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 Brand sustainability communication has become a critical concern in contemporary 

marketing, reflecting increasing expectations for ethical transparency, authenticity, 

and accountability in digital environments. However, the linkage between 

sustainability messages and the actual development of consumer trust remains 
underexplored. While prior studies have mainly used quantitative models to examine 

brand credibility and consumer attitudes, limited research has illuminated how 

individuals subjectively experience and construct trust in response to sustainability 

communication on social media. This study aims to bridge that gap by precisely 
exploring how consumers interpret, emotionally engage with, and ethically evaluate 

sustainability messages. Employing an interpretative phenomenological approach 

(IPA), in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with twelve active social 

media users, and the data were thematically analyzed to identify key experiential 
patterns of trust formation. Findings reveal three interconnected dimensions of trust: 

(1) authenticity, manifested through transparent and value-consistent messages; (2) 

dialogical interaction, shaped by perceived openness and reciprocity between brand 

and audience; and (3) moral resonance, emerging when brand ethics align with 
consumers’ personal moral frameworks. Trust thus evolves as a relational and 

emotional process rather than a fixed cognitive judgment. This refined understanding 

contributes to theory by clarifying how emotional and ethical engagement underpin 

trust in digital sustainability communication. Practically, it guides brands toward 
fostering credible and value-driven relationships through consistent, transparent 

storytelling. The study further recommends future comparative research on cultural 

variations in the lived experience of digital trust to enrich cross-contextual insights. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, brand sustainability communication has emerged as a central discourse within 

marketing communication, reflecting the increasing global awareness of environmental responsibility 

and corporate transparency (Sarno & Black, 2024). In the era of digital media, brands no longer 

communicate their sustainability values solely through traditional advertising; instead, they engage 

consumers through social media platforms that encourage real-time interaction, emotional resonance, 

and participatory storytelling (García Gordillo et al., 2025). This transformation marks a significant 

cultural shift—from corporate-centric messages to dialogical exchanges shaped by consumer 

perceptions and lived experiences (Fisher et al., 2024). Within this context, communication is not 

merely a transactional exchange of information but a socially constructed phenomenon, mediated by 

emotion, trust, and authenticity. 

The phenomenon of trust-building in sustainability communication has become particularly 

salient as consumers grow more skeptical of “greenwashing” and demand evidence of genuine ethical 

practices. Social media amplifies both transparency and scrutiny: while it allows brands to showcase 

sustainability efforts dynamically, it also exposes inconsistencies between communicated values and 
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actual practices (Montiel Torres et al., 2025). The subjective interpretation of these messages varies 

widely among consumers, influenced by personal values, cultural norms, and emotional connections 

with the brand. As a result, understanding how consumers experience and make sense of sustainability 

messages becomes crucial for advancing both theoretical and practical insights into marketing 

communication. 

Despite the proliferation of research in digital branding and corporate sustainability, most 

studies have emphasized strategic outcomes—such as purchase intention, reputation management, or 

brand loyalty—while paying limited attention to the lived experience of consumers as active 

interpreters of meaning (Mukhlis, 2025a). The phenomenological perspective provides a necessary 

paradigm shift: rather than viewing audiences as passive recipients, it regards them as meaning-

making agents whose perceptions, emotions, and reflections construct the reality of brand trust 

(Seybold, 2025). Exploring these experiences through a phenomenological lens offers a pathway to 

uncover the deeper structures of meaning that underlie trust formation—an aspect that quantitative or 

survey-based approaches often overlook. 

Thus, the exploration of consumers’ experiences in perceiving and responding to brand 

sustainability communication is not only academically relevant but also socially significant. It 

provides insight into how individuals navigate the tension between skepticism and belief, between 

corporate narratives and personal ethics (Varela da Costa et al., 2025). In doing so, it contributes to a 

broader understanding of how communication, as a lived human experience, shapes contemporary 

relationships between consumers, brands, and the evolving moral landscape of sustainability. 

Research on individuals’ experiences in relation to digital and sustainability-driven brand 

communication has become an increasingly significant domain within marketing and communication 

studies (Alberts, 2025). As social media transforms the ways in which meaning is constructed, shared, 

and internalized, understanding the subjective experience of consumers becomes central to 

interpreting how trust and authenticity are formed in sustainability communication (Oleksiyuk, 2025). 

