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This thesis explores how sustainability communication can be used as a management strategy to guarantee and boost a good brand image in the FMCG industry of the UK in the context of Unilever UK. The research problem is introduced in Chapter 1. With sustainability now a business imperative, it can also involve the risk of greenwashing and damage to reputation. To see how this, in turn, affects the consumers' perception, trust and brand image through the prism of sustainability communication. Chapter 2 provides a literature review of the topics of sustainability communication, consumer perception, trust, scepticism, authenticity and brand reputation. It's based on Signalling Theory. The chapter puts forward the idea of sustainability communication serving as a stepping stone for consumer perception to consumer trust and then to the brand's reputation. Authenticity perceptions and consumer scepticism are seen as important factors impacting this pathway. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology. The method of the Study is based on the interpretivist philosophy, and its design is a multiple-case study, which is adopted as its approach to answer the research question. It comes from secondary sources, e.g. corporate information, sustainability information, media sources and industry. They are Unilever UK, Procter and Gamble UK, Nestlé UK, Reckitt UK and Henkel. The result is reflected in Chapter 4. It shows that sustainability communication becomes most effective when it sticks to the facts, is product-oriented and easy to grasp. A comparison of the cases is then done analytically in Chapter 5. The parallel paradox of high visibility and high scrutiny is at Unilever. While the technical evidence of P&G and Henkel might be right, less telling. Nestlé is an example of the mistrust of history. The integration of sustainability messages to health and hygiene and product intent, as Reckitt does, proves to be more powerful. In Chapter 6, we come to the conclusion that there is no straightforward relationship between sustainability communication and reputation. This will serve as a conditional signal. For there to be any improvement in reputation, communication must be credible, real and made visible and must be connected with business practice. It contributes by adapting Signalling Theory in the context of a sceptical UK FMCG and provides a practical toolkit for communication managers to use.
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The UK FMCG market is a business in a highly competitive and environmentally friendly state. Businesses are faced with difficult ESR policies, net-zero goals, and shareholder pressure from regulators and activists. Being sustainable is no longer a compulsory process but a strategic requirement (Hasani et al., 2022). Digital transformation has also contested towards the achievement of transparency since consumers can easily access and test claims of a corporation. This is a chance and a threat. Commercial companies like Unilever are increasingly promoting sustainability so as to make sure that they remain pertinent in the market. But this merit is being thinned out (Bodenheimer and Leidenberger, 2020). This type of sustainability positioning is being followed by numerous competitors, and it cannot be discriminated against easily. This means that the idea of sustainability will become a mere anticipation, rather than a location strategic tool.
Sustainability communication is the manner in which companies influence their stakeholders on their environmental, social and governance operations. It is important in building the brand image of a product and affecting perception by the consumer. Theoretically, the existence of trust and enhancement of long-term relations should be achieved by means of clear and transparent communications (Dessart and Standaert, 2023). It also helps in competition positioning in the ethically conscious markets. However, in most instances, this assumption has been overridden. Credibility does not necessarily come about through the act of communication. Whenever the messages are too promotional, consumers can choose to doubt the realness of corporate assertions. In the case of Unilever, high sustainability stories could still be sceptical when they are considered to be more marketing-oriented than value-oriented.
Due to the increasing climate concerns and the growing trends towards ethical consumption, sustainability has emerged as a pressing issue. ESG investing has led to increased accountability by corporations. In the meantime, sustainability narratives grow with the influence of online information and social media. They can help the firms to approach the consumers directly (Lock and Seele, 2015). Nevertheless, they also subject firms to unlimited criticism. Corporate claims are refutable, and more information is given to consumers. This increased exposure brings about a paradox. Although communication can assist the firms in building a formidable reputation, they are also likely to encounter increased reputation risk. Such communication regarding sustainability is not only necessary but also a destructive issue in the case of companies such as Unilever.
One of the issues is the clash between actual communication and greenwashing. Companies have to become sustainable, so as to be competitive, but too much promulgation will decrease credibility. This is a dilemma for strategy. As long as the companies do an under-communication, they fail to enjoy the reputational benefits. In case they communicate excessively, they might be termed as misleading. Such an imbalance between the assertions and actual practices worsens this issue (Neumann, Martinez and Martinez, 2021). Disagreements may be construed to mean deliberate deceit by consumers. It undermines trust and negatively impacts brand reputation. Thus, sustainability communication can be considered a two-sided approach. It has the ability to bolster or degrade reputation, depending on perceptions.
The literature is biased towards the discussion of either brand reputation or sustainability practices alone. Very little consideration is given to how these elements relate to each other by communication. Studies infrequently lump together such research as communication, perception and reputation (Marques and Mauro, 2025). Also, much of the literature is not context-specific. The UK market is the one that is special, as it is characterised by high consumer awareness and control. This provides reasons why sustainability communication may be utilised in a different manner. The example of Unilever is applicable since the brand possesses a formidable reputation in the area of sustainability and can be noticed by people. How its communication is impacting perception and reputation remains, however, an unexplored way.

