, governance, and identity reduces scepticism. When
sustainability claims are aligned with certification status, organisational structuring, and
operational practices, they are less likely to be interpreted as opportunistic. Such coherence

may enhance perceived reliability.



Second, the integration of sustainability into project-level practices (e.g., lifecycle management
and emission-related considerations described in Appendix B) positions the company as
capable of addressing evolving client requirements. Communicating sustainability as part of

problem-solving competence strengthens professional legitimacy.

Third, relational framing emphasising long-term partnerships and loyalty may stabilise
purchase dynamics. In high-complexity B2B environments, switching costs and reputational
considerations are substantial. Sustainability communication that signals continuity and shared

orientation may therefore reinforce supplier trustworthiness.

Importantly, the data do not demonstrate causality. Rather, the observed communication
patterns are consistent with theoretical trust-building mechanisms discussed in earlier chapters:
verifiability, organisational embedding, operational specificity, and relational continuity.
Sustainability-oriented digital communication in this case appears to function less as direct

persuasion and more as a legitimacy infrastructure supporting long-term relational evaluation.

4.8 Concluding Synthesis: Alignment with the Theoretical Framework

The analysis presented in Section 4 demonstrates consistent alignment with the theoretical
framework developed in Sections 1 and 2. Sustainable branding theory is reflected in the
structural embedding of sustainability within organisational identity rather than in episodic
CSR communication. Framing theory is operationalised through the identification of strategic,
operational, symbolic, and institutional interpretative layers across digital platforms. Trust
literature is integrated through the analysis of signalling mechanisms and governance-based
credibility cues, particularly within a B2B relational context. Finally, institutional theory is
reflected in the demonstrated interaction between governance structures and digital

communication, where external validation frameworks stabilise narrative claims.

Taken together, the findings suggest that sustainability-oriented digital communication in the
analysed case does not operate as persuasive marketing rhetoric but as an extension of
institutionalised governance logic. This interpretative coherence supports the theoretical
proposition that credibility in sustainability communication emerges from structural alignment

between identity, practice, and accountability.



CONCLUSION

This thesis set out to examine how sustainability-oriented digital communication is constructed
within a B Corp context and how such communication may contribute to trust-related
evaluations in a B2B luxury retail environment. Through a qualitative case study of Zordan’s
2025 website and social media communication, the research identified that sustainability is not
communicated as a peripheral CSR initiative but as a structurally embedded organisational

orientation.

The findings demonstrate that sustainability communication operates across symbolic,
operational, and institutional layers. While digital platforms provide narrative articulation and
interpretative framing, governance mechanisms supply credibility anchors that stabilise these
narratives. Trust in this context does not emerge from persuasive appeals but from structural
coherence between declared commitments, operational practices, and externally validated

accountability frameworks.

Rather than producing measurable behavioural outcomes, sustainability communication in this
case contributes to interpretative stability and risk reduction in long-term B2B relationships.
The study therefore suggests that the effectiveness of sustainability communication depends

less on visibility and more on institutional embedding.

This thesis contributes to a more integrated understanding of how sustainability
communication functions in structurally accountable firms by linking sustainable branding
theory, framing analysis, signalling theory, and institutional governance perspectives,. The
case illustrates that credibility arises not from rhetorical intensity but from alignment across

identity, governance, and communication practices.

Limitations of the Study

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study does not directly measure
consumer trust or purchase-related intentions through surveys, experiments, or behavioural
data. The analysis is based on interpretative examination of communicative structures and
governance signals. Consequently, the findings indicate how sustainability-oriented digital
communication may shape trust-related interpretations rather than demonstrating causal

behavioural impact.



Second, the qualitative interpretative approach involves researcher-based analysis guided by
theoretically derived dimensions. Although conceptual consistency was maintained, the

conclusions remain analytically interpretative rather than statistically measurable.

Third, the empirical focus on a single organisation limits the scope of generalisation. While
Zordan represents a theoretically relevant case due to its B Corp certification and governance-
embedded sustainability model, the findings cannot be automatically extended to all B
Corporations or industries. The results should therefore be understood as context-specific

analytical insights.