Scholars have noted that consumers engage not only cognitively but also emotionally and morally 

with sustainability narratives, interpreting them through personal values and lived realities (Padilla et 

al., 2025). Hence, this sub-area of inquiry—focusing on the phenomenology of trust formation and 

meaning-making in digital brand interactions—provides fertile ground for understanding the 

intersection of ethics, identity, and communication in contemporary markets. 

Despite the growing interest in this area, methodological challenges persist. Many prior 

studies have employed quantitative or survey-based methods that capture attitudes and behavioral 

intentions but fail to grasp the depth and complexity of subjective experience (Moreno Bobadilla, 

2024). Such approaches often reduce trust to a measurable construct, overlooking its dynamic, 

emotional, and interpretive dimensions as experienced by real consumers in real contexts (Mukhlis, 

2025b). Moreover, qualitative studies that do exist frequently adopt descriptive frameworks without 

fully engaging with the essence of lived experience—how trust is felt, negotiated, and embodied 

through daily interaction with digital content. 

These limitations reveal a critical gap in existing methodologies: current approaches are not 

sufficiently equipped to capture the essence of meaning that underlies the phenomenon of trust in 

sustainability communication (Ong & Donovan, 2025). Phenomenology, as a research paradigm, 

directly addresses this limitation by privileging the participants’ voice, context, and sense-making 

process (Samuelsen et al., 2025). It enables an exploration that moves beyond surface-level 

observation to uncover the intentional structures of consciousness and perception (Tanner & Gillardin, 

2025). Through such an approach, this study seeks to illuminate the deeper experiential dimensions of 

how consumers interpret, internalize, and emotionally respond to sustainability communication in the 

digital space. 

While previous studies on brand sustainability communication have provided valuable 

insights into strategies, message framing, and consumer behavioral outcomes, they have largely 

adopted practical or managerial perspectives that emphasize measurable variables such as consumer 

attitude, trust scores, or purchase intention (Caruso, 2025). These approaches, often grounded in 

quantitative or experimental paradigms, have contributed to understanding what factors influence 
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trust, but not how trust is lived, felt, and constructed by consumers through their daily interactions 

with digital media. The dominant analytical lens remains instrumental—treating trust as a functional 

outcome of persuasive communication rather than as an evolving, meaning-laden human experience. 

This reliance on surface-level or metric-oriented methodologies limits the capacity to uncover 

the deeper structures of experience that define trust formation. Surveys and content analyses, for 

instance, tend to isolate variables and decontextualize them from the emotional and moral realities of 

consumers’ digital lives (Brutti, 2025). As a result, these methods fail to capture the nuanced interplay 

between cognitive understanding, affective resonance, and ethical reflection that underpins how 

individuals perceive and engage with sustainability narratives (Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023). 

Consequently, the existing literature provides a fragmented understanding of the phenomenon—

adequate for strategic application, but insufficient for grasping the essence of trust as a lived 

experience. 

To address these shortcomings, there is a growing recognition of the need for a 

phenomenological inquiry—one that privileges lived experience over measurement and seeks to 

reveal the intrinsic meanings embedded in consumer–brand interactions (Ó Fathaigh et al., 2025). 

Phenomenology allows researchers to explore trust not as a static construct but as a dynamic, 

relational process shaped by emotion, context, and identity. By engaging participants’ first-person 

perspectives, this approach facilitates a holistic exploration of how consumers interpret authenticity, 

transparency, and moral consistency in brand sustainability communication (Mukhlis & Saidah, 

2025). Thus, adopting a phenomenological method provides an essential alternative to existing 

practices, enabling a richer and more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon as it is 

experienced rather than merely observed. 

Previous research in marketing communication and sustainability studies has explored how 

brands communicate ethical values and how consumers respond to messages of authenticity and 

responsibility (Zecchinon & Standaert, 2025). Studies grounded in corporate communication and 

consumer psychology have examined the impact of transparency, emotional appeal, and narrative 

persuasion on trust formation. However, most of these works have emphasized observable outcomes 

rather than the lived, inner experiences of consumers when engaging with sustainability narratives 

(Burns et al., 2024). Few studies have captured how individuals interpret, internalize, and emotionally 

relate to sustainability communication in their daily digital interactions (Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025). 