[bookmark: _Toc230268807]1.2 Research Rationale
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Available literature elucidates a lot on sustainability communication using various theories which prevail. Stakeholder Theory states that to gain legitimacy and keep its value in the long-term, companies must meet the needs of the diverse stakeholders. By addressing the concerns of the stakeholders, such as environmental responsibility, it assumes, therefore, an improvement in relationships and trust (Luo et al., 2020). More specific to the legitimacy theory, it is suggested that organisations resort to sustainability communication as they have to adapt themselves according to the social rules and have to be approved in society. In this manner, communication will be the language of implied justification of corporate actions and their acceptance (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). Likewise, Signalling Theory depicts that sustainability disclosures are signals of corporate responsibility that decrease the information asymmetry between enterprises and stakeholders. Constant and robust cues are bound to achieve credibility. Alongside this is the Brand Equity Theory that emerges in attributing the results to these processes. It implies that brand name loyalty and brand image will be enhanced through the positive perceptions and trust over time. Throughout these schools of thought, there is a similar assumption. Consistency and openness to communication are the means of building trust and reputation (Singh et al., 2020). This has given rise to the integration of sustainability communication in bigger strategic communication frameworks. However, this accord has a bias to perceive communication as inherently effective with minimal questioning of how the stakeholders will make sense of these messages in a practical manner, especially in the uncertain and complex market like that in the UK.
Despite the fact that it is underpinned by a sufficient amount of theory, it has many limitations. According to Stakeholder Theory, the stakeholders have a rational response to the corporate activities. This assumption is weak in the modern markets where perception is enlightened by emotion, scepticism, and the media discourses. Sustainability claims are not consistently objectively measured by consumers (Reilly and Hynan, 2014). There are also limits to the Legitimacy Theory. It is concerned with gaining the likes of society, yet it is not much concerned with the development of distrust. Corporate motives may not augur well with the stakeholders in highly conscious markets, but they may confront them. Signalling Theory is also based on the assumption of a believable and appropriate perception of signals. In practice, indicators are open to misinterpretation or distortion. This leaves open areas of greenwashing. It is also simplified by Brand Equity Theory (Wæraas and Dahle, 2020). It will prefer to view the perception as being a straight line between communication and trust, and accordingly, to reputation. Nevertheless, perception is discontinuous and affected by the outside influences like media, activism and previous brand information. Empirical evidence, too, is incongruent. Sustainability communication has positive impacts and has been proven as positive in certain research, though its impacts are doubtful and include a backlash. Besides, the context-specific analysis is not included in a considerable part of the literature (Thomas, Bhatt and Patel, 2024). The massively saturated UK market, with its well-informed consumers, is hardly taken into consideration. These gaps indicate that the current theories are not comprehensive enough to describe the operation of sustainability communication in the field.
In addition to these weaknesses, a weak gap in research is apparent. The issue of the absence of an integrated framework, which can inform how sustainability communication may be changed in perception, trust and brand reputation, is a problem that is present. The ongoing studies have a tendency to concentrate towards the individual aspects rather than addressing them as processes which are interconnected (Runge et al., 2021). Moreover, the issue of consumer scepticism has not been studied properly. Scepticism may be a dampening reaction and change the impact of communication. This holds more especially in terms of companies such as Unilever that have very high sustainability statements that are more than usually monitored. More so, little empirical focus has been put on the existence of multinational firms in the UK setting. This brings a loophole in the unravelling of the role of communication strategies in a very critical market (Welch et al., 2022). The second big argument is the lack of clarity of the circumstances in which sustainability communication has been effective or unsuccessful. People do not think that existing theories can adequately explain why various contexts yield varying results with similar strategies employed. This results in a lack of full comprehension of the mechanisms. Thus, this paper will fill these gaps by creating a more integrated and context-sensitive definition of sustainability communication and its effects on brand reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc230268809]1.2.2 Practical Justification
Pragmatically, sustainability communication is being invested in highly by organisations as a strategic positioning exercise. Other companies, such as Unilever, make a lot of investment in keeping sustainability campaigns, reporting, and branding. How effective these investments will be is doubtful, however. There is no simple guarantee that will result in increased trust or reputation in communication (Veh, Göbel and Vogel, 2019). Quite on the contrary, businesses get riskier and riskier. When people suspect that statements of sustainability are false or possibly exaggerated, then that may elicit a reaction of greenwashing. This can be in the form of reputational loss, retaliation by customers and loss of credibility. Managers are confronted with many issues in formulating sustainability communication strategies. One of the key problems is how to balance promotion and authenticity. Overly promotional messages can lessen the credibility, and cautious messages can restrict effectiveness (Oghazi et al., 2018). The payback of investment is also difficult to assess. Reputation and trust are elusive, and they are dependent on diverse factors. The managers also need to answer the various expectations of different stakeholders, which in most cases are contradictory. You may, so, have an ethically oriented consumer, and a performance-oriented investor. In addition, doubt is on the rise and hinders the building of trust. Consumers are increasingly becoming sceptical of corporate intentions, especially of such high-profile companies as Unilever. Although these are present, there also exist great opportunities (Kendall et al., 2019). Loss of competitive advantages may be caused by insufficient communication. Firms with ineffective communication of sustainability may not attain all the value of their operations. Trust and differentiation, on the other hand, can be strengthened through the generation of communication that appeals to the user and is consistent. This underscores the value of harmonising communications to practice. The ability to successfully implement this alignment can create a reputational as well as a strategic advantage on a long-term basis for businesses like Unilever.
[bookmark: _Toc230268810]1.3 Research Contribution and Motivation
The present research will contribute since the various theoretical approaches are combined to form a more logical approach. The existing literature is inclined to study the Stakeholder Theory, Legitimacy Theory, Signalling Theory and Brand Equity Theory separately. The consequence of this is shattered explanations of sustainability communications. As these two perspectives allow, the study can have a more multifaceted perspective of the influence of communication on perception and reputation (Dang, Nguyen and Pervan, 2020). It also expounds sustainability communication as an indirect process and not an outcome. The theories, which are dominant, assume that with the presence of communication, trust will be certain, but this bond cannot be maintained at the same level. Good sustainability messages do not necessarily have a positive impact on perceptions in the case of Unilever. This implies that moderating factors need to be taken into consideration (Aksoy and Misci Kip, 2025). Scepticism and perceived authenticity are thus core conditions which are raised in the research. This is because such factors lead to failure or success in communication. This puts the linear models of brand equity to the test and adds to the more sophisticated approach to perception-based reputation formation.
As part of the empirical approach, the study adopts a multiple case study approach (qualitative) in the research of sustainability communication as one of the most profound factors. The methodology can be used to engage in a comprehensive and contextual analysis that is hard to determine in quantitative research (Casado-Molina et al., 2020). The study has a high level of awareness and suspicion in the UK market due to its focus on Unilever and its other competitors. This is important because, except in the sporadic studies that have been done, high levels of generalised or cross-country data were used in the available studies. Such methods do not normally concern themselves with contextual differences (Crumley et al., 2022). The case study design is capable of determining the trends, contradictions and reality problems of practical strategies of real-world communication. It also contributes to the limited research that is UK-specific. The technique, however, is limited by the weaknesses, which include low generalisability. However, it is an incredibly learned origin that is indispensable in order to enjoy detailed communication relationships.
Practically, the study will provide practical advice to managers. It emphasises the necessity of harmonising the communication on sustainability and the real practice. Striking a balance between credibility and promotion is a problem for most companies (Armstrong and Reynolds, 2023). This paper provides some insight into how to develop genuine and more transparent messaging plans. It is also concerned with the consumer perception in the determination of results. What is said does not necessarily mean anything to managers in Unilever, though, in how it is understood. Being sensitive to scepticism and lack of trust, companies will be able to enhance their image and get better communication results.
This study is a combination of theory and background, and this is its originality. It addresses communication as a strategic process as opposed to a supportive process. The reason behind this is to close the gap between the theoretical assumptions and realities with regard to sustainability communication.
[bookmark: _Toc230268811]1.4 Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc230268812]1.4.1 Research Aim
This research aims to explore how Unilever UK strategically uses sustainability communications to manage and enhance its brand reputation, examining the impact of sustainability initiatives on consumer perceptions and brand image.
[bookmark: _Toc230268813]1.4.2 Research Objectives
The objectives of this study are:
1. To analyse how Unilever uses sustainability communication strategies to influence consumer perception and trust in the UK market.
2. To evaluate the conditions under which sustainability communication enhances or undermines brand reputation, with particular attention to authenticity and consumer scepticism.

[bookmark: _Toc230268814]1.4.3 Research Questions
1. How do sustainability communication strategies influence consumer perception, trust, and brand reputation in Unilever within the UK context, and under what conditions are these effects strengthened or weakened?