Finally, the analysis covers digital communication published within one year (2025).
Sustainability communication strategies may evolve, and longitudinal observation could

provide additional insight into how governance-based credibility mechanisms develop.

Directions for Future Research

Future research could extend this study in several directions. To begin with, an access to
internal company data, such as stakeholder surveys, client retention metrics, or project-level
decision data, could allow for quantitative examination of the relationship between
sustainability communication, trust formation, and purchase-related behaviour. Combining
qualitative interpretative analysis with survey-based or experimental methods would enablea
more robust assessment of causal mechanisms. Moreover, comparative research involving
multiple B Corporations, including larger and more internationally visible firms, could
strengthen analytical generalisation and explore whether governance-communication
coherence operates similarly across industries and scales. At the same time, longitudinal
research could investigate how sustainability-oriented digital communication evolves over
time and whether changes in governance structures or certification status influence perceived

credibility and stakeholder evaluations.

In conclusion, this thesis demonstrates that sustainability-oriented digital communication by B
Corporations may influence trust and purchase-related evaluations when it is coherently
aligned with governance structures and operational practices. The case of Zordan illustrates
that credibility in digital sustainability communication emerges not from visibility alone, but
from structural consistency, where certification-based accountability, organisational design,

and relational orientation converge to support the interpretative construction of trust.
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Appendix A: Overview of Analysed Posts

The table below provides an analytical overview of the digital communication
materials examined in this study. The posts were selected from Instagram and
LinkedIn over a one-year period and analysed according to the interpretative

dimensions outlined in Section 3.4.4.
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Appendix B: Supporting Organisational Materials: Zordan

Appendix B provides supporting empirical materials related to the Zordan case study. The
appendix includes selected excerpts from interview documentation, sustainability-related
frameworks, and organisational descriptions that complement the qualitative analysis

presented in Section 4.

These materials are included for transparency purposes and to provide additional contextual
depth to the interpretation of sustainability-oriented digital communication within a certified
B Corporation framework. The appendix does not introduce new analytical arguments but

supports the findings discussed in the main body of the thesis.

1. Sustainability and Services, Zordan S.r.l. sb Group Project

Zordan’s Sustainable Perspective

B Corp

Zordan bases its activity in accordance with sustainable objectives. In 2016, they achieved B
Corp certification, proudly claiming the title of the first in their sector globally. Benefit
Companies distinguish themselves by incorporating into their corporate purpose not only
profit generation but also a commitment to creating a positive impact on society and the
environment. The reconfirmation of their B Corp certification in 2020 underscores these
choices, with an outstanding score of 106.5 points. This achievement is particularly
interesting given the extensive B Impact Assessment involving over 100,000 companies
worldwide, where only 4862 surpassed the 80-point threshold.

CO2 Emissions

The importance of B-Corp certification and following sustainable objectives can strengthen
utilization: leveraging Zordan's B-Corp status and commitment to producing high-quality,
made-in-Italy products can serve as a strong foundation for brand differentiation.
Emphasizing eco-friendly practices and robust community engagement further reinforces the
company's strengths. Moreover, the position of Zordan as a sustainability leader in the luxury
industry involves not only adhering to eco-friendly practices but actively showcasing them.
By transparently communicating sustainability achievements, Zordan can influence industry

perceptions and consumer behavior. This leadership role can contribute to setting industry



standards and inspire other luxury brands to adopt more sustainable practices. What is more,
it leads to continuous improvement: promoting a culture of continuous learning and
adaptation is essential for staying at the forefront of sustainability. Zordan should actively
track emerging trends, technologies, and sustainable practices. This commitment to ongoing
improvement ensures that the company remains dynamic and responsive to evolving
environmental standards.

3P Principle

The organizational objectives of the company are summarized in the 3Ps of sustainability.

P for Prosperity

The company’s growth is translated into widespread prosperity, prioritizing long-term
success over short-term profits and emphasizing the creation of enduring value for all
stakeholders. Maintaining elevated standards are not mere aspirations but embedded
practices. Zordan understands that sustainable prosperity arises from a foundation built on

integrity, quality, and strategic vision.