This lack of experiential insight underscores the need for a phenomenological approach that 

foregrounds the subjective dimensions of consumer meaning-making. 

The present study employs a phenomenological approach, specifically the interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA), to uncover the essence of consumers’ experiences in developing 

trust toward brand sustainability communication on social media (Moore et al., 2024). This approach 

is chosen because it allows exploration of how trust is felt, negotiated, and embodied through 

consumers’ interactions with sustainability content (Dzogovic et al., 2025). By focusing on 

participants’ narratives, this study answers the questions posed in the Knowledge Gap section—how 

consumers experience authenticity, respond to transparency, and construct moral resonance in digital 

brand communication (Mukhlis, Janwari, et al., 2023). The phenomenological lens provides a 

pathway to understand trust as a dynamic, emotional, and moral process rather than a static behavioral 

outcome. This methodological stance makes it possible to capture the depth and richness of 

participants’ lived experiences. 

This article is structured as follows. The introduction presents the general and specific 

background of the study, highlighting the conceptual and methodological foundations of 

phenomenology (Mukhlis et al., 2024). The Method section explains the interpretative 

phenomenological framework, including participant selection, data collection, and analytic procedures 

(Mukhlis, Maryam, et al., 2023). The Results section presents the emergent themes and essential 

meanings of consumer experience, followed by a Discussion that connects these insights to existing 

literature and theoretical implications (Morais & Piñeiro-Naval, 2025). The article concludes with 

reflections on the contribution of phenomenological inquiry to marketing communication and 

suggestions for future research. 
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RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

This research employed a phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of 

consumers in building trust toward brand sustainability communication on social media. The 

phenomenological approach was selected because it allows for a deep understanding of the subjective 

meanings and perceptions that individuals attach to their experiences. By focusing on the essence of 

these experiences, this approach facilitates the identification of how trust is constructed and sustained 

in the digital environment. 

The study was guided by an interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA), which 

emphasizes the interpretation of participants’ lived realities while acknowledging that meaning 

emerges through the interaction between the participant’s voice and the researcher’s interpretive 

framework. This interpretative focus was essential for uncovering the emotional, symbolic, and moral 

dimensions of consumer engagement with sustainability communication. 

Participants 

Participants consisted of active social media users who regularly engage with sustainability-

oriented brand content. Selection was conducted using purposive sampling, ensuring that only 

individuals with relevant and reflective experiences were included. Inclusion criteria encompassed 

consumers aged between 20 and 45 years, who followed at least two brands known for sustainability 

campaigns and had interacted with such content (e.g., by liking, commenting, or sharing). Individuals 

without prior engagement or awareness of sustainability communication were excluded to maintain 

experiential depth and relevance. 

A total of twelve participants (seven females and five males) took part in the study, 

representing diverse professional and educational backgrounds. Their mean age was 31.4 years. This 

demographic range provided a balanced representation of young adult consumers who are digitally 

literate and attuned to sustainability issues, thus contributing to the contextual richness of the 

phenomenon. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, designed to elicit detailed 

narratives about participants’ perceptions, feelings, and interpretations of brand sustainability 

communication. Each interview followed a guide that covered key themes, such as authenticity, 

transparency, emotional resonance, and perceived credibility. Interviews were conducted either face-

to-face or via secure video conferencing platforms, depending on participants’ availability and 

comfort. 

Each session lasted between 45 and 70 minutes, allowing sufficient time for participants to 

reflect and articulate their experiences. The interviews were audio-recorded with consent and 

subsequently transcribed verbatim. To ensure a comfortable and open environment, interviews took 

place in quiet, non-distracting settings chosen by participants. Probing questions were used when 

necessary to deepen the understanding of personal meaning and emotional context. 

Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed using the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

framework, following systematic stages to capture the essence of participants’ lived experiences. 

