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Abstract 

Purpose— the purpose of this research is to explore how consumers co-create sustainable 

corporate brands (SCBs) by framing brands with a newly-adopted sustainability orientation. 

Design/methodology/approach—the qualitative data were generated from four focus groups 

consisting of altogether 25 Finnish millennial consumers. The data were analysed using thematic 

analysis and the resulting themes were classified as different framings. 

Findings—the findings indicate three ways of framing SCBs: as signs of corporate hypocrisy, as 

threats that increase societal fragmentation, and as signs of corporate enlightenment. These 

framings are based on two components: the perceived attributes and activities of the corporate 

brand. 

Originality— the theoretical contribution is twofold: firstly, the paper extends the sustainable 

corporate branding literature by demonstrating how SCBs are co-created through an interactive 

framing process between the corporation and primary stakeholders and, secondly, it contributes to 

the constitutive approach to corporate social responsibility communication (CSRC) research by 

showing how millennial consumers frame corporate brands that communicate corporations’ newly-

adopted sustainability orientation. 

Practical implications—the role of corporate brands is expanding from the business sphere 

towards actively influencing society. Yet, sustainability activities can be risky if consumers, as 

primary stakeholders, deem them unacceptable, unethical, or untrustworthy. This research supports 

brand managers to succeed in co-creating SCBs as contributors to societal and environmental well-

being, at a time when multiple stakeholders consider this a worthwhile endeavour. 
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Introduction 

An increasing number of corporate brands rally behind sustainability issues. Brands raise their 

voices to fight against environmental problems, such as Apple’s ‘Earth – Shot on iPhone’ campaign 

in the wake of the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris agreement, or to promote diversity like Mars 

Chocolate’s recent ‘Look on the Light Side’ campaign, which aimed to overcome disability 

discrimination. Among many other examples of issue-driven communication, these major brands 

taking visible stances on sustainability show that corporate brands are no longer mere mediators of 

cultural meaning (McCracken, 1988), but play active roles in developing meanings, values, and 

norms in society (Schultz et al., 2013). Joyce Stuart (2011) conceptualised brands that lead this 

trend as sustainable corporate brands (later SCBs) and defined them as ‘corporate brands whose 

promise or covenant has sustainability as a core value’ (Stuart, 2011, p. 139).  

SCBs extend the role and purpose of corporate branding (Aßländer and Curbach, 2014). 

From the role perspective, SCBs can be seen as a response to the widespread critique that condemns 

multinational corporate brands as emblems of the downsides of commercialisation and globalisation 

(e.g. Klein, 2000). Regarding the purpose, then, SCBs signal the reorientation of corporate social 

responsibility communication (later CSRC) from information provision towards impact orientation 

(Tuan et al., 2019).  

However, the link between corporate branding and sustainability is not always congruent or 

straightforward. On the one hand, SCBs may yield many advantages for the parenting corporation 

such as new value creation opportunities, improved reputation, increased employee engagement, 

and strengthened relationships with a vast group of internal and external stakeholders (Biraghi et 

al., 2017). On the other hand, the highlighted sustainability orientation can attract scepticism, cause 

offence, or even lead to conflict. This can happen if primary stakeholders, such as consumers, deem 

SCBs illegitimate or untrustworthy, or perceive their sustainability activities as unacceptable or 

unethical (Garcia and Greenwood, 2015; Rodríguez et al., 2017). In this context, a corporate brand 

with a newly-adopted sustainability orientation may experience a mismatch between consumers’ 

existing perceptions of the brand and the new orientation. A topical example illustrating such 

potential discrepancies is McDonald’s attempting to associate its brand with a sustainable and 

healthy lifestyle (Arbouw et al., 2019).  

While sustainable corporate branding is increasingly gaining attention among CSRC and 

corporate branding scholars, a large part of the existing research is focused on the company 

perspective (e.g. Stuart, 2011; Rindell et al., 2011; Vilá and Bharadwaj, 2017). As a result, our 

understanding of the processes through which consumers, and other stakeholder groups engage in 

dialogues on SCBs, remains underdeveloped (Luoma-aho and Vos, 2010). This article focuses on 

building this understanding. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/CCIJ-11-2019-0121


This is the authors’ post-print version. The article has been published in Corporate 

Communications: An International Journal. Please cite the published version: Lahtinen, S. and 

Närvänen, E. (2020), "Co-creating sustainable corporate brands: a consumer framing approach", 

Corporate Communications: An International Journal, Vol. 25 No. 3, pp. 447-461. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/CCIJ-11-2019-0121 

 

The purpose of this research is, therefore, to explore how consumers co-create SCBs by 

framing corporate brands with a newly-adopted sustainability orientation. The empirical research 

focuses on the consumer cohort of millennials: young consumers born between the 1980s and the 

early 2000s. In order to analyse how the participating millennials interpret, understand, and make 

sense of SCBs, the analysis is guided by a framing approach (Goffman, 1974). 