[bookmark: _Toc230268815]1.5 Dissertation Structure
Chapter 1 provides the background of the research, its reasoning and purpose and critically makes key assumptions. The question arises as to whether sustainability communication improves the reputation in every situation. Chapter 2 evaluates the literature and engages in the creation of a conceptual framework, but also criticises current theories as being highly linear and context-insensitive. Chapter 3 gives an outline of the research design and methodology and admits the shortcomings of qualitative and secondary data. In Chapter 4, thematic findings are given, which are an analysis of evidence relating to theory and pointing out contradictions. Chapter 5 concludes with findings, implications and recommendations, but also reflects on some limits to the generalisability, especially in the method of extrapolating the findings elsewhere in the UK market context, not with Unilever.
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The chapter comprehensively appraises sustainability communication, perception and brand reputation among consumers in a critical manner. It lays the theoretical basis of the research as it challenges mainstream assumptions in the literature. In prior research, communication, perception, and reputation are generally discussed as separate constructs, thereby diminishing their explanatory potential (Borges et al., 2023). This gap, in this chapter, is addressed by emphasising their relationship to each other in a sceptical UK environment. While prior studies often examine sustainability communication within single organisational contexts, this study adopts a multi-case perspective within the UK FMCG sector.  It takes into account message-making of sustainability, credibility, reputation and ESG signalling but does not take into account technical measurement models, which add little strategic insight. The complexity of a company like Unilever, however, may not always be the same on these theories. The chapter has been subdivided into thematic analysis, theoretical foundation and conceptual framework.
[bookmark: _Toc230268818]2.2 Thematic Overview of the Literature
[bookmark: _Toc230268819]2.2.1 Sustainability Communication as Strategic Practice
Sustainability communication entails how organisations report their environmental, social and governance policies to the stakeholders. It is no longer an outlying message but a strategic type of corporate messaging. It is applied by firms to construct the brand identity, create responsibility, and maintain legitimacy (Golob, Podnar and Zabkar, 2023). The optimal scenario is that good communication results in image and goodwill enhancement for the stakeholders. It also helps in competition positioning in the markets, which are structured according to sustainability. However, a perception like this is not an easy one. Communication does not necessarily reflect actual practices. Even the gigantic sustainability communication that can be found in companies like Unilever can be called into question in the event that it does not appear substantial but conspicuously appears to be some kind of advertisement.
Corporate communication theory puts messaging at the core of the organisational strategy and interaction with the stakeholders. In this assumption, it is assumed that when there is good and regular communication, the relationships will get better and improve organisational performance (Kalogiannidis et al., 2025). The legitimacy theory also postulates that companies engage in sustainability communication in an attempt to harmonise with the expectations and attain acceptance in society. In the same tone, the aspect of transparency and disclosure is important in CSR communication models because of the importance of building trust (Kalogiannidis et al., 2025). Despite being viable backgrounds, the theories have their flaws. They would make an assumption that corporate messages are taken at face value by the stakeholders. This is a very flawed assumption in highly sceptical markets. In the case of Unilever, there will be questions on the minds of the stakeholders as to whether communication is shown as an act of dedication or an act of handling the image. The present study indicates how sustainability marketing and communication practices are rapidly increasing (Meijer et al., 2021). Organisations are also adopting digital storytelling, ESG reporting, and social media campaigns as a way of communicating their initiatives. These tools are aimed at enhancing transparency and engaging the stakeholders. This type of communication has proven to have the capability of improving brand perception and awareness. However, findings are not consistent. Some studies demonstrate positive results, whereas others display an increase in sceptical consumers (Graham and Cascio, 2018). Internet sources also increase the criticism since the interested parties can fact-check the allegations and propagate criticism throughout the board. This gives it a very complicated environment wherein the reputation may be enhanced and destroyed by the same communication to corporations like Unilever. This is a sign of symbolic communication where the communication outperforms performance.
Although this has been extensively researched, there are gaps that exist. The majority of research works are dedicated to the communication practices and not their efficiency. Little is also known about consumer perceptions of sustainability messages. There is a loose study of the correlation between perception and communication, which is critical in key markets.
[bookmark: _Toc230268820]2.2.2 Consumer Perception, Trust, and Scepticism
Consumer perception is said to be the opinion of individuals regarding the information that envelops a brand. It is non-objective. It is also affected by prior beliefs, emotions and the influence of society. The notion of perception, in terms of sustainability, the acceptability or the scepticism of corporate utterances. One of the outcomes of such a process is trust. It conveys confidence in the will and actions of a firm (Genç, 2017). Having a good reputation and loyalty can be boosted as a result of good trust. However, vision is diffuse. Although home to such decent sustainability messaging as that of Unilever, the high probability of such a message being interpreted in a rather mixed way concerning different groups of consumers persists.
The pattern of information processing and decision-making is described by the consumer behaviour theory. It is inclined to think that consumers make rational decisions regarding the information. This is the basis of the theory of trust, which suggests that when information is consistent and credible, trust will be established (Ahmad and Guzmán, 2021). The information processing models also assume that consumers can make evaluations of the quality of messages and the credibility of the source before attaching an attitude. The theories provide a systematic exposition of perception and trust. They do have their limitations, though. They do not pay much attention to emotional and social aspects. As a matter of fact, consumers are not always rational. In the case of brands such as Unilever, these perceptions might be guided by the media accounts, the cultural values, and the message content itself might not be the most important factors (Kargbo et al., 2025). This is because recent studies indicate that ethical consumption is increasingly becoming hugely significant. Sustainable brands have become a favourite among most consumers. In the meantime, there has been an increase in scepticism. Customers are increasingly conscious of greenwashing and doubt the intentions of corporations. Social media adds a lot to such perceptions. It enables the quick exchange of information, which can either be positive or negative. Research shows that it is more probable that bad news is spread than positive statements (Siegrist, 2021). This poses difficulties for companies that are expressing sustainability. Some of the studies suggest that their trust is enhanced, but in others it suggests that they are beginning to lose trust in corporate messages. In the case of Unilever, this implies that effective communication might not necessarily have an impact.
Although the research has increased, there are still some significant gaps. Very scanty research has been done on the moderation of scepticism. The majority of studies lack an explanation of how scepticism changes perception and trust. It also has little context-specific research. More markets should be analysed, e.g. the UK market.
[bookmark: _Toc230268821]2.2.3 Sustainability Communication and Brand Reputation
Brand reputation is how the stakeholders perceive the company in terms of how they feel about it within a given time. It is subject to exposure to repeat interactions, experiences and the flow of information. The sustainability initiatives are considered a source of reputation. Firms are able to channel their responsibility and ethical communication through sustainability communication (Snyder, 2019). Theoretically, this enhances good perception and trust. But reputation cannot be completely controlled. It falls into the external account and stakeholder sense. In the case of such companies as Unilever, a robust sustainability positioning can continue to bring dissimilar reputational effects on various audiences.
The brand equity theory, where Keller was the first to expound the theory, would explain the theory of brand equity and, more specifically, brand knowledge and associations and how they can influence consumer decisions (Rahman and Nguyen‐Viet, 2023). It assumes that a better brand equity and reputation are achieved through positive, consistent messaging. Another theory, whose role can be identified in the perspective of reputation management theory, is strategic communication, which serves to enhance the perception of the stakeholders. It considers reputation as a result of planned and controlled communicative practices. Despite the valuable information in these theories, they are limited. They tend to think about a linear process with the communication and resultant perception to a subsequent reputation. This is too simplistic an assumption (Rashid et al., 2019). Practically, messages are received differently by the stakeholders. In the case of Unilever, the concepts of reputation are not only shaped by corporate communication, but also through the externalised critique, media and previous brand behaviour (Unilever PLC, 2026b). The empirical literature suggests that brand reputation is positively correlated with sustainability initiatives. Environmentally and socially responsible companies are seen in a much better light. Sustainability communication can be used to assist firms in enhancing brand image in competitive markets as well as differentiating the firms. However, recent research on cases paints a confusing picture. Some yet others get scepticism or backlash, and there are organisations which gain their reputation (Rashid et al., 2019). The research has this difference that leads to the significance of context and perception. This relationship is even more difficult with digital media. The stakeholders can ask their questions and incorporate alternative stories into the corporation swiftly. It leaves companies like Unilever in a position where merely communicating with each other will not suffice to make sure that reputations can be enhanced.
Despite the many studies carried out, some incredibly significant gaps persist. There is little information available to say how communication and reputation are related. The motivation of various results of comparable strategies is infrequently clarified in available studies. There is also poor cases that are not well explored.
[bookmark: _Toc230268822]2.2.4 Greenwashing, Authenticity, and Strategic Risk
Any misleading or exaggerated sustainability reporting purporting to be accountable is called greenwashing. It occurs when the companies promote assertions on environmental matters that have not been fully supported by the practice at hand (Arli et al., 2021). Correspondence Relation- Authenticity demonstrates the perceived or perceived goodness of the correspondence of communication with actual action. It is also a key determinant in establishing the level of trust of sustainability messages by the stakeholders. Theoretically, credibility and reputation are enhanced by authentic communication. But it is easy to blur the line between real messaging and greenwashing (Altaf, 2022). The same case with companies like Unilever is that high visibility increases the demands and challenges of authenticity in its operations, which makes it extremely difficult to sustain over time across multiple operations (Unilever PLC, 2026b).