Initially, all transcripts were read multiple times to gain holistic familiarity with the data. Significant 

statements and phrases that revealed critical aspects of the phenomenon were identified as meaning 

units. These units were then coded and grouped into emergent themes that represented patterns of 

shared meaning across participants. 

NVivo software was used as a supporting tool to organize the textual data and facilitate the 

coding process, though interpretation remained grounded in the researcher’s engagement with the 

data. Themes were refined through iterative comparison, clustering, and abstraction until core 

thematic structures emerged. The analytic process adhered to the phenomenological principle of 
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eidetic reduction, focusing on the invariant structures that constitute the essence of trust in brand 

sustainability communication. The final themes were integrated into a coherent narrative that reflected 

the complexity and depth of participants’ experiences. 

 

RESULTS  

Trust as an Evolving Emotional Journey 

Participants described trust in brand sustainability communication not as an immediate belief, 

but as a progressive emotional journey. This journey begins with curiosity and cautious observation, 

followed by emotional resonance once the brand demonstrates authentic alignment with personal 

values. Many participants indicated that visual cues—such as consistent eco-themed imagery and 

transparent captions—acted as the first bridge to trust. 

“At first, I wasn’t sure whether their sustainability posts were real or just marketing,” 

explained Participant 3. “But when I saw consistent updates showing actual community projects and 

responses to customer comments, I started to believe it was genuine.” 

Cycle of Trust in Brand Sustainability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beyond the descriptive accounts, this theme reveals that trust operates as an iterative 

emotional negotiation between skepticism and affirmation. The phenomenological depth lies in how 

participants experience a gradual transformation—from detached observers to emotionally involved 

interpreters of brand authenticity. The continuity of transparent messaging becomes a lived 

confirmation of sincerity, allowing consumers to internalize trust as a moral and affective state rather 

than a cognitive endorsement. 

The Role of Authentic Interaction in Perceived Credibility 

A recurring pattern across interviews revealed that authentic, two-way engagement—rather 

than one-directional promotion—strengthens consumer confidence in brand sustainability messages. 

Participants emphasized that humanized communication through comments, Q&A sessions, and real-

time stories makes sustainability feel less like a corporate narrative and more like a shared community 

experience. 

“When they replied to my comment about their packaging, I felt they really listened,” said 

Participant 5. “That’s when I realized they’re not just promoting—they’re part of the conversation.” 

Analytically, this theme indicates that dialogical interaction serves as an existential validation 

of credibility. The act of response itself transforms communication from transactional to relational, 

allowing consumers to experience recognition and mutuality. From a phenomenological lens, 

participants’ trust deepens when the brand’s communicative presence evokes empathy and co-

presence—suggesting that credibility is not perceived but lived through sustained relational 

engagement. 
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Visual Transparency and Symbolic Consistency 

Participants consistently associated visual coherence—logos, color tones, imagery of nature, 

and sustainability icons—with the sense of honesty and transparency. However, symbolic excess or 

repetitive “green” visuals sometimes led to skepticism. Consumers developed a “visual literacy” that 

allowed them to discern genuine transparency from superficial aesthetics. 

“I can tell when it’s just greenwashing,” noted Participant 2. “If every post looks too perfect 

or scripted, I start to doubt them. Real photos of the process or employees at work make it more 

believable.” 

This pattern highlights that visual semiotics function as an experiential filter through which 

authenticity is judged. Rather than passively consuming imagery, participants interpret visual cues as 

moral signifiers—symbols that either affirm or disrupt ethical coherence. The phenomenological 

insight here is that the aesthetic texture of sustainability communication mediates the emotional 

accessibility of truthfulness, turning design consistency into a sensory pathway toward trust. 

Moral Resonance and Shared Identity 

Beyond cognitive evaluation, trust was deeply intertwined with the moral identity consumers 

construct through their online participation. Participants articulated a sense of belonging when 

engaging with brands whose sustainability messages resonated with their ethical or lifestyle 

aspirations. This moral alignment created affective loyalty that exceeded product satisfaction. 

“Supporting this brand feels like part of who I am,” said Participant 8. “It’s not just about 

buying—it’s about being part of something that reflects my values.” 