P for People

Their mission is not only about financial success but centers around generating well-being for
individuals. By using beauty as a tool, they install an inclusive and caring workplace where
each member can experience both professional and personal growth. Recognizing the
significance of passing down knowledge actively contributes to the development of the next
generation. The programs for young professionals aim to bridge the gap between academic

and the professional world, ensuring a continuous learning.

P for Planet

The company is conscious of its actions and environmental implications and their
commitment to the planet extends to safeguarding the well-being of the entire community.

In 2019, Zordan started a transformative journey towards embracing a teal organizational
structure. The company has been restructured based on the principles of self-management,
with small teams taking charge of specific client clusters. This innovative approach translates
into dedicated, efficient, and comprehensive teams for Zordan's clients, essentially creating a
sort of small company within the larger organization. Nowadays, the emphasis is on the
autonomy of employees and the distribution of responsibility according to the different

spheres of work and tasks. There are three types of teams: staff, customers and production.



The teams include different specialists, and they take over various areas of business, such as:
values, strategy and attraction, training and customers. The teams communicate via structured
meetings between similar team functions and team leaders. Each team has its own evaluation
by the board, and the team leader distributes the bonuses within the team.

Teal organizations, designed for adaptability and continuous improvement, are well-suited to
face the challenges of environmental sustainability. The flexibility embedded in the Teal
structure ensures that Zordan can proactively respond to evolving industry standards and
environmental considerations. Sustainability initiatives require cross-functional cooperation
and this shift can break down also the traditional hierarchical barriers, encouraging a more
cooperative and integrated approach.

Company Visit

During our visit to the Zordan company, we had an opportunity to get acquainted with the
history of the company’s development and learn about the organizational structure of the
company, and sustainable practices which the company integrates in their production and
organizational structure.

One of the things we have learnt during the speech about the company's history, is that in
response to the 2008 financial crisis, Zordan adopted sustainability as a core strategic focus to
shift the competitive basis from price to value. Zordan has received numerous awards from
customers for its eco-friendly design, establishing itself as a leading supplier of
environmentally friendly products. As a result, in 2016, the company received a B Corp.
certificate. This transformation also included moving from a hierarchical to a self-governing
organizational structure, empowering employees and creating conditions for collaboration.
Dedicated teams work with specific customers, while the other team focuses on attracting new
customers, adhering to the teal organizational model. Teams independently manage processes,
recruitment and HR functions, ensuring operational efficiency and individualization.

What is more, when making production decisions at Zordan, priority is given to internal
potential. Initially, new concepts and customer requirements are developed internally to ensure
proper execution before considering the possibility of attracting external contractors. Currently,
30% of production is carried out in-house, and 70% is outsourced. The decision to hire an
external contractor depends on Zordan's ability to primarily produce products internally,
ensuring quality and competence.

Zordan adheres to the principles of "people, planet and prosperity". The company offers

consulting services to clients on sustainable development practices such as reducing CO2



emissions. These services extend not only to customers, but also to other brands, promoting
sustainable practices throughout the industry. Zordan carefully calculates total CO2 emissions,
covering the main activities (purchase of raw materials and transportation), the main activities
(use of water, electricity and fuel with an emphasis on clean energy and non-use of fossil fuels)
and subsequent activities (transportation of furniture, its use and end of life). The company
ranks materials based on their environmental impact, while aluminum is recognized as the most
effective. Emissions are divided into three categories: direct emissions, indirect emissions from
electricity purchases (neutralized through the use of green energy) and other indirect emissions
(accounting for 95% of total emissions, including raw materials, transport and business travel).
Based on these estimates, Zordan has set a goal to achieve carbon neutrality by 2030.

The level of customer retention at Zordan is high, which reduces the need to actively search
for new projects, as regular customers often provide new opportunities for project
implementation. With regard to production control, Zordan maintains close relationships with

suppliers, ensuring proximity and the ability to promptly solve any problems.

Interview with Zordan’s top management

Interview Methodology and Structure

Methodology

The interview was designed and conducted in a structured format and employed the data
triangulation method in order to collect information in a multifaceted and comprehensive way
about the activities of Zordan and its servitization practices. Using this methodology allowed
to improve the depth of information gathered in the interview and to verify and strengthen the
data collected by cross-checking different pieces of information from diverse sources.