Signalling theory refers to a sign of sustainability communication as a quality signal of corporate responsibility. Signals assist companies in relieving the information asymmetry and establishing trust. This is plugged by institutional theory, which assumes that organisations are capable of adopting sustainability practices in the hopes of complying with the social norms and regulatory requirements (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). These theories provide tips to keep in mind on why businesses speak about sustainability. They are limited, however. The Signaling theory assumes that the signals become believable and are well comprehended by the stakeholders. This does not necessarily happen so. The institutional theory is conformative and economical in terms of institutional settings and does not put much attention on strategic manipulation. In practice, tensions between one hand and another may arise between the sincerity hand and the compliance hand, as is the case with such companies as Unilever (Unilever PLC, 2026b). Recent research reveals an increasing amount of consumer awareness about greenwashing. Consumers are increasingly concerned with sustainability pronouncements and have doubts about business motives. Stricter guidelines to curb misleading communication were also put in place by regulatory bodies. This has been increased by at least media scrutiny that points out the inconsistencies between what gets said and done. As empirical studies have pointed out, perceived greenwashing could have a devastating impact on trust and reputation (Prieto et al., 2024). However, the variance is also found. Firms' credibility can be built, but equally, the loss of reputation is seen to be very rapid in the case of other firms. The digital platforms further boost such dynamics. In the case of companies such as Unilever, this presents a multifaceted risk environment with a situation where communication can easily change to be both a liability and an asset.
It is gaining more and more attention, but considerable gaps exist. A framework of authenticity for reputational results is not clear. Most of the studies lack an explanation of the perception and measurement of authenticity. An analysis on the firm level is also limited, particularly when a multinational situation is involved and is not a straightforward scenario.
[bookmark: _Toc230268823]2.2.5 Contextual Dynamics: UK Market and Multinational Firms
The UK is a highly consumer-aware country, a highly controlled market and has a high degree of societal debate about sustainability. There is increased awareness and criticism of corporate behaviour among consumers. There is also a need to have more transparency and responsibility in regulatory frameworks (Altaf, 2022). This presents a difficult situation for sustainability communication. Major actors in this scenario are multinational companies, which have stores in different markets but have international brands. Strategy is hard with this two-fold pressure. In the case of some companies, such as Unilever, the global messaging and local expectations issue becomes a major challenge.
The approach that explains the response of organisations to regulatory, normative and cultural pressures within specific environments is referred to as institutional theory. It speculates that companies mess about to acquire legitimacy in various settings. The stakeholder theory supplements this by stating the importance of dealing with various expectations of the stakeholders (Li et al., 2021). Together, these theories can provide a successful model used to explain multinational behaviour. There are restrictions, however, on them. The institutional theory tends to assume active adaptation as opposed to strategic decision-making. Stakeholder theory assumes that organisations should be able to successfully balance conflicting interests. In real life, these assumptions are not worth holding on to. In the case of Unilever, the global and local pressures have been conflicting, which can result in inconsistent communication strategies (Unilever PLC, 2026a). Empirical studies indicate that in the UK, consumers are more sceptical than in a lot of other markets. They are quite agile at questioning matters of corporate sustainability and consult numerous sources of information. Accountability is also promoted through powerful regulatory mechanisms like advertising standards and disclosure rules of ESG. Research also indicates that because of their size and visibility, multinational firms are faced with increased scrutiny. Online services refine this query by being able to relay both bad and good news quite fast (van der Werff et al., 2019). Other companies can find it difficult to accommodate homogeneity, whilst some companies can also accommodate the requirements of the local. This poses a thorny environment to companies such as Unilever, in which communication strategies ought to be kept changing.
Despite these insights, there are still important gap areas. Most of the literature has been placed in a global context, and it has not taken into account the local dynamics. There is a poor comprehension of the role of context in the effectiveness of communication.
[bookmark: _Toc230268824]2.3 Theoretical Foundation and Contribution
This is a study underpinned by Signalling Theory. The theory is used to describe a situation where there is an information imbalance, and the organisations have a way to indicate information to the stakeholders. Sustainability communication manifests itself on a wide range of levels, with the companies' reports and sustainability targets, labels, campaigns and the making of product claims demonstrating the companies' responsibility (van der Werff et al., 2019). Only signals that are clear, credible, and connected with real action can be useful. When the signal is fuzzy or overdone, it can lead to mistrust, rather than trust. This means that the theory applies to the study of sustainability communication within the UK FMCG sector.
The fundamental elements are sender, signal, receiver and interpretation. The company is the sender of the information. Communication is the signal, with a sustainability message. The receivers are consumers, regulators, investors and media. How these groups determine if the message is credible (Weder, 2022). The theory is based on the idea that powerful signals lead to the reduction of uncertainty and the cultivation of trust. This dissertation does not however, assume this to be the case. It asserts that signals can also not work if they are perceived as marketing, as greenwashing or as reputation management.
The use of this theory is fitting because the research question is about the influence of sustainability communication on the perception, trust and reputation. Signalling Theory allows for an explanation of the pathway between message and judgement (Vijayalakshmi, Lin and Laczniak, 2020). It also illustrates how one company might obtain a different effect than another following similar sustainability claims. Specific, evidence-based claims could benefit reputation for Unilever. Lacks credibility if claims seem overly general and unrelated to the actual product. This will also allow people to compare Unilever with P&G, Nestlé, Reckitt and Henkel.
The contribution of this research is to help enlighten Signalling Theory in the context of the UK FMCG. It demonstrates that it's not just about the presence of sustainability signals. They're assessed based on evidence, visible force, products' relevance and previous reputation. The study, therefore, has two important conditions which were added (van der Werff et al., 2019). Being authentic increases the signal. Secondly, it is undermined by consumer scepticism. This provides a straightforward but valuable contribution to the theory area. Positive messages for sustainability help strengthen a brand, but not if the message is not credible, comprehended and linked to actions within the business. This will allow the contribution to stay focused and useful for case analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc225905073][bookmark: _Toc230268825]2.4 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework works, building a framework for analysing the five cases. It is a cross-connection between sustainability communication and consumer perception that ties in an understanding of trust and brand reputation (Welch et al., 2019). Also, it demonstrates that this connecting is not given. The framework is used to lead in the Chapter 4 case analysis and cross-case discussion in Chapter 5. It maintains the focus on the interconnection of the message, the evidence, the interpretation and the outcome for the sender's reputation.
The initial is sustainability communication. This is the variable that is being manipulated. This includes ESG reporting, environmental commitments, packaging labelling, product communications, content on social media, brand campaigns etc (Zhang et al., 2018). This dissertation does not consider communication as proof in itself. It is regarded as a vehicle with a message that should be put to the trial and verified by the interpretation of stakeholders based on evidence.
And the second part is the perception of the consumer. Here is a mediating factor. It's a way to let the consumers know the company's message of sustainability. The Perception may be positive, neutral/sceptical (Allen, 2016). Requires clarity of message and relevance of the product, media coverage and prior brand knowledge. This is important because reputation is achieved through the interpretation of whatever the company says.
Trust is the third element. Trust is also a Mediator. This occurs when consumers feel the sustainability claims are forthcoming, backed up with actions (Wang et al., 2018). There is little trust when communication is too extreme or if it seems disconnected from actual behaviors, or when it appears technical. In this investigation, the link between perception and reputation is trust.
The fourth part relates to brand reputation. This is what is achieved. It's the general assessment of the business long-term. The corporate communication has an impact on the reputation, but it is not fully ruled by the company. Also influenced by media coverage, consumer comments, regulation and previous issues.
The framework is impacted by 2 conditions. First is authenticity; as perceived by the user. This reinforces the connection between communication and trust when what is said is done. The second is doubting consumers (Weder, 2023). This erodes the connection when people feel that there is greenwashing or image management. These two conditions will suggest why it's possible for similar communication to have different results in Unilever, P&G, Nestlé, Reckitt, and Henkel.
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Figure 2: Conceptual Framework
Source: Based on (Welch et al., 2019, Zhang et al., 2018, Allen, 2016, Wang et al., 2018, Weder, 2023), Self-Made
The framework can be displayed as such:
Sustainability Communication → Consumer Perception → Trust → Brand Reputation
Two factors impact this main pathway, which are perceived authenticity and consumer scepticism. The overall UK FMCG picturesque backdrop replaces the entire model, as the UK FMCG context is likely to lead to an even greater level of scrutiny and will simply make sustainability claims more complex (Allen, 2016). This framework is practically followed in order to direct the research. The four questions – what is communicated, how is it evidenced, how might it be perceived, and what reputational effect does it create – are used to interrogate each case in Chapter 4. A Matrix for comparing cases is included in Chapter 5. It aids in the search for patterns, differences and limits. It can also be perfected when evidence in the case demonstrates visibility or product relevance causes a change in the strength of the relationship. 
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[bookmark: _Toc230268826]2.5 Summary Table of Key Literature
This table reviews major scholarly literature on sustainability communication, including its theoretical principles, approaches, results, as well as constraints. It demonstrates that communication is most frequently associated with trust, legitimacy, and reputation; however, a large number of studies are based on conceptual or context-specific evidence. This will form gaps in knowledge of practical efficacy. The table itself shows discrepancies and a lack of empirical depth, which justifies the creation of an integrative and context-specific paradigm to examine sustainability communication in companies such as Unilever UK.