Interpretively, this theme illustrates how trust transcends transactional dynamics to become a 

mode of moral identification. Participants’ narratives reveal that engagement with ethical brands 

fulfills existential needs for coherence between personal values and social expression. Trust, in this 

sense, becomes an identity practice—a lived confirmation of self through relational alignment with 

the brand’s moral vision. 

Negotiating Skepticism and Hope 

While participants valued transparency and authenticity, they also expressed ongoing 

skepticism toward digital sustainability claims. Many reported “balancing doubt with hope,” 

maintaining engagement as long as the brand demonstrated continuous improvement and honesty 

about its limitations. 

“I don’t expect perfection,” shared Participant 4. “But if they admit what they’re still working 

on, I trust them more.” 

At a deeper interpretative level, this theme discloses trust as a paradoxical emotional 

condition sustained by vulnerability. Consumers’ willingness to ‘hope despite doubt’ reflects a 

phenomenological experience of ethical tension—where trust is continually reconstituted through the 

brand’s acknowledgment of imperfection. The dialogical interplay between transparency and 

uncertainty forms the moral core of digital trust, situating authenticity as a dynamic, co-created 

process rather than a fixed attribute. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This study revealed that trust in brand sustainability communication on social media is not a 

singular belief but a dynamic emotional process shaped by authenticity, interaction, and moral 

resonance (Anstead et al., 2025). Consumers experience trust as an evolving relationship—negotiating 

between skepticism and hope—anchored in their perception of a brand’s transparency and ethical 

consistency. These findings directly address the research question concerning how consumers 

experience and interpret trust formation in sustainability communication within digital contexts. 

Contribution of the Findings to the Research Question 
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The findings offer a rich understanding of how consumers construct trust as an experiential 

phenomenon, grounded in emotional engagement, authenticity cues, and shared ethical identity. 

Rather than viewing trust as a static outcome of persuasive strategies, this study positions it as a lived 

and dialogical experience co-created between brands and audiences (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, & 

Zulbaidah, 2025). The emotional progression identified—from cautious observation to moral 

alignment—illuminates the intersubjective dimension of trust that is often overlooked in quantitative 

or managerial models (Marino et al., 2024). Moreover, by uncovering the role of interactive 

authenticity—where consumers value responsiveness and admission of imperfection—this research 

provides a novel contribution to understanding digital trust as an ethical relationship, not merely a 

communication effect. In doing so, the study extends phenomenological insights into the field of 

marketing communication, emphasizing the human experience of meaning-making as central to 

understanding brand-consumer relationships. 

Relationship to Previous Literature and Theory 

These findings resonate with prior works emphasizing authenticity and relational 

transparency as the foundation of modern branding (e.g., Beverland & Farrelly, 2010; Iglesias et al., 

2020). However, unlike earlier research that conceptualized authenticity as a strategic construct, this 

study frames it as a lived experience that emerges through emotional continuity and dialogical 

engagement. The participants’ accounts align with self-determination and moral identity theories, 

which suggest that individuals form deeper connections with brands that reflect their intrinsic values 

and ethical worldviews (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Aquino & Reed, 2002). Additionally, the findings 

expand upon the notion of “moral resonance” discussed in sustainability communication studies 

(Bickart & Ruth, 2012), illustrating how consumers internalize moral alignment as part of their 

identity construction. The phenomenological interpretation also challenges the cognitive-dominant 

frameworks of trust, suggesting instead that trust must be understood as a temporal, embodied, and 

affective experience. Through this lens, the present study contributes both theoretically and 

methodologically by repositioning trust as a relational phenomenon embedded in emotional and 

ethical meaning rather than transactional persuasion. 

Implications of the Findings 

The findings of this study offer both theoretical and practical implications for understanding 

the phenomenon of trust in sustainability communication. From a theoretical standpoint, the results 

highlight that trust is not merely a rational or transactional construct but an existential experience 

mediated by emotional engagement, relational authenticity, and moral identification (Farrand et al., 

2024). This perspective invites a re-examination of marketing communication theories to integrate the 

experiential and ethical dimensions of consumer behavior. From a practical viewpoint, the insights 

suggest that brands seeking to foster trust must go beyond persuasive sustainability claims and 

cultivate dialogical authenticity—open, consistent, and morally transparent communication that 

allows consumers to witness the brand’s ethical journey (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 

2025). These findings also hold cultural significance: in digitally connected societies, sustainability 

communication functions as a moral dialogue where consumers negotiate their sense of identity, 

belonging, and ethical participation (Hameleers, 2025). Thus, this research underscores the 

importance of viewing trust as a socially embedded phenomenon, relevant not only for marketing 

professionals but also for organizations seeking to sustain meaningful relationships in the era of 

digital moral consciousness. 