In order to facilitate the conversation and connect the interview with the relevant theoretical
research, key concepts and results from a recent study on digital transformation in luxury
retail (Mei, Sito and Cuneo 2018) were included in the framework to ask more informed
questions that go beyond common industry practices. This allowed to operationalize the
variables included in the recent academic theories and discuss how the changes in Zordan’s
operations relate to these evolving theoretical constructs.

Interview layout and content

The interview was seized by several key topics designed to ensure a complete idea of

Zordan's operations and strategic approaches:



Respondent information: Can you please share your educational background and your
responsibilities at Zordan?

This section was aimed at understanding the background of Giuseppe Caruso and his role in
Zordan.

Industry Trends: How does Zordan respond to the latest trends in luxury retail? What specific
challenges do your customers face that you can address?

The discussion was focused on how Zordan reacts to the latest trends in retail trade. It studied
the specific problems that Zordan clients face and how the company solves these problems.
Sustainability and Digitalization: What key features should modern luxury shops have for
sustainability and digitalization? How does your solution address these needs? Follow-up
question: How much is sustainability important for one of your main clients, Bulgari? Can
they integrate sustainability in the campaigns?

The key aspects of sustainability and digitization in modern luxury stores were discussed - in
an interview, it was studied how the decisions of Zordan satisfy these needs

Pop-Up Store Trends: How has the trend of pop-up stores influenced Zordan's strategy,
particularly regarding sustainability?

This topic was focused on the trend of creating pop-up stores by such brands as Dior and
Bulgari, and the influence of this trend on Zordan’s strategy.

End of Life: What is the typical end of life of the stores? How long do the usual stores and
pop-up stores last?

This question focuses on differences in the duration of different types of luxury brands’ stores
and how Zordan can reduce the impact of temporary stores.

Servitization Strategies and Future Goals: What specific servitization strategies has Zordan
adopted to meet the demands of luxury brands? Are there any upcoming initiatives at Zordan
related to servitization, and sustainability? What are their strategic objectives?

This part of the interview investigated the specific servitization practices that Zordan adopted
to respond to luxury brands’ requirements. From this topic, it was possible to have some hints
on how Zordan improves its offer of services for its specific customers. The last part of the
question was about Zordan’s plan for the future regarding sustainability and servitization.

Interview Results

Question 1. Respondent Information
The interview was performed with Mr. Giuseppe Caruso, CEO of Zordan. Mr. Caruso has a

broad experience and a diverse background in the furniture industry. After his university



degree at the University of Padua, he worked for 6 years in a software house that operates in
the furniture market. In 2010 he joined Zordan working in a subsidiary company where he
had the opportunity to experience different roles. Step by step he became a project manager,
especially for Bulgari stores, and then a leader. In 2018 he was involved in the reorganization
of Zordan structures to face complexity and customers’ demand. In 2023 he became CEO of
the company with the main focus to verify that the organization operates efficiently,
employees are motivated and that the principles of prosperity, planet and people are

respected.

Question 2. Industry Trends

Increasing Customer Demands and Project Complexity

The respondent, Guiseppe Caruso, indicated that their customers tend to demand more and
more from the suppliers every day in every aspect. The clients want to have less costs for the
projects, higher quality of the products, and get the best service. The tendency of increasing
these requests and needs is leading to increasing the complexity of the projects that Zordan
has to complete. The main point is that Zordan does not want to change their customers. For
this reason the company has to organize the working process in a different way so as to best
serve their customers and to respond to all of the requests. For instance, some of the Zordan’s
customers were struggling with finding the suitable suppliers in the US market because of the
following reasons: there were no suppliers with the high level of production, it was difficult
to have suppliers from Europe in the US market, the customers needed help in sustainability
projects like calculation CO2 emissions. In order to help the customer with these challenges,
Zordan has started investing more in the US market.