	Author & Year
	Theory / Framework
	Method
	Key Findings
	Limitations
	Relevance to Study

	Allen (2016)
	Strategic Communication / Sustainability
	Conceptual
	Sustainability communication enhances legitimacy and stakeholder trust
	Lacks empirical validation
	Supports role of communication in reputation building

	Altaf (2022)
	Stakeholder Theory
	Qualitative
	Communication engages stakeholders and improves sustainability outcomes
	Context-specific, limited generalisability
	Links stakeholder engagement with communication strategy

	Crumley et al. (2022)
	Legitimacy Theory
	Qualitative
	External communication maintains organisational legitimacy
	Focus on interviews, limited consumer perspective
	Highlights legitimacy function of communication

	Reilly & Hynan (2014)
	CSR Communication
	Mixed methods
	Social media increases transparency but also criticism
	Early study, limited digital evolution
	Shows dual impact of digital communication

	Borges et al. (2023)
	Sustainability Communication
	Systematic Review
	Transparency and consistency are key for effective communication
	Broad scope, lacks firm-level depth
	Provides foundation for communication practices

	Golob et al. (2023)
	Sustainability Communication
	Conceptual
	Communication shapes stakeholder perception and engagement
	Limited empirical evidence
	Supports perception-based analysis

	Prieto et al. (2024)
	Strategic Communication
	Empirical
	Sustainability communication influences trust and ethical perception
	Industry-specific focus
	Links communication with trust formation

	Dessart & Standaert (2023)
	Strategic Storytelling
	Conceptual
	Storytelling enhances engagement and emotional connection
	Lacks measurement of outcomes
	Adds narrative dimension to communication

	Genç (2017)
	Sustainability Strategy
	Conceptual
	Communication is essential for sustainable strategy implementation
	Outdated context
	Provides foundational understanding

	Weder (2023)
	Strategic Communication
	Conceptual
	Sustainability narratives shape corporate identity
	Limited empirical support
	Supports communication as strategic tool

	Custódio Santos et al. (2019)
	Sustainability Communication
	Qualitative
	Communication influences marketing and perception in tourism
	Sector-specific
	Shows contextual influence on communication

	Aggerholm and Thomsen (2024)
	Legitimacy / Communication
	Conceptual
	Balancing transparency and purpose is critical
	Lacks empirical validation
	Highlights tension in communication strategies



[bookmark: _Toc230268827]2.6 Conclusion
The chapter critically analysed sustainability communication, perception of badness by consumers, trust and brand reputation, as well as touched upon greenwashing and contextual dynamics. It exposed that the theories which are in place are predisposed to think that there are linear relationships, which may not be so evident in the real world (Allen, 2016). The review has identified several gaps in its coverage, including a lack of integration between concepts, excessive narrowness in coverage of scepticism, and a lack of coverage of the UK-specific context. These disadvantages are manifested through such firms as Unilever, where good communication fails to result in improved performance. Thus, a comprehensive framework is warranted to describe conditional associations and mechanisms. To assist in the identification of these complexities, Chapter 3 will put this framework to the test by basing it on qualitative case study research.



[bookmark: _Toc230268828]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc230268829]3.1 Introduction
The research methodology is described and rationalised in this chapter, which ensures transparency, rigour and replicability. It discusses the impact of sustainability communication on perception, confidence and reputation, and discusses how and when such associations occur. The approach of a qualitative, secondary-data case study is taken, and the abductive logic, which connects the theory and data, underpins this approach. However, there are deficiencies in this practice (Li et al., 2021). Secondary data could be biased in terms of selective narrations, and interpretation can be biased. It is these issues that can be applied in the analysis of Unilever in a complex UK setting. In the chapter, a description of the philosophy of research and research design, including the cases to include, data collection, data analysis, quality and ethical issues, is mentioned.
[bookmark: _Toc230268830]3.2 Research Philosophy, Approach, and Design
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Figure 3: Research Onion Model
Source:(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc230268831]3.2.1 Research Philosophy
This paper has an interpretivist philosophy. It makes the assumption that reality is socially constructed and that it lies in the context. The perception and trust of the consumers is, therefore, not absolute but relative (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). This is the right way of analysing the way in which sustainability communication is perceived. It enables more insight into comprehension of meanings instead of quantifying objective outputs. Nonetheless, not all is well with interpretivism. It brings prejudice by the researchers and decreases objectivity (Kargbo et al., 2025). Results can be guided by interpretation as opposed to facts that are evident. This gives challenges in consistency. Expectant in Unilever, the perceptions of the stakeholders are diverse and therefore, interpretation is complicated. In this way, interpretivism would be rich, though it would need serious justification, and the line of thinking would need to be evident.
[bookmark: _Toc230268832]3.2.2 Research Approach
An abductive approach is adopted in this study. It has a deductive and inductive aspect. This paper begins with Chapter 2, which is a research conceptual framework. This model is then streamlined by examining the evidence on cases. With this approach, it is possible to move theory and data. It is fitting that multifaceted and situation-specific phenomena, such as sustainability communication, are addressed. It enables one to learn the trends that cannot be described in terms of the existing theories exhaustively (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Nonetheless, there are bases to abductive reasoning, as well. Otherwise, it might instil inconsistency in its interpretation. The risk of selectivity of fitting data to theory is missing in the assessment of the data. It is an approach that would be applicable in providing conditional relationships between communication, perception and reputation to Unilever; however, it requires analytical control.
[bookmark: _Toc230268833]3.2.3 Research Strategy
The present paper is based on the multi-case study approach. It entails studying a phenomenon in depth, but in its real-life scenario. This is an appropriate strategy in answering the questions of how and why (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). It enables one to go deep into processes and mechanisms affecting sustainability communication outcomes. Nevertheless, there are limitations to case studies. They offer a bit of generalisability and may be prey to subjective meaning (Aggerholm and Thomsen, 2024). The findings cannot be generalised to settings. The case study has rich insights into Unilever, but in a context. These methodological alternatives are arranged as a model called the Research Onion.
[bookmark: _Toc230268834]3.3 Justification for Case Study Methodology
The multi-case study method aligns with the research interests about the functionality of sustainability communication and in which situations such communication can be implemented to communicate the idea of fostering perception, trust and reputation. Multiple cases are selected to enable cross-case comparison and identification of patterns. However, purposive selection introduces the risk of selection bias, as cases are chosen based on the researcher’s judgment. The questions involve processes to be explored as opposed to making variable measurements. Case studies make the study of the situation detailed in the context of a real-life scenario possible. Nevertheless, this method presumes that the insights that can be gained under one particular context can be meaningful and would not apply to various contexts. Case studies provide this data but have a contextual background and allow a study of how data works. They can be used to refine theory, where the current models are not complete. This will help in the Unilever case to uncover the interaction between communication and perception by the stakeholders. But this depth imposes a limitation on the expansion of generalisation. Secondary data gives access to the reality of corporate practices and enables research of profiles of companies like Unilever. Many sources can be triangulated, as well, which adds credibility. The design will be a multi-case study since it aims at comprehensiveness, not breadth. Despite all of its merits, this approach has a number of restrictions. As a probability, one might find that secondary data is biased about companies. It also does not have direct consumer views, which might influence the analysis of findings.