The paper is structured as follows: First, previous studies on sustainable corporate branding 

are reviewed, after which the framing approach is described and discussed. Then, the methodology 

and data are elaborated in detail, and the findings of the empirical research are presented, focusing 

on the three ways of framing SCBs. Finally, the theoretical and managerial implications of the study 

are provided, together with the limitations and future research opportunities. 

 

Co-creating corporate brands with a newly-adopted sustainability orientation 

Corporate branding emphasises the culture and values of the entire corporation, whereas product 

branding focuses on the functional, emotional, or symbolic attributes of the product per se (Pace, 

2017; Schroeder, 2017). Hence, corporate branding operates at a more abstract, even metaphorical 

level, enabling dialogues between the corporation and its primary stakeholders. In brand co-creation 

theory, corporate brands are seen as co-created in these dialogues (Hatch and Schultz, 2010), giving 

credence to the role of consumers and other stakeholders in constructing brands through interactive 

processes of meaning-making (Diamond et al., 2009; Närvänen and Goulding, 2016). 

Brand co-creation theory aligns with a constitutive approach to CSRC, which considers CSR 

as communicatively constructed in dynamic processes between the corporation and multiple 

stakeholders in today’s networked societies. (Cornelissen et al., 2012; Schultz and Wehmeier, 2010; 

Schultz et al. 2013; Tuan et al. 2019). According to these two streams of theoretical insight, brand 

meanings for SCBs are not exclusively created through the corporation’s own voice, but they are, 

instead, collectively constituted in various communicative practices. Collectively constituted SCBs 

are hence owned by society, not the corporations alone (Hatch and Schultz, 2010; Rindell et al. 

2011). 

Set in this context, SCBs make ‘a contribution to the (sustainable) development of society’ 

(Weder et al., 2019, p. 370). Such brands move from being a mere face of the corporation for its 

stakeholders into being an interface facilitating dialogue between several actors, such as consumers, 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs), policymakers, and civil society (Cornelissen et al., 2012). 

These dialogues are facilitated through different brand activities; SCBs may participate, for 

instance, in public discourse, civil endeavours, political rulemaking, and/or concrete problem 

solving (Aßländer and Curbach, 2014).  

Compared to traditional CSR programmes, SCBs can become significant vehicles for 

corporations to translate their sustainability concerns and ambitions into enacted citizenship. This is 

due to the influential position that corporate brands hold in the marketplace; they are well 

recognised among different stakeholders and have multiple touchpoints in consumers’ lives 

(Balmer, 2012). Recent developments in the sustainable corporate branding literature suggest that 

by joining forces on societal and environmental issues, and hence creating alignment between the 
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corporation and a wider scope of stakeholders, SCBs can eventually turn into political-moral actors 

(Schultz et al., 2013; Schroeder, 2017). 

As political-moral actors, SCBs can achieve a transformative role in society. By definition, a 

transformative role implies that actors (i.e. corporate brands) ‘become conscious of their role in 

reproducing structures and elect to make new, imaginative choices to challenge dominant patterns’ 

(Blocker and Barrios, 2015, p. 268). This role goes far beyond traditional corporate branding issues, 

such as brand image, identity, and loyalty, and focuses instead on the impact of corporate branding 

on society and the environment. Accordingly, a transformative role for an SCB may consist of 

shaping the current ways of thinking, ways of organising, and ways of doing in the communities in 

which it operates, thus contributing to the much-needed sustainability transitions in society (Geels 

and Schot, 2007; Köhler et al., 2019).  

In order to contribute to sustainability transitions, brand managers need to be able to 

negotiate with primary stakeholders about sustainability issues and activities in ways that move 

their corporate brand beyond information provision towards making a positive impact (Golob et al., 

2013, Tuan et al., 2019). Moreover, as sustainability issues can be controversial among 

stakeholders with diverse viewpoints, and even end up even hurting the corporate brand (Johnson-

Young and Magee, 2019), brand managers need to pay attention on how their primary stakeholders, 

especially consumers, frame their corporate brand with a newly-adopted sustainability orientation. 