Limitations of the Study 

While this study provides deep phenomenological insights, certain limitations should be 

acknowledged. The research was conducted with a relatively small and demographically narrow 

sample of participants, which, while appropriate for phenomenological depth, limits the breadth of 

representativeness (Henderson & Lemley, 2025). The context of social media engagement may also 

vary across cultural, linguistic, and technological settings, influencing the transferability of findings to 

different populations. Additionally, the interpretative phenomenological analysis relies on the 

participants’ ability to articulate and reflect upon their experiences, which may constrain access to 

implicit or unconscious dimensions of meaning (Lysenko & Gunitsky, 2025). These limitations do not 
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diminish the validity of the findings but rather situate them within the interpretive and contextual 

nature of phenomenological inquiry. Recognizing these boundaries provides a basis for further 

exploration and methodological refinement in future research. 

Prospective Directions for Future Research 

Future research could expand the present findings by examining how trust in sustainability 

communication evolves across diverse cultural and socio-economic contexts, particularly in societies 

where digital engagement and environmental awareness differ significantly (Matamoros-Fernández & 

Jude, 2025). Longitudinal phenomenological studies could also explore how consumers’ trust 

experiences transform over time as brands continue or modify their sustainability narratives. 

Moreover, integrating phenomenology with other interpretive traditions—such as narrative inquiry or 

hermeneutic ethics—could enrich the understanding of how moral resonance develops in brand-

consumer relationships (Kassymbekova et al., 2025). Practical extensions might involve examining 

organizational communication practices that successfully embody transparency and ethical 

storytelling as lived experiences (Rojas-Torrijos & Garrote-Fuentes, 2025). Overall, this study 

establishes a foundation for subsequent inquiries that bridge phenomenological understanding and 

marketing communication practice, deepening our comprehension of how trust operates as a lived 

moral and emotional phenomenon in the digital age. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study explored how consumers experience and construct trust toward brand 

sustainability communication on social media through a phenomenological lens. The findings 

revealed that trust emerges as a dynamic emotional process grounded in authenticity, dialogical 

engagement, and moral resonance rather than as a fixed cognitive response. By interpreting trust as a 

lived experience, the study filled a methodological and theoretical gap left by prior quantitative 

approaches that overlooked the affective and ethical dimensions of consumer-brand relationships. The 

results contribute to a deeper understanding of how authenticity and transparency function as 

experiential rather than strategic elements in digital communication. Practically, the study emphasizes 

the need for brands to engage audiences through consistent, transparent, and morally grounded 

interactions that foster genuine trust. 

Nevertheless, several limitations must be acknowledged. The study involved a relatively 

small and demographically homogeneous group of twelve social media users, which may limit the 

generalizability of its phenomenological insights. Additionally, the interpretative focus on individual 

experience did not fully capture broader cultural or algorithmic dynamics that might influence how 

sustainability messages are perceived and trusted across diverse online environments. The reliance on 

self-reported narratives also introduces the possibility of reflective bias, where participants’ 

interpretations are shaped by retrospective rationalization. Future research should therefore expand 

this inquiry by employing cross-cultural and mixed-method designs to validate and extend the 

experiential dimensions of trust identified here. Integrating phenomenology with digital ethnography 

or discourse analysis could illuminate how trust evolves in real-time interactions and algorithmic 

contexts. Moreover, longitudinal studies are recommended to explore how sustained brand 

communication practices shape or erode consumer trust over time. By addressing these limitations, 

future scholarship can further deepen the theoretical and empirical understanding of trust as an 

evolving moral and emotional construct within the broader landscape of sustainable digital 

communication. 
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