[bookmark: _Toc230268835]3.4 Case Selection and Sampling Strategy
The paper has employed a variety of secondary sources in order to get various points of view. Corporate reports, including annual and ESG reports, are good sources of longitudinal information. They may, however, contain selective disclosure and emphasise good performance (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). These problems, such as marketing campaigns and branding materials, can give first-hand data about the strategy of communication, but this is typically promo-type information and may exaggerate the impact. The sources of the business press offer more independent opinions, but they might be the sources not give detailed analysis. Industry reports include useful trend data, but this is normally generalised (Custódio Santos et al., 2019). The official stories are served by company websites and press releases, but are guided by self-presentation bias. With Unilever, such sources are concentrated on the role of strategic communication but may be less insightful into the face of activities. The collection of data was organised. The same approach was taken to source out relevant sources based on the same research focus. Every source was screened in terms of credibility, relevancy, and antiqueness (Rashid et al., 2019). They were then thematically classified in the data, which is linked to the conceptual framework. This brought consistency to the analysis. However, through the assistance of secondary data, restrictions are possible. The information may be biased or partial towards positive stories. Lack of first-hand insight into consumer perception is limited by the fact that there is no primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc230268836]3.5 Data Sources and Data Collection
[bookmark: _Toc230268837]3.5.1 Types of Data Sources
A variety of secondary literature sources will serve as a foundation of the paper so that it will be comprehensive. Corporate reports include annual and ESG reports and provide information that is longitudinal and structured on the sustainability strategies. They are verified and credible, but selective in their disclosures, and they also emphasise the good performance (Snyder, 2019). Marketing campaigns and branding material give information on the application of communication strategies. But they are by nature promotional and could overstate influence. Business press sources: financial journalism and industry journalism can provide more autonomous views. Though they may not look into internal processes in detail. Trend analysis and benchmarking can be advantageous via industry reporting by organisations like consulting companies (Wang et al., 2018). Their weakness lies in generalisation, as they fail to give due concern towards firm-specific dynamics. Through the company’s websites and press releases, the organisation’s discourse and press releases are available. But they are affected by the self-presentation bias. As applied to Unilever, there is a strategic positioning within these sources, but the realities of the operations may not be fully achieved.
[bookmark: _Toc230268838]3.5.2 Data Collection Process
Data were gathered in a systematic and orderly fashion. The correspondence to the research area was the way to find out eligible sources. Relevance, credibility and recency of each source were then sifted. Materials that have been verified and of high quality were used only. The data obtained were structured into subject themes in correlation with the conceptual framework. This ensured uniformity of the analysis (Rashid et al., 2019). Use of secondary data, however, poses limitations. The news might be biased or inclined toward favourable news. The lack of primary data curtails first-hand knowledge of the consumer views. In the example of Unilever, it means that the data source that the researcher has is open information that may not necessarily be the entire interpretation of the stakeholders.
[bookmark: _Toc230268839]3.6 Data Analysis Approach
[bookmark: _Toc230268840]3.6.1 Analysis Framework
The conceptual framework that has been developed in Chapter 2 is informative in this analysis. This framework brings together sustainability communication and perception, trust and brand reputation. An abductive style is used, and the flow between theory and data is permitted. This makes it easy to discern trends, and at the same time, it is open to new knowledge. Nevertheless, there are flaws to this method (Graham and Cascio, 2018). There is an opportunity to run the risk of introducing the data to the prescribed scheme. This can minimise the sensitivity to unexpected results. The strict following of the theory cannot explain Unilever, where the outcomes of communication are not that simple, and explaining them too easily. In this way, flexibility is provided in the analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc230268841]3.6.2 Within-Case Analysis
The research paper provides an in-depth analysis of Unilever and other competitors in the UK. Some of the key dimensions that this analysis will be based on include communication strategy, consumer perception, trust formation and reputation outcomes (Graham and Cascio, 2018). This is because each of the dimensions is discussed with several data sources to develop a complete storyline. The triangulation is used to compare the evidence presented in reports, media and industry data. This enhances credibility and reduces reliance on individual sources. Within-case analysis has its limits, however. It is a strategy of one organisation; it may possess some peculiarities. This makes it difficult to isolate firm-specific effects and general trends.
[bookmark: _Toc230268842]3.6.3 Cross-Analysis Logic
Relationships between vital variables in the data are also other facets of data analysis. It decides the trends, discrepancies, and inconsistencies related to the influence of communication on perception and reputation. This works to unveil the mechanisms along with the appearance outcomes (Genç, 2017). The multi-case study does restrict the cross-analysis, though. There is a lack of comparability, and results are contextual. Here, the results may not apply to other organisations or other markets, as in the case of Unilever. This disadvantage is not overlooked, and conclusions are made carefully.
[bookmark: _Toc230268843]3.7 Research Quality and Rigour
The multiple data sources are used to ensure construct validity. It comprises company publications, news and sector analysis. Cross-source triangulation helps in reducing the utilisation of individual narratives. The construction of important constructs is made apparent in the conceptual framework (Li et al., 2021). This provides uniformity in the interpretation. However, because of the secondary data, construct validity is low. The available data in the case of Unilever may be settling on strategic messaging and may not always be dealing with practices, which determine validity. Information and inferences become strong as internal validity. The findings assist in providing logical reasoning in this paper as they help in linking back to the conceptual framework. There is a systematic interpretation as opposed to a selective interpretation (Meijer et al., 2021). It cannot, however, be achieved to determine causal relationships. Several external factors would have an effect on the sustainability of communication and reputation. In the case of Unilever, media narrative in conjunction with antecedent brand image may not only affect communication but also more.
Analytical generalisation is used in place of statistical generalisation to deal with external validity. It will also be aimed at being able to extrapolate findings to populations. Unilever experiences are utilised in applying ideas to conceptual knowledge (Kalogiannidis et al., 2025). Nevertheless, there is a low level of generalisability. This is an extremely tight situation in the UK, which is highly consumer-dominated and conscious. Results might not apply to smaller or less developed markets (Aggerholm and Thomsen, 2024). Clear records of the data source and analysis will be used to ensure the reliability. This enables repetition of the research. Secondary data, on the other hand, is biased. Favourable accounts can be provided by corporate sources. Analysis is also affected by the interpretation by researchers. Such restrictions have been recognised to uphold rigour.
[bookmark: _Toc230268844]3.8 Ethical Considerations
The paper will be based solely on the secondary data that is publicly accessible. This results in the fact that there are no contradictions on the aspect of confidentiality and informed consent. The ethical liability, however, is not vanish in the usage of the open information. Discriminatory corporate tales could be found even in information relating to the masses. When it comes to Unilever, the information can dwell on achievements and discredit limitations (Prieto et al., 2024). It thus needs critical interpretation. This is done by making proper reference to the sources to counter plagiarism and enhance academic integrity. The research will strive to reflect information and not to be selective in reporting. But interpretation is subjective (Rashid et al., 2019). There is no way to eliminate bias in research, especially when it comes to the analysis of complicated ways of communication. Special care is taken to avoid misrepresenting or harming its image. Results are given in an impartial way. The study fulfils the ethical principles of the university, and thus, responsible and transparent research practice is followed in the study.
[bookmark: _Toc230268845]3.9 Chapter Summary
The chapter has described the research approach, which was based on an interpretivist philosophy, an abductive approach and the case study approach. This combination could be employed to explore the relationships between sustainability communication, perception and reputation that are complex and context-specific. However, they also have limitations on these options (Siegrist, 2021). Secondary data may be selective on narratives, and interpretation may be biased by the researcher. In the case of Unilever, the consequences are affected by the circumstances in the UK and cannot be generalised. Regardless of these limitations, the approach is suitable for the refinement of the theory. Chapter 4 will give the findings and analysis that will tie empirical evidence to the conceptual framework.