 

The framing approach 

Framing, as an analytical approach, supports an understanding of how different actors, such as 

corporations, the news media, or the public, interpret, understand, and label issues (Etter and 

Vestergaard, 2015). A general review on the relations between the news media and CSR 

communication, for instance, highlighted how companies may work with the press to garner interest 

for their CSR efforts through framing them in a press-friendly manner (Carroll, 2011). In line with 

this, Weder et al. (2019) identified different communication strategies that energy corporations use 

to frame the ongoing transition to renewable energy. With a special case of human rights issues, 

Meriläinen and Vos (2013) addressed framing as a way to understand, shape, and manage issues 

that attract public debate. Similarly, research by Ravazzani and Maier (2017) demonstrated how 

corporations may deliberately legitimise and delegitimise selected perspectives in social media 

through framing. As a unique platform, Etter and Vestergaard (2015) compared public framings of 

a corporate crisis in social media with those of the news media, NGOs, and corporate 

communication and underlined the necessity of tailored responses to reach the online public 

because of its distinct crisis framing. 

Yet, despite its wide application as an analytical approach within CSRC literature, framing 

represents an important yet overlooked approach for informing brand co-creation theory in general 

and the co-creation of SCBs in particular. Framing, as a ‘socially situated process of meaning 

construction’ (Cornelissen and Werner, 2014, p. 183), challenges the sender-dominated conduit 

models of communication that focus on the alignment between what the corporation communicates 

its brand to be and how the brand is perceived by its stakeholders. Instead, framing acknowledges 
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the active role of consumers and other stakeholders in de-constructing, co-constructing, and re-

constructing meanings for corporate brands, including SCBs.  

Against this background, framing is adopted here as an analytical approach, since it can 

enable a nuanced understanding of the reciprocal interaction processes through which consumers 

contribute to the co-creation of SCBs. Accordingly, consumers are seen as ‘signifying agents’ 

(Snow and Benford, 1988), re-signifying SCBs and their actions in relation to public discourse, 

societal values, and global concerns. SCBs, then, are neither treated as vehicles to convey the 

corporations’ intended sustainability message, nor as representations in the consumers’ minds, but 

as phenomena that emerge in the social interaction between the corporation and multiple 

stakeholders. Based on the framing approach, the research is motivated by the following questions:  

RQ1: How do millennial consumers, as a key stakeholder group, frame SCBs?  

RQ2: How are these framings constituted? 

 

 

Methodology 

Methodologically, this research is inspired by the interpretive paradigm (see Tuan et al., 2019), 

which views reality as subjective and socially constructed (Burr, 2015). To capture the constitutive 

processes in which the corporation and consumers negotiate different viewpoints, values, and 

meanings for SCBs, qualitative focus groups were conducted. In general, focus groups are 

considered a suitable method for exploring research questions that are based on a social 

constructionist research philosophy and have interest in social interaction (Tadajewski, 2016), since 

they enable natural dialogues and can thus reveal unexpected understandings in a group (Malhotra 

and Birks, 2007). In this study, focus groups, compared to individual interviews, gave participants 

an opportunity to voice their opinions and views in a social setting. 

Altogether, four focus groups with 25 Finnish millennials were conducted. Today, 

millennials are considered an attractive consumer group for many brands (Rissanen and Luoma-

Aho, 2016), but especially for those brands incorporating sustainability in their covenant. In effect, 

millennials are characterised as civic-minded, well-being oriented, as well as ‘in tune with social 

issues’ and ‘willing to show their support for socially responsible businesses while turning against 

companies that are not’ (Furlow, 2011, p. 62). Furthermore, millennials are active in social media, 

where they can freely level their criticism against brands that do not meet their standards. As a 

result, millennials are uniquely positioned to exert control in the marketplace by calling for a new 

consciousness from corporations regarding sustainability (Weder et al., 2019).  

In recruiting millennials to participate in the focus groups, a principle of ‘purposive 

sampling’ was used. Purposive sampling is recommended for focus group studies, in which it is 

important that the participants are knowledgeable about the subject being studied and willing to 

take part in the conversation (Gummesson, 2017). While the exact years defining millennials vary 

between researchers, a widely-adopted time frame ranging from the early-1980s to the early-2000s 
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was used as a guideline (Valentine and Powers, 2013). Table 1 provides detailed information about 

the focus groups. 

Table 1. Dataset of the study 

 
Focus group 1 Focus group 2 Focus group 3 Focus group 4 Total 

Number of participants 5 8 7 5 25 

Participants' birth years  1989–1994 1984–1993 1991–1994 1990–1994 1984–1994 

Duration 1 h 5 min 1 h 33 min 1 h 17 min 1 h 24 min 319 min 

 

The focus group sessions were divided into two parts. The first part was guided by two types of 

open-ended questions (Spradley, 1979): the ‘grand-tour’ questions, such as: ‘which values in life 

are important to you?’ and the ‘mini-tour’ questions, like: ‘how do you see corporate brands taking 

stances on sustainability?’ The second part was built around selected campaigns that embody 

corporate brands’ intended sustainability stances. The brand campaigns were selected from the 

participants’ immediate cultural milieus for their familiarity, topicality, and relevance. The brands 

represent different industries, such as fashion, food retail, home interior, and telecommunications. 