Adapting to Technical Challenges and Promoting Sustainability

Guiseppe Caruso mentioned that Zordan is doing its best to make extremely challenging
prototypes from the technical point of view according to the customers’ designs and vision.
In addition to that, Zordan is trying as much as possible to follow sustainability principles in
all the projects. In this case it is necessary to remember that all the clients are on different
levels regarding sustainability. Some of them are more dedicated to sustainability principles
and they have specific rules inside the company. In this case, while discussing the project,
Zordan contacts not only the project manager but also the sustainability manager of the client
so as to find the best solution for matching sustainability, costs, and time. With other
customers who are behind in sustainability, the process is different. In such situations the goal

of Zordan is to try to make the client understand the importance of the topic, show how they



can help in transition towards sustainability, to show that the competitors are ahead in this
topic, and to present that the market is going in this direction. In the latter case, the company
can make such proposals only when there is a strong relationship with the client and its

loyalty.

Question 3. Sustainability and Digitalization

Digitalization and Sustainability in Luxury Brands

According to the interview, Zordan thinks that luxury brands are advanced in digitalization
but at the same time they are behind in terms of sustainability since it is more difficult for
them to explore this direction and go deeper into it. Regarding digitalization, each brand has
an IT team specialized in digitalization and new technologies, and for this reason Zordan is
less involved directly in this topic. As for sustainability principles, there is a way higher
complexity to manage since it is hard to see the impact of these practices directly in the
stores. Because of the higher complexity many people, both in Zordan and in the customer’s
brand, are involved in completing the project in a more sustainable way.

The Three-Phase Approach of Measuring CO2 Emissions

One of the most important parts regarding sustainability is calculating CO2 emissions of the
store. Zordan divides all the processes in three big phases — upstream, core, and downstream.
Upstream phase includes raw material purchase, raw material transportation, glues and
paints; core — use of water, electricity, fuel, indirect emissions, direct emissions; downstream
— transportation of the furniture to the customer, the use of the furniture, end of life. This
division allows Zordan to include all the stages of life of the product. One of the most
important tasks is to understand how each decision of the customer impacts all phases of
emission, also in terms of costs since every customer thinks about business first.

The Future of Sustainability in Luxury Brands

Talking about the importance of sustainability for one of the main Zordan’s clients, Bulgari,
it is more important in terms of competitions. All the brands strive to the best in their market,
and for this reason they want to be first and have a better reputation. However, the cost of
investments in sustainability is still low. In general, luxury brands are ready to pay more and
invest more but they have to see the value added by the investment.

Guiseppe Caruso believes that in the future all the brands and their stores have to become
more and more sustainable every year. This includes not only declaring the amount of CO2
emitted by each store, but also the way of compensating these emissions, for example,

through growing new plants.



Question 4. Pop-Up Stores Trend

Introduction

In the high-end retail market, the trend of pop-up stores has taken hold. This trend allows
companies to experiment with innovative concepts that enrich the customer experience and to
react rapidly to market opportunities. Zordan, on the other hand, has decided to consciously
not operate in this segment. The following section of our report will illustrate the reasons
behind this decision as expressed by Giuseppe Caruso, CEO of Zordan, during the interview.
Business Considerations

Mr. Caruso acknowledges that the profitability of pop-up stores is very high because they are
characterized by very high margins and low upkeep. Even though this short-term profitability
is very tempting, there is a deep-rooted contradiction with the business model which Zordan
has adopted over the long-term. In fact, pop-up stores are ephemeral and so their negative
impact on the environment can be very high. The structures that make them up, once the
period of use is over, are usually broken down and then discarded. This behavior creates
waste and harms the environment. For Zordan, creating value, in harmony with the
environment and for the benefit of future generations, takes precedence over profitability.
This is the reason why they have decided not to produce pop-up stores, despite the short-term
benefits that this activity would bring.

Environmental Impact

In addition to financial and operational considerations, Zordan’s mission of sustainability
cannot be overlooked. Mr. Caruso explained that the life cycle of pop-up stores is inherently
wasteful. Most pop-up stores have a lifespan of three months to a year. Structures and
elements at the end of life are dismantled and disposed of often by dumping in landfills. The
byproducts of this dumping and breaking create air and soil pollution. To mitigate the
impacts of this pollution, Zordan recommends sourcing materials and services for pop-up
stores locally. One way of reducing emissions from fossil fuels is by making sure that the
materials and structures needed for an event do not have to travel very far to get to the event
site. Local sourcing also benefits the local economy by spending local dollars rather than
sending them out to large regions of various companies or corporations. In addition, Zordan
encourages its clients to consider the end of life for their furniture and structural elements,
and to keep embodied carbon in mind when choosing materials and building practices. By
designing out of the lifespan of its materials, Zordan encourages recycling and the reuse of

materials.