[bookmark: _Toc230268846]Chapter 4: Findings 
[bookmark: _Toc230268847]4.1 Introduction
This chapter provides the results of the secondary analysis of data for five consumer companies in the UK market - Unilever UK, Procter & Gamble UK, Nestlé UK, Reckitt UK and Henkel. This chapter will be organised according to the theme of this study. This includes the overview of the company, sustainability communication strategy and results. It's not a descriptive account of corporate sustainability (Maley, Moeller and Ting, 2020). It is to evaluate sustainability communication's impact on reputation. Our UK focus is because green claims are in the spotlight. UK consumers (57%) believed companies didn't disclose data on environmental, social and economic effects in 2024. The CMA reviewed claims in FMCG and only finished its review of Unilever claims when there were changes to some products. This is a huge, but dangerous, opportunity when marketing sustainability. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268848]4.2 Case Study 1: Unilever UK
[bookmark: _Toc230268849]4.2.1 Introduction and Background
Unilever is one of the world's largest FMCG companies, and is prominent in the UK market in beauty and personal care, home care, food and ice cream. It is the proprietor of Dove, Comfort, Cif, Hellmann's and Magnum brands (Javed et al., 2024). In 2024, Unilever's revenue is €60.8 billion worldwide, proving the foundation for its UK market share (Unilever PLC, 2025). It's important to our story as it has been positioning itself as sustainable for many years now. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268850]4.2.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Unilever's challenge is to be seen. Sustainability communications offer an opportunity to differentiate, but clearly many FMCG companies in the UK are also involved in ESG communications (Koh, Burnasheva and Suh, 2022). Unilever is not engaging in communications about sustainability. It does. The question is how they can be? The signalling theory assumes that the signalling of sustainability brings about lower uncertainty. But even the sustainability leader is challenged when statements are too visual, abstract or even general in the 2023-24 CMA inquiry. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268851]4.2.3 The Approach and Implementation
Unilever has a broad range of sustainability communications. These range from reports to brand communication, product and packaging claims and communications. The 2024 report promotes sustainability as contributing to the business transformation, not only social change. That's fair due to the importance of brand consistency (Unilever PLC, 2025). The firm is also linking sustainability to the brands, which puts it on the customers' radar. This is more effective than producing company ESG reports. But there's a risk. Lies about a Cif, Comfort or Dove claim will impact products and companies (Flores‐Hernández, Cambra‐Fierro and Vázquez‐Carrasco, 2020). This is good and bad for legitimacy theory. Unilever wants legitimacy in unsustainable claims, but this is difficult if there is a perception that society is being deceived. The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) inquiry is complete (November 2024), but it recommended and saw changes to some claims. This suggests improvement, rather than immunity. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268852]4.2.4 Outcomes and Results
Unilever's 2024 turnover of 60.8 billion euros and 4.2% (organic) growth prove that the sustainability challenges to business did not put profits out of business (Unilever PLC, 2025). But goodwill has limits. CMA proves we will be more closely scrutinised for good communication. Unilever is good for sustainability when it's tangible, measurable and helps transform products. It's less good if it looks like it's symbolic. The moral of this story is: Unilever is good for sustainability, but not good for publicity. 

[bookmark: _Toc230268853]4.3 Case Study 2: Procter & Gamble UK
[bookmark: _Toc230268854]4.3.1 Introduction and Background
Procter & Gamble is a global consumer products company which competes in the UK in the household, grooming, beauty, baby and personal care. Ariel, Fairy, Gillette, Pampers and Head & Shoulders are amongst these. In 2024 financial year Procter & Gamble (P&G) global net sales were US$84.0 billion with organic sales growth of 4% (Procter & Gamble, 2025). It is branding well in terms of sustainability, but more from a process rather than an emotive point of view. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268855]4.3.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
There is a translation issue for P&G. It is pledging big on ESG but consumers may relate more to the brand than the company. So it impacts the brand-to-consumer conversion. It's argued that positive associations build reputation (Batırlık, Gencer and Akkucuk, 2022). However, P&G shows that associations need to be seen and important at the product level. If consumers don't regularly buy Fairy and Gillette in the context of "going green", the reputation gain from the sustainability marketing is minimal.
[bookmark: _Toc230268856]4.3.3 The Approach and Implementation
This is how P&G markets this through its Ambition 2030, Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting and through innovation. On climate change, it is targeting a net-zero supply chain and operations in 2040. It reported a reduction of 58% (from 2010) in Scope 1 and 2 emissions by 2023 and more than 99% renewable electricity used in 2023 (Procter & Gamble, 2025). Another corporate focus for communications is packaging. P&G wants to catch up in this packaging space by having all products in consumer packaging recyclable or reusable by 2030 and reduce the use of virgin petroleum-based plastics (Bae, Lee and Luan, 2023). This strategy is measured (not theoretical) because it's in terms of operations. But it is not necessarily distinctive like Unilever. P&G sounds like a low-cost producer (rather than an active and engaged environmental advocate). This might not be greenwash, but might not be trust. Proper proof might not impact reputation if the consumer hasn't heard. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268857]4.3.4 Outcomes and Results
Good sales; average reputation. P&G's 2024 revenues are high, but sustainability is not the top element of its brand for consumers in the UK. But it has evidence (signalling theory). But these are somewhat blocked by brands (Procter & Gamble, 2025). So indeed, P&G provides an example of a technically quite good but reputationally poor sustainability communication. It's effective when it's product-based. It's not as effective when it’s corporate, impersonal and emotionless (Camilleri et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc230268858]4.4 Case Study 3: Nestlé UK
[bookmark: _Toc230268859]4.4.1 Introduction and Background
Nestlé is a global food and beverage manufacturer, and is highly represented in the UK confectionery, coffee, nutrition, cereals and pets market segments. It competes with Unilever for food products, and with other global FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods) multinationals for general household products (Nestlé, 2025). In 2024, Nestlé announced its green progress, which includes a net 20.38% improvement in GHG emissions (2018 base year) (Nestlé, 2025). But it doesn't have as squeaky-clean an image as Unilever. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268860]4.4.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Nestlé's problem is legitimate. The current sustainability communication is seen in the light of past public scandals like water, counselling or power. Legitimation theory states that fresh legitimacy for firms occurs when social norms are satisfied (Jones, 2019). The problem is shown by Nestlé. When trust is low, the defence messages are interpreted by the stakeholders to be about sustainability. The upside is to show change, but the downside is that messages are preëvaluated and ignored.
[bookmark: _Toc230268861]4.4.3 The Approach and Implementation
Sustainability reports, net zero targets, responsible sourcing policy, packaging reduction targets and regenerative agriculture are among the sustainability measures Nestlé uses. It tracks in its 2024 Creating Shared Value that it is well on the way to a 50% GHG emissions reduction (on a 2018 baseline) by 2030, and that it will be net zero by 2050. In 2024, 93.5% of key commodities assessed were deforestation-free (Nestlé, 2025). Figures are important to send signals. But it's hard to put into action. The food-beverage industry's sustainability concerns its supply chains, dairy methane emissions, packaging and sourcing. These are issues difficult to comprehend. That means Nestlé has a challenge to engage the public in terms of technicality. Shoppers will be suspicious of their marketing due to their prejudices. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268862]4.4.4 Outcomes and Results
Nestlé is not all successful. Its sustainable narrative is boosted by a 20.38% reduction. But there's a lot of downside for big food. In 2024, activists have said the top ten UK food producers are responsible for 477 million tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions in 2022 (Nestlé, 2025). These criticisms pervade specific allegations (Cheng and Huang, 2025). Nestlé's proof but not necessarily trusted Stakeholder confidence is aimed at through successful communications, with history, fact and perception colliding. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268863]4.5 Case Study 4: Reckitt UK
[bookmark: _Toc230268864]4.5.1 Introduction and Background
Reckitt is a British multibillion-dollar consumer goods company that owns lots of brands in the categories of health and hygiene, and nutrition. It's behind the brand names of products Dettol, Lysol, Finish, Durex, Gaviscon and Nurofen (Gomez-Trujillo, Velez-Ocampo and Gonzalez-Perez, 2020). It's one of cleaning, personal care and households for Unilever and P&G. It's interesting because its social sustainability messages are connected with health and hygiene, not environmentalism. This provides it with an opportunity.
[bookmark: _Toc230268865]4.5.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
How can and should Reckitt tie its brands to sustainability? They are good towards hygiene and health products. If sustainability claims enhance safety, accessibility, well-being and ethical practices, they may improve the brand image (Peng and Zhang, 2022). But what about assured governance? In 2024, Reckitt had investors worried over an investigation of undisclosed liabilities of its Middle East operation and falling share price (Reckitt, 2026). This is significant as it is not about sustainability. Reputations can be damaged due to poor governance. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268866]4.5.3 The Approach and Implementation
Reckitt is sustainable reporting, reformulating products, making social impact investments and setting emissions targets. It stated in its 2024 Report 34.9% of the net revenue came from more sustainable products (29.6% in 2023) (Reckitt, 2026). It is 69% below 2015 greenhouse gas emissions from its operations and made £34 million of social impact investments (Reckitt, 2026). These numbers improve the communication as they link them to their impact. Reckitt’s approach is also in line with stakeholder theory. They appeal to consumers as they offer safer products, the community. They impact their social return on investment and shareholders because they impact their profit return on investment (Leal Filho et al., 2025). But there are risks. Sustainability communication and corporate sustainability are only effective with corporate governance and operational excellence. Corporate (or financial) governance may be questioned if unsound. This means that sustainability, as we found with Reckitt, may not stand for corporate sustainability. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268867]4.5.4 Outcomes and Results
Reckitt is relatively effective with outcomes as it translates to products. Sustainability, health and hygiene are related. The growth in sales from sustainable products suggests sustainability is shifting from being a message to a strategy for the portfolio. But the Middle East crisis shows trust is holistic (Mandarić, Hunjet and Kozina, 2021). You can't be good for sustainability and not for governance. It works well for Reckitt that sustainability is sensible. It is not so sensible to transform a bad governance reputation into a bad sustainability reputation. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268868]4.6 Case Study 5: Henkel
[bookmark: _Toc230268869]4.6.1 Introduction and Background
The German-based multinational Henkel is operational in the UK as a company, having its brands such as Persil, Schwarzkopf, Colour Catcher and Loctite (Henkel, 2026). It's a similar situation to Unilever. It is a laundry and home care business, a hair care and C-face sustainability business. Amidst a competitive FMCG environment, there is real pressure to back up environmental claims with other evidence – claims must be measurable and product-relevant. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268870]4.6.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Underpinning sustainability and creating a brand reputation is Henkel's central task. While big:wiser companies like Unilever have for a long time credited sustainability as an integral part of their corporate fame (Siyal et al., 2022). Henkel's consumer image more often than not matters to their functional product performance (Henkel, 2026). This leaves room and opens up a gap. But, if they become part of a brand and a product they know and understand, then sustainability messages can help to build trust; but, if they remain corporate and/or technical, then it is possible that consumers will not see them.
[bookmark: _Toc230268871]4.6.3 The Approach and Implementation
At Henkel, it's based on fact not feelings. Results achieved in relation to its sustainability communication in 2024 include a 64% decrease in the company's production CO₂ emissions per tonne of product since 2017 (Henkel, 2026). 25% recycled plastic packaging for its consumer products, and a packaging percentage which is 89% recyclable (Henkel, 2026). These indicators can help signal theory to signal otherwise, and provide an additional avenue to signal without a diversity in general environmental promises. However, they do confirm the legitimacy approach: Henkel is such an example; they observe a consistency with respect to expectations from the communities of regulators and stakeholders (Pham and Huynh, 2025). There is a catch, though, in the use of the approach: the number of proofs must be converted to easy-to-understand product claims if it's going to have any effect on consumers 
4.6.4 Outcomes and Results
With substantiation, communications for sustainability can reduce the potential of engaging in greenwashing, as Henkel does. But it can have an impact on reputation, albeit a conditional one. What this case suggests is “Evidence, visibility, product – these are all related and add up to a trust (Khan et al., 2026).” The picture is hardly unique for Henkel, however, and, therefore, the credibility of the communication processes, in terms of sustainability, is higher, but not sufficient to alter the image in the UK. This allows Henkel to have a good comparative foil in the dissertation's design framework. 
[bookmark: _Toc230268872]4.7 Summary of Cross-Case Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc230268873]4.7.1 Recurring triggers across cases
The key drivers of the five cases have been market saturation with sustainability, UK government responses, consumer and reputational risk. The companies don't stress the importance of safety because they want credit (Reilly and Larya, 2018). It is better to be silent in their business environment, but worse to be too silent. This is an example of the usefulness of signalling theory, but its danger. Signals are effective if audiences believe the sender.
[bookmark: _Toc230268874]4.7.2 Common response patterns
The response patterns were ESG data, packaging-related claims, emissions targets, product claims and purpose storytelling. But they had different executions. Unilever and Henkel played the peace card. P&G & Reckitt were more functional (Tawiah, Samson and Jatau, 2025). Nestlé played the technical credentials to overpower cynics. We conclude that firms do not use unidimensional actions. They use several actions, including reporting, campaigns, product and governance actions.
[bookmark: _Toc230268875]4.7.3 Major differences between the five cases
	Company
	Main difference