These industries, which closely relate to consumers’ everyday life, have seen more sustainability 

stances than industries in general in Finland, where the study was conducted. Due to the copyright 

restrictions, images of the selected campaigns could not be included in the paper, but a detailed 

description of each campaign is given in Table 2. 

Table 2. Detailed description of the selected brand campaigns discussed in the focus groups 

Brand campaign Industry Issue and stance Description of the material 

Untamed Beauty 

by Kalevala 

Jewellery 

Fashion  Embracing equality 

by challenging the 

stereotypes of 

womanhood 

The film (1min52s) embraces a diversified 

imagery of female figures; young, old, tattooed, 

disabled, and lesbian women, who are engaged in 

their own hobbies and passions. Audio track Ken 

on heistä kaikkein kaunein (eng. Who is the 

prettiest of them all) is known as the Miss Finland 

beauty contest theme song. 

Christmas Peace 

by HOK-Elanto 

Food retail  Opposing racism by 

embedding people 

of different ethnic 

backgrounds to the 

Finnish society 

In the film (2min23s), a multi-ethnic choir sings a 

famous Finnish rock ballad Murheellisten 

laulujen maa (eng. A land of sad songs). Multiple 

short scenes show the participation of non-white 

people in the everyday Finnish life, such as in 

teaching, parenting, enjoying the sauna, fishing, 

and hunting in the forest. 
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17% discount to 

women only by 

Finlayson 

Home 

interior  

Highlighting the 

gender wage gap in 

the Finnish society 

The print (one page) promotes women-only 

discounts for one month. The text states that 

women are charged only 83% of the full retail 

price when shopping at Finlayson, reflecting the 

fact that women in Finland earn 83 cents on 

average for every euro earned by a man. 

Mating belongs to 

all by K-Group 

Food retail Promoting 

biodiversity by 

improving the 

management of 

Finland’s fish 

population 

The educational film (2min42s) addresses threats, 

such as dams and other human-made barriers, to 

endangered migratory fish. The film seeks to 

entertain, but also educate people about how 

these obstacles may block the natural passage to 

the mating grounds of certain fish species. 

Stay in touch, stay 

together by Elisa 

Telecom Strengthening 

family ties by 

encouraging 

interaction between 

parents and 

teenagers 

The film (2min25s) depicts a troubled 

relationship between a single-dad and a teenage 

son. The dad tries to painstakingly reach out to 

his son, who keeps ignoring his attempts. Until 

one evening, when the son ends up in a street 

fight, and has no-one else to turn to but his dad. 

The dad comes to rescue his bleeding son. 

 

The data analysis began by transcribing the focus group recordings and continued by reading and 

re-reading the transcribed data. Different framings were developed through thematic analysis by 

coding, categorising, and reporting themes within the data (Braun and Clake, 2006). Themes are 

defined here as ‘meaningful entities constructed from recurrent codes that unify disparate data, and 

capture something important about the data in relation to the research question’ (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, p. 82). By referring to ‘developing’ rather than ‘identifying’ themes, the authors acknowledge 

their own role in thematising meanings, instead of cherry-picking pre-existing truths (Holloway and 

Todres, 2003).   

The thematic analysis followed an inductive logic, which means that the analysis was data-

driven rather than theory-driven (deductive logic). In other words, the developed themes emerged 

from the data instead of being forced to fit into any pre-existing framework (Patton, 2015). By 

grounding the analysis in participants’ perspectives, their own voices were honoured throughout the 

research. However, since researchers cannot completely free themselves from their theoretical 

commitments, even when following an inductive logic (Braun and Clarke, 2006), the analysis is 

recognised to have some deductive traits as well. 

Table 3 exemplifies the coding and thematisation of the data. As illustrated with the selected 

excerpt, multiple coding procedures were used to capture the subjective, action-oriented, and deep 

essence of the data. As the first-cycle coding procedure, descriptive coding and action coding used 

codes that stemmed from the participants’ own language and expressions, instead of being drawn 

from previous research (Saldana, 2016). As the second-cycle coding procedure, concept coding 

proceeded from the participant-generated codes towards more abstract-level ideas; concept codes 

were used to extract a deeper meaning beyond a single subjective opinion, view, or interpretation 

(Saldana, 2016). 
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Table 3. Example of the coding and thematisation of the data 

Data: Quotation Coding Brand attributes 

and activities 

Framing 

I got stuck in your point that if the 

brand takes a stance on a specific 

moral issue, does it take the 

position of a political party? 

