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Sustainable Branding, Responsibility,
and Discourse Ethics:
A Critical and Practical Perspective

By Lars Sandstrgm, CEO and advisor, Corporate Relations and external lecturer, RUC.

Sustainable branding has become a major concern in marketing and
management because brands shape how sustainability is communicated,
interpreted, and practiced in markets. Yet the term is often used loosely,
sometimes referring to sustainable communication, sometimes to broader
corporate responsibility, and sometimes to a brand’s role in social change.

This article argues that sustainable branding should be understood as the
alignment of brand identity, organizational practice, and public
communication with ecological and social sustainability. It further argues
that branding becomes ethically problematic when sustainability is used
symbolically rather than substantively.

Drawing on recent literature on sustainable branding and greenwashing, the
article examines responsibility, and the role of Habermasian discourse ethics
in evaluating the legitimacy of brand claims. The main argument is that a
brand can only be considered sustainable when it is transparent,
accountable, and open to stakeholder critique. Sustainable branding is
therefore not simply a matter of reputation management, but of ethical and
communicative legitimacy.

Introduction

Sustainability has become a defining issue for contemporary brands. Consumers, investors,
regulators, and civil society increasingly expect firms to demonstrate environmental and
social responsibility, and brands are now among the most visible ways companies
communicate those commitments (Lee, 2025; Nascimento & Loureiro, 2024). At the same
time, sustainability has become highly marketable. Brands often use it to differentiate
themselves, build trust, and signal moral value. This creates a tension: the more important
sustainability becomes, the more attractive it becomes as a branding resource.

This tension is central to the concept of sustainable branding. On the one hand, branding
can help make sustainability visible, desirable, and easier to understand. On the other
hand, branding can turn sustainability into a rhetorical device that hides contradiction or
exaggerates performance. Recent systematic reviews show that greenwashing remains a
persistent problem in sustainability communication, with clear effects on consumer trust,
brand attitude, and stakeholder skepticism (Persakis et al., 2025; Santos et al., 2024). More
recent case-based research also shows that misleading sustainability narratives continue
to appear in industries such as fashion, tourism, and consumer goods, where brands often
rely on eco-symbolism and selective disclosure rather than substantial transformation
(Genceli & Akay, 2026; Sinaga & Tarigan, 2025).
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This article takes a critical but constructive position. It argues that sustainable branding is
possible, but only if brands move beyond symbolic communication and build sustainability
into operations, governance, and stakeholder relations. It also adds a discourse-ethical
lens, drawing on Habermas, to show why greenwashing is not only misleading but
communicatively illegitimate.

What Sustainable Branding Means

Sustainable branding can be understood as the process of aligning a brand with
environmental, social, and ethical responsibility in a way that is credible and consistent. A
useful distinction is between branding for sustainability and branding as sustainability.
Branding for sustainability refers to the communication of sustainable products, services,
or behaviors. Branding as sustainability refers to a deeper condition in which the brand
itself is grounded in sustainable practices, values, and governance.

This distinction matters because brands can easily appear sustainable without being
substantively so. Researchers increasingly stress that sustainability claims must be
supported by actual organizational change, not just by communication strategy (Brand
management strategies for sustainability, 2024; Lee, 2025). If a brand’s storytelling is not
matched by its sourcing, labor practices, logistics, product design, and waste management,
its sustainability position is weak.

Recent literature also suggests that sustainable branding is becoming more relational and
participatory. Instead of one-way message control, brands are increasingly expected to
engage stakeholders, co-create meaning, and demonstrate authenticity (Palakshappa et al,,
2024; Sustainable branding strategies for the digital age, 2025). In that sense, sustainable
branding is not only a marketing task. It is a broader organizational commitment to
legitimacy.

Responsibility as the Core

Responsibility is the normative core of sustainable branding. Without responsibility,
sustainability claims become decorative. Responsibility operates on at least three levels:
operational responsibility, communicative responsibility, and social responsibility.

Operational responsibility means the brand must be accountable for the environmental
and social impacts of its value chain. This includes emissions, water use, waste, labor
conditions, sourcing, and end-of-life impacts. A brand cannot plausibly claim sustainability
if its wider business model continues to generate major harm. Recent reviews of
greenwashing emphasize that consumers and stakeholders increasingly expect evidence of
real performance, not only claims of commitment (Persakis et al., 2025; Santos et al,,
2024).