	Unilever UK
	Strong sustainability visibility, but high regulatory and consumer scrutiny (Unilever PLC, 2025)

	Procter & Gamble UK
	Strong corporate ESG evidence, but weaker consumer-level sustainability association (Procter & Gamble, 2025)

	Nestlé UK
	Current progress is limited by historical controversy and scepticism (Nestlé, 2025)

	Reckitt UK
	Sustainability is credible when linked to health, hygiene and measurable product impact (Reckitt, 2026)

	Henkel
	Strong measurable evidence, but lower consumer visibility than Unilever (Henkel, 2026)


[bookmark: _Toc230268876]4.7.4 Emerging relationship between execution and results
The studies show execution-outcomes' connections. In an ideal world, communication is quantifiable, product or firm behaviour reaffirming respectively (Tawiah, Samson and Jatau, 2025). It is bad when it is hard to find, not owned or relevant to the company, when there is history or when it does not relate to performance. So, reputation is more than communication. It is fact, meaning, time and trust.
[bookmark: _Toc230268877]4.8 Chapter Summary
Five examples of the conditional reputation management of sustainability communication are presented in this chapter. Unilever demonstrates the promise and perils associated with being highly sustainable. P&G demonstrates that proof of sustainability is not a strong reputation if consumers don't connect it with brands. Nestlé shows that the past hampers present assertions. Reckitt demonstrates a greater fit with sustainability purposes for better health (Pong and Chun, 2024). Henkel shows that measurable sustainability evidence can reduce greenwashing risk, but its reputational impact remains limited when consumer visibility is weaker than Unilever’s. The research subverts linear theory. Dialogues don't result in trust and reputation. It is seen when stakeholders think that companies are authentic, real and true. These lessons will be analysed by our theory in Chapter 5.


[bookmark: _Toc230268878]Chapter 5: Discussion and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc230268879]5.1 Purpose and Positioning
This chapter aims to read the accounts presented in Chapter 4, in accordance with the theoretical and empirical arguments presented in Chapter 2. This chapter is not a summary of the five case studies. It is to tell a story of the significance of sustainability communication as reputation building (Pham and Huynh, 2025). Thus, in this chapter, we explore Unilever UK, Procter & Gamble UK, Nestlé UK, Reckitt UK and Henkel as an amalgamated case. Is sustainability communication a driver of reputation and trust, or merely an arbitrator for authenticity, scepticism, product (relevance), governance and reputation? Sustainability communication is vital to UK consumers, but it's not a given option (Cowan and Guzman, 2020). The most recent consumer survey data used in Chapter 4 found 57% of UK consumers believe that companies don't provide information on their social, environmental and economic performance. Unilever made 60.8 billion euros in 2024; 84.0 billion dollars of net sales for P&G; Nestlé reduced their emissions by 20.38% on 2018 levels; Reckitt added 34.9% net turnover from creating more sustainable products; and Henkel returned to profit after bankruptcy (Unilever PLC, 2025; Procter & Gamble, 2025; Nestlé, 2025; Reckitt, 2026; Henkel, 2026). But these had varied reputation consequences.
[bookmark: _Toc230268880]5.2 Analytical Framework and Logic
The analysis uses the model shown in Chapter 2. Stakeholder theory justifies communication as a way to entice consumers, shareholders, government, employees