Maybe not here in Finland, but at 

least in the US, there are terrible 

fights between the political 

parties. Brands stepping into this 

arena might think they attract 

people but could unexpectedly end 

up separating them. 

Descriptive codes: moral, 

political, powerful, 

unexpected 

Action codes: take a stance 

on a specific moral issue, 

take the position of a 

political party, attract people, 

separate people 

Concept codes: fear of 

unhoped-for polarisation 

caused by corporate brands 

Brand attributes: 

powerful 

 

Brand activities: 

influencing mind-

sets 

SCBs as threats 

that increase 

societal 

fragmentation 

 

The analysis continued until exhaustive, yet mutually exclusive framings were established (Bailey, 

1994). The three developed framings are introduced in the next section. 

 

Findings 

The focus group participants framed SCBs in three different ways: as signs of corporate hypocrisy, 

as threats that increase societal fragmentation, and as signs of corporate enlightenment. These 

framings were based on two components: the perceived attributes of the brand and the perceived 

activities of the brand, which the participants used to differentiate SCBs from conventional 

corporate brands that have no sustainability orientation. Since a single participant could adopt 

different framings, the analysis did not aim to differentiate between participants, but rather between 

the different framings. In this section, the findings are structured around these three framings and 

the two framing components, which are discussed first.  

Firstly, participants based their framings on perceived brand attributes (Table 4). Altogether, 

16 attributes were mentioned in the data. In the analysis process, these were integrated into four 

main categories: dialogic, contemporary, sincere and powerful. Of the four categories developed, 

the first three were seen positive, while the fourth was considered more worrisome as such a brand 

could also have a negative impact on society. 

Table 4. Perceived brand attributes of SCBs 

Brand attribute Description Illustrative quote 

Dialogic Participants expect brands to interact 

with the public and would like to see 

SCBs having a dialogue with 

consumers and society 

Today, consumers may also challenge companies and 

ask their opinion of a sustainability issue. As consumers, 

we demand real answers, not just words. (Focus group 

4) 
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Contemporary Participants expect brands to be up-to-

date and advocate liberal values, such 

as equality, justice, sustainability, and 

empathy, which resonate with their 

own worldview 

This company might have wanted to be seen as relevant, 

and by breaking certain boundaries, they are pointing 

out that they are up-to-date. (Focus group 3) 

Sincere Participants insist brands to be 

authentic and transparent. SCBs are 

evaluated in terms of integrity and high 

intolerance for green-washing and 

purpose-washing. 

Taking visible social stands creates pressure for 

integrity. In today’s environment, brands may be caught 

red-handed if they create only illusions about their 

benevolence instead of acting accordingly. (Focus group 

2) 

Powerful Participants recognize brands as 

powerful vehicles in society and are 

concerned that SCBs could increase 

societal polarisation by misusing their 

power. 

I begin to think about freedom of speech. If everything is 

allowed, could some brands use that to spread racist or 

otherwise morally wrong thoughts in society? (Focus 

group 4) 

 

In addition to brand attributes, participants formed their framings around perceived brand activities 

(Table 5). From the nine initial activities mentioned, four categories were formed: doing good, 

distributing information, influencing mind-sets, and providing resources. It is noteworthy that none 

of these activities is directly intended to communicate the brand image, nor to increase consumers’ 

purchasing intentions, which can be considered as traditional corporate branding tasks. This 

corroborates the theoretical notion that SCBs move away from the brand–customer dyad towards 

wider societal concerns (Schroeder, 2017), transcending the traditional role and purpose of 

corporate branding. 

Table 5. Perceived brand activities of SCBs 

Brand activity Description Illustrative quote 

Doing good Participants expect the whole business 

model of SCBs to be based on doing 

good, like the company committing to 

circular economy; or advancing 

physical, mental or financial well-being 

of the community. 

Instead of a company advertising that they are a 

sustainable company, the ethical and 

sustainable principles should be so deeply 

entwined with the actual business model that 

their whole business benefits society. (Focus 

group 1) 

Distributing 

information 

Participants experience added value 

when SCBs deliver useful information 

for them, such as tips for recycling or 

reducing their ecological footprint. 

It’s great when brands make things easier for us, 

for example, sharing information on how our 

choices affect the environment. I think this adds 

an awareness of sustainable consumption in the 

everyday lives of consumers. (Focus group 2) 

Influencing 

mindsets 

Participants are affected by branding 

efforts beyond their purchasing 

intentions and assess SCB’s 

communications in terms of how their 

reasoning is affected, their emotions 

touched or even how they experience 

personal transformation. 