Strategic Implications

The Zordan approach is focused on stable, long-term solutions, and not on short-term, high
opportunities. This strategy not only corresponds to their environmental values, but also
positions them as a leader in the field of stable retail decisions for luxury. Council on the
advice of customers to choose local suppliers for temporary settings, Zordan strengthens its
commitment to reducing environmental impacts with the support of sustainable business
practice. In addition, this position distinguishes Zordan in the market, addressing
environmentally conscious brands and consumers.

Thus, the decision of Zordan not to invest in pop-up stores has been based on a clear
understanding of the values of sustainability and the proper approach to the value generation
in the long run. This is a strategic choice which is compatible with their organizational
identity as a responsible, sustainable and innovative retailer of luxury products that places

greater value with environmental management than with economic value.

Question 5. End of Life

End of Life Management in Luxury Stores

The last phase of all the stages of life of all the products is the end of life. It is also applicable
to the stores of luxury brands due to the fact that the design and the concept is changing over
time. According to the interview, pop-up stores can last not more than one or two years since
these kinds of stores are temporary. As for the usual stores, they usually last from six to eight
years. When the store closes, the future of the furniture depends on the condition of the
objects. Sometimes old furniture can be reused in temporary stores, but most companies

prefer to throw it away.

Sustainable Production Techniques

While creating and prototyping the projects, it is essential for Zordan to think about the end
of life of the furniture they produce so as to minimize the negative impact. In order to do this,
Zordan has created unique technologies for making the projects more sustainable. For
example, reducing the usage of glue during the production process can be achieved through
the use of special mechanical techniques and structures that allow the parts to be fixed
without the use of additional materials.

Question 6. Servitization Strategies and Future Goals

Embedding Sustainability in Day to Day Operations



Sustainability at Zordan is not just a key pillar in their business operations, but it also runs in
the day-to-day activities of employees. From the moment they arrive at work to the way they
manage resources, such as lighting and tools, sustainability is a guiding principle. With the
belief that what you do starts with who you are, every employee makes decisions guided by
Zordan’s purpose of prosperity, people, and the planet. Every day, the actions and decisions
of employees and managers are aligned with these principles to ensure coherence and
consistency in the implementation and achievement of sustainability in the long run.
Servitization and Customer Engagement

Another key strategy in Zordan’s plan is to engage customers in their businesses to enhance
sustainability and move towards servitization. A major part of this engagement encourages
customers to adopt sustainable practices in their stores through the use of sustainable and eco-
friendly materials and processes during the construction and maintenance of stores. Thus,
Zordan can influence their customers’ choices to ensure that every decision taken together
with Zordan’s is in line with sustainability principles. This approach has proven to strengthen
customer relations and sustainability.

Future Strategic Directions

In considering possible future strategies to increase their presence in the market and further
develop their services, Zordan is thinking of entering new markets, such as hotels and private
homes. Although the possibility of entering new markets is still on the table, there is also a
strong intent to engage the luxury retail market further, which has deep knowledge and
expertise. This would mean providing more services to their current clients, which would in
turn increase their share in their customers’ budget, which currently stands at 30% but is
likely to rise to about 50% in the future. To achieve this, Zordan is looking into small
acquisitions of like-minded businesses that believe in sustainability and have a strong
customer base in luxury retail furniture service. This would enable Zordan to offer more
comprehensive services and create a greater impact on their customers’ sustainable journeys.
Through possible acquisitions and increasing their share in their customers’ budgets, Zordan
intends to consolidate and grow its presence in the market without diverging from its
principles. They can use this strategy to compete effectively in the market, while ensuring

that sustainability is embedded in their business strategy for future developments.

(Daria Dubova, Anastasiia Irkhina, Tatiana Polnikova, Daniil Prozorov, Maksim Sergeev,

Elena Vavilova, 2024)
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