Communicative responsibility means that the brand must avoid vague, misleading, or
exaggerated sustainability language. Claims such as “eco-friendly,” “green,” or “conscious”
are weak if they are not specific and verifiable. Greenwashing research shows that vague
claims, selective disclosure, and symbolic environmental cues can undermine trust even
when a company performs some sustainable actions (Bladt et al., 2024; Szabo & Webster,

2021).

Social responsibility means the brand must recognize its role in shaping norms and
behavior. Brands influence how consumers understand good citizenship, ethical
consumption, and status. That gives them cultural power, and with power comes
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responsibility. A sustainable brand should therefore not only reduce harm but also avoid
reinforcing exclusion, overconsumption, or moral elitism.

Discourse and Meaning

Branding is a discursive practice. It uses stories, symbols, images, and language to create
meaning. In sustainable branding, discourse matters because sustainability itself is
contested. Different brands define it differently: some focus on carbon reduction, others on
circularity, others on social inclusion or biodiversity. These choices are not neutral because
they shape what the public sees as the real sustainability problem.

Critical research has shown that sustainability narratives in branding often present a
polished and coherent moral identity while concealing contradictions between discourse
and practice (Sinaga & Tarigan, 2025). Similarly, brands in platform and sharing-economy
contexts often use sustainability language to frame consumer convenience or efficiency as
ecological progress, even when broader impacts remain unclear (Exploring the tensions
within platform brand discourses, 2022). This suggests that sustainable branding is partly
a struggle over meaning.

That does not mean sustainability discourse should be avoided. On the contrary, it is
necessary if sustainability is to become visible, understandable, and actionable. But
discourse must be used carefully. Brands should explain what has improved, what remains
imperfect, and what trade-offs exist. When discourse becomes a substitute for
performance, it becomes part of the problem.

Discourse ethics and legitimacy

A way to think about sustainable branding is through discourse ethics. Discourse ethics, in
general terms, asks whether claims are justified through open, inclusive, and non-
manipulative communication. Applied to branding, it means that sustainability claims
should not only be factually accurate; they should also be communicatively legitimate. That
is, they should be presented in a way that allows stakeholders to question, evaluate, and
contest them.

This matters because branding often works asymmetrically. Brands have more resources,
more visibility, and more control over their narratives than consumers or communities do.
Discourse ethics helps correct this imbalance by insisting that communication should be
oriented toward mutual understanding rather than strategic domination. In practical
terms, this means brands should not merely broadcast sustainability claims but should
provide grounds for them: evidence, standards, metrics, sourcing information, and
acknowledgment of uncertainty.

Discourse ethics also implies that stakeholders should have the capacity to respond. A
sustainable brand should create space for criticism, feedback, and dialogue. This is
especially important because sustainability issues are often contested and context
dependent. What counts as sustainable in one sector or region may not count in another.
Dialogue helps reveal these differences. It also reduces the risk of corporate moral
overreach, where a brand speaks as if it were the final authority on sustainability.
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From this perspective, a sustainable brand is legitimate only if it meets three discourse-
ethical conditions:

1. It tells the truth as clearly and specifically as possible.
2. It allows affected stakeholders to evaluate and challenge its claims.

3. It is willing to revise its communication and behavior in response to justified
critique.

This makes discourse ethics a practical standard, not only a philosophical one. It helps
brands move from manipulative persuasion toward accountable communication.

Ethics and Greenwashing

Greenwashing is the clearest ethical failure in sustainable branding. It occurs when brands
overstate, obscure, or misrepresent their environmental or social performance. But the
ethical problem is broader than outright falsehood. It also includes selective disclosure,
symbolic activism, moral substitution, and the appropriation of sustainability language for
reputational gain.

Recent reviews show that greenwashing is still widespread and increasingly sophisticated,
especially in digital environments where visual cues and short-form claims can shape
perceptions quickly (Persakis et al., 2025; Santos et al., 2024). The consequences are
serious. Greenwashing can weaken trust, increase skepticism, trigger negative emotions,
and damage brand attitude and brand avoidance (Bladt et al., 2024; Hameed et al., 2021;
Santos et al., 2024). It can also reduce consumers’ confidence in sustainability claims more
broadly, which harms even genuinely responsible brands.

Ethically, greenwashing is problematic because it exploits information asymmetry.
Consumers usually cannot verify supply chains or lifecycle impacts on their own. If brands
use this asymmetry to create a false ethical impression, they are taking advantage of trust
rather than earning it. This is why sustainable branding requires evidence, proportionality,
and willingness to correct mistakes.