I’ve never shopped at this clothing boutique 

fighting against fast fashion and selling only 

classical pieces, but their slogan, ‘slow fashion’, 

has made me think, ‘Do I really need new clothes 

for every party and season?’, so it has changed 

my attitude towards consumption. (Focus group 

3) 
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Providing 

resources 

Participants awaits SCBs to address 

communal concerns through providing 

resources, such as financial means, 

time, talent, networks and other 

capabilities the brands possess. 

We have to think about the best ways of being 

sustainable. …Sometimes the best way might be 

to address a social need by donating money, for 

instance, for World Vision. (Focus group 1)  

 

The differences between the three framings of SCBs followed from participants emphasising brand 

attributes and brand activities differently. Firstly, framing these brands as signs of corporate 

hypocrisy denoted that the corporations positioned their brands as sustainable, but lacked real and 

transparent activities that showed the brands to be fulfilling their sustainability promises in practice. 

Secondly, framing these brands as threats that increase societal fragmentation communicated that 

some of the brand activities were in place, but without the appropriate sustainability orientation, 

suggesting the brands might be misusing their position as political-moral actors. Finally, framing 

the brands as signs of corporate enlightenment indicated a symmetry between the perceived brand 

attributes and brand activities, reflecting a sustainability orientation that was carried out in real and 

transparent societal and environmental actions. These framings (Table 6) are discussed next. 

Table 6. Summary of the participants’ framing of SCBs 

Framing Description            Framing components 

  Attributes                  Activities 

Illustrative quote 

Signs of 

corporate 

hypocrisy 

SCBs use false 

claims of 

sustainability 

and unsuitably 

extend their 

commercial 

role 

Brands are 

dialogic and 

contemporary 

actors but not 

sincere nor 

powerful, due to 

the lack of real 

efforts 

Brands do not 

enact any 

sustainability 

activities, and in 

part, are not 

even expected to 

do so 

I think the only goal for such 

corporate brands is to look 

good in the eyes of others, and 

they do these things just 

because they have realised it’s 

a trick to gain more money. 

(Focus group 3) 

Threats 

increasing 

societal 

fragmentation 

SCBs increase 

polarisation 

and misuse 

their power 

and freedom of 

speech 

Brands are 

powerful actors, 

but not dialogic, 

contemporary, 

or sincere, 

which causes 

fearful doubts 

Brands use their 

position to 

influence social 

climate, but not 

necessarily for 

the good 

It can create problems when 

brands start to use similar 

tools to influence people as 

politicians do. I’m afraid this 

accelerates the fragmentation 

and ideological struggles in 

society. (Focus group 4) 

Signals of 

corporate 

enlightenment 

SCBs become 

value leaders 

in society, 

replacing the 

political parties 

that are losing 

trust 

Brands are 

dialogic, 

contemporary, 

sincere and 

powerful actors 

Brands engage 

in several 

sustainability 

activities that 

advance the 

common good 

The most important thing for 

brands is to act in a way that 

is universally right. I feel 

these brands are like us, 

humans, they know how to act 

right, and they should harm 

no-one. (Focus group 1) 

 

A sign of corporate hypocrisy 
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This framing presents SCBs as commercial actors promoting inauthentic sustainability stances. 

Within this framing, SCB’s integrity was questioned for two main reasons: (1) lack of trust in the 

SCB’s altruism and (2) SCBs crossing boundaries between the public and private domains. Firstly, 

participants perceived SCBs as only maximising profit by taking advantage of the consumers’ 

willingness to pay a premium for sustainable brands, without any real sustainability commitments. 

Therefore, their actions were mainly considered as ‘green-washing’ or ‘purpose-washing’, as one of 

the focus group participants described:  

‘I think these corporate stances should create pressure for transparency. Today, many brands 

get caught in action for green-washing, I mean they only create illusionary sustainability 

claims instead of changing anything in their behavior. To me, that’s hypocritical.’ (Focus 

group 3) 

In the second reasoning, society and corporations were seen as two inherently separate entities, 

meaning that corporate brands should not even attempt to extend their actions as commercial actors 

into the societal sphere. This view was justified with the legal purpose of a corporation: to yield 

profits for its shareholders. One focus group participant expressed their opinion as follows: 

‘In my opinion, it’s weird when a corporate brand takes a stand on immigration and the 

questions related to it. I don’t think it’s their responsibility at all to act like that. I feel it’s 

just hard-nosed marketing communications’. (Focus group 1) 

To summarize this framing, participants stated that SCBs should leave the societal and 

environmental problem-solving for traditional public institutions, such as states and governments, 

and NGOs, which are characterized by different rights and responsibilities in society and have 

different raisons d’etre than commercial corporate brands. But if the corporate brands still decide to 

join forces on sustainability, their actions were expected to speak louder than words. 

A threat that increases societal fragmentation 

This framing presents SCBs as powerful political-moral actors, whose societal and environmental 

stances can come with undesirable consequences. The participants raised concerns for two main 

reasons: (1) SCBs increasing polarisation in society and (2) SCBs misusing their power. Firstly, 

SCBs were assumed to have good intentions, but cause unhoped-for side effects by taking stances 

on sensitive, value-based issues in the public debate. One focus group participant pondered: 

‘Maybe these kind of stances will accelerate social polarisation even more, and that doesn’t 

sound too good to me’. (Focus group 4) 

The second reasoning revealed a fear that corporate brands might use their significant foothold in 

society to advocate questionable stances, such as racism, inequality, or climate scepticism. SCBs 

were seen as powerful actors that could potentially fuel conflicts based on differing values in the 

communities they operate, as expressed by one focus group participant: 

“If someone reads the free paper Kauppasuomi, (eng. TradeFinland), they can’t escape the 

political manifestations that this neo nazi dude writes to his own paper, which he then 

publishes under the brand name of his department store Kärkkäinen. The polarization of 

thoughts can be accelerated just like this.” (Focus group 2) 
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To summarize this framing, participants brought up their misgivings about the increasing 

significance of corporate brands in today’s society. They found it worrisome that commercial 

brands start to compete in the marketplace with moral values, especially when it is nearly 

impossible for consumers to know the true reasons behind corporate brands’ newly-adopted 

sustainability orientations. 

A sign of corporate enlightenment 

Like in the previous framing, also in this framing SCBs we significant political-moral actors in 

society, but with a much more positive impact. The impact of SCBs was felt on both macro and 

micro levels. On the macro level, SCBs were seen to replace political institutions as value leaders. 

Participants felt that the trust in the political system is crumbling and, therefore, political opinions 

are no longer having a similar foothold in shaping society’s values. They saw that SCBs advocating 

sustainable values could fill the vacuum by assuming the role of opinion leaders. As one of the 

focus group participants said: 

‘I believe that brands can take the role of some kind of value leaders when our political 

system is starting to break up’. (Focus group 2) 

On the micro-level, SCBs were perceived as interactive tools for identifying and reconfiguring a 

person’s own values. Here, the participants recognised that SCBs have the required power, 

publicity, and resources to highlight the often-sensitive sustainability issues. While the participants 

admitted that they seldom contemplated their own values unless someone contested them, they felt 

that SCBs made them a favour by bringing certain issues into their awareness, as demonstrated by 

one focus group participant: 

‘A corporate brand can symbolise certain ideologies or values, which we, as consumers, can 

then adopt as our own’. (Focus group 4) 

To summarize this framing, participants were ready to treat SCBs as opinion leaders in society, if 

they were aligned with their creed and supported by real, concrete, and transparent actions. Based 

on this framing, it can be deduced that the most likely way for corporate brands to advance 

sustainability in their communities, and appear as enlightened, is to guarantee a symmetry between 

the perceived brand attributes and brand activities.  

 

Discussion and conclusions 

Corporate brands make headlines with their intentions to combat the environmental crisis or fight 

inequality, yet participants in the focus groups framed these brands differently. The participants, 

representing a generation of millennial consumers, were deeply worried about the current state of 

society and the future of the planet. They shared a view that they live in an era of major challenges, 

and they recognized new actors, such as corporate brands with newly-adopted sustainability 

orientations addressing these challenges, yet with varying efforts. 

 This paper argues that in order for SCBs to succeed in their sustainability efforts, they must 

be seen as a joint construction. Thus, it is not enough for a corporate brand to embody sustainability 

at its epicentre; how consumers, and other key stakeholders, frame sustainability issues and actions 
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determines the success or defeat of SCBs. Accordingly, the paper proposes that sustainable 

corporate branding should no longer be seen as a company-driven development process; instead, it 

relates to how the brand becomes relevant for the key stakeholders, such as consumers, vis-à-vis the 

prevalent sustainability issues and the public debate in society. 

Building on the recent developments in the sustainable corporate branding literature, this 

paper corroborates the notion that SCBs do not merely promote the corporation to its customers and 

other stakeholders; instead, they use their coverage to address prevalent sustainability issues 

through participating in the public debate, and through engaging in activities that advance the 

common good (Schroeder, 2017). This shift in the role and purpose of corporate branding highlights 

the need to conceptualise, manage, and measure these brands in new ways.  