Habermas and Greenwashing

Habermas’s discourse ethics provides a strong basis for criticizing greenwashing because
it evaluates communication not only by its factual accuracy, but also by whether it could be
justified in an open, inclusive, and non-manipulative dialogue with affected stakeholders.

From this perspective, a brand’s sustainability claim is legitimate only if it is transparent,
reason-giving, and capable of withstanding public scrutiny under conditions that
approximate fair communication (Hemmingsen, 2024). Greenwashing violates these
conditions because it presents strategic corporate messaging as if it were an honest
account of environmental performance, while often relying on vague terms, selective
disclosure, or symbolic “green” imagery to shape consumer perceptions without enabling
genuine evaluation (Jones, 2019; Montgomery et al., 2024). In this sense, greenwashing is
not merely a marketing error or a matter of weak branding; it is a communicative ethical
failure because it distorts the public sphere, limits informed judgment, and undermines
the mutual understanding that discourse ethics sees as necessary for legitimate claims
(Spaniol et al., 2024).

This perspective is useful because it shifts the issue from deception alone to legitimacy. A
brand may not technically lie and still fail discourse ethics if it communicates in ways that
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prevent meaningful challenge or informed agreement. The issue is therefore not just
whether a claim is true, but whether it is communicatively justified.

Can Brands Be Sustainable?

Brands can be sustainable, but only conditionally. A brand is not sustainable simply
because it uses sustainability language. It becomes sustainable when its business model,
governance, and communication are aligned with sustainability goals.

Recent studies suggest that sustainable branding is most effective when it is linked to
authenticity, stakeholder engagement, and organizational coherence rather than
campaign-based messaging (Lee, 2025; Palakshappa et al., 2024). Research on consumer
and brand responses also shows that trust depends heavily on whether a brand’s
sustainability claims are credible and supported by meaningful action (Bladt et al., 2024;
Zhang et al.,, 2024). In other words, sustainability must be embedded in the organization,
not appended to it.

Three conditions are especially important. First, strategic alignment: sustainability must
fit the brand’s identity and category. Second, organizational integration: sustainability
must shape sourcing, design, pricing, logistics, and governance. Third, stakeholder co-
creation: the brand should involve consumers, employees, suppliers, and communities in
defining and evaluating its sustainability commitments (Palakshappa et al,, 2024). If these
conditions are absent, the brand may still market sustainability, but it will not really
embody it.

Practical Principles
The following principles can help brands communicate sustainability more responsibly.
Be specific. Avoid vague terms and state exactly what has changed.
Be proportional. Do not claim more than the evidence supports.
Be transparent. Disclose trade-offs, limitations, and ongoing challenges.
Be coherent. Align communication with operations and governance.
Be dialogic. Allow stakeholders to question and evaluate claims.

Be inclusive. Avoid making sustainability a premium moral identity that excludes
others.

These principles do not eliminate all tension, but they reduce the risk of ethical failure.

Ongoing Tensions

Sustainable branding remains difficult because it sits at the intersection of market logic
and ecological limits. Branding creates desire, while sustainability often requires restraint.
This is a structural contradiction that cannot be solved through messaging alone.

There is also a tension between differentiation and standardization. Brands need distinct
identities, but sustainability requires shared benchmarks. If every brand defines
sustainability on its own terms, comparison becomes impossible. If all brands use the
same generic language, sustainability loses meaning. This is why regulation, standards,
and independent auditing are important.
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Finally, there is a tension between corporate initiative and public responsibility. Brands
can contribute to sustainability, but they should not replace regulation, policy, or
democratic debate. Sustainable branding is useful only when it complements broader
structural change.

Conclusion

Sustainable branding is most credible when it is grounded in responsibility, supported by
transparent discourse, and governed by ethical accountability. Brands can help make
sustainability visible, desirable, and operational, but only if they avoid greenwashing and
accept stakeholder critique. Habermas'’s discourse ethics sharpens this point by showing
that legitimacy depends not only on truthfulness, but on whether claims are justifiable in
open communication.

The practical lesson is straightforward: a brand can only be called sustainable when it
practices what it communicates, communicates what it can justify, and remains open to
challenge. Sustainable branding is therefore not merely a reputation strategy. It is an
ethical commitment to coherence, accountability, and public responsibility.
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