On the basis of this shift, the paper contributes to the existing literature in two ways. Firstly, 

the research extends the sustainable corporate branding literature by using a framing approach to 

understand and illustrate how brand co-creation happens in situ: how consumers co-create SCBs 

through their framing in the context of the current public discourse and in relation to the prevalent 

sustainability issues. The three framings complement the current understanding of consumers’ 

perceptions of corporate brands with a newly-adopted sustainability orientation (e.g. Arbouw et al., 

2019) by revealing the breadth and depth of different ways of re-signifying such brands. The study 

also elucidates the components of these framings: the perceived attributes and activities of SCBs. 

Based on the insights gleaned from the empirical research, these two components may differentiate 

SCBs from conventional corporate brands. 

Secondly, the paper complements existing studies on framing in the CSRC research by 

enabling a nuanced understanding of the interaction processes between the corporation and 

consumers. Rather than focusing on the frame-setting efforts of the corporation or the stakeholders 

per se, or treating framing as a strategic organisational activity (Etter and Vestergaard, 2015; 

Meriläinen and Vos, 2013; Ravazzani and Maier, 2017), the paper demonstrates framing as a less 

intentional, but still influential, negotiation process in co-creating corporate brands that embody a 

newly-adopted sustainability orientation. 

Managerial implications 

This paper provides practical insights for brand managers who are in the process of developing 

corporate brands with an initial sustainability orientation, or who hope to revitalize their existing 

brands. Firstly, the brand managers are encouraged to engage in two-way dialogues with consumers 

to capture the essence of their values and concerns. This is essential for co-creating brands that are 

relevant to consumers, since as the findings show, even if an SCB would be well intentioned, 

consumers can frame its sustainability stances as inauthentic, inappropriate, or even worse, harming 

the social fabric. Secondly, brand managers are advised to thoroughly educate themselves on the 

sustainability issues they aim to address. One way to gain deeper knowledge on the issues at hand is 

to establish partnerships with actors who work on the front lines of such issues (e.g. NGOs, 

grassroot movements). Thirdly, brand managers should ensure that their sustainability stances are 
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aligned with the entire business strategy and business model. If they are not, discrepancies are likely 

to follow. Table 7 provides more detailed implications of each framing.  

Table 7. Implications for brand managers per framing 

Framing Driving question Recommendations for managers 

Signs of corporate 

hypocrisy 

How to avoid? Integrate sustainability into all aspects of corporate branding, 

not just single marketing campaign 

Act first, communicate only real efforts after 

Be transparent in communicating about sustainability efforts 

Avoid overpromising and false claims of sustainability in 

catchy campaigns 

Threats increasing 

societal 

fragmentation 

How to prevent? Understand the underlying controversies of a given issue, there 

are always some 

Enable idea-sharing among all stakeholders, acknowledge also 

the marginalized groups  

Take responsibility for the consequences of raising an issue 

Avoid aggressive language and hostile visuals to minimize the 

risk of misunderstandings 

Signals of corporate 

enlightenment 

How to foster? Be specific about the brand values  

Adhere strictly to a sustainable business model 

Use the brand as an environmental and societal steward, but 

choose the battles wisely 

Ensure consistency with what the brand stands for, even when 

the business struggles financially 

 

The key contribution for brand managers aiming to co-create SCBs lies in recognizing the plurality 

of framings for SCBs. Table 7, providing specific action recommendations, leaves brand managers 

better equipped to deal with these framings. 

Limitations and future research 

Besides the theoretical contributions and the managerial implications that this paper aims to 

provide, it also comes with certain limitations that open interesting future research opportunities. 

Firstly, although the current and potential consumers are key stakeholders for SCBs, they are not 

the only ones framing the sustainability stances of such brands. Therefore, future research should 

apply the framing approach to consider how other stakeholders, such as the news media, NGOs, or 

policymakers, engage in framing SCBs. Secondly, while this research focused only on the 

consumer group of millennials, all of which shared the same nationality in the focus groups, 

subsequent studies are needed to compare the framings of different consumer groups in different 
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cultural contexts. Thirdly, this research applied an inductive data-driven approach, making the 

subjective interpretations of authors an unavoidable, but important, part of the analysis. To improve 

the generalisability of the findings, quantitative examination of the different framings would offer 

an important opportunity for further inquiry. Finally, compared to the popularity of the 

phenomenon, little systematic study of sustainable corporate branding has been conducted so far, 

especially from the brand co-creation perspective; therefore, this paper calls for more researchers to 

contribute to this development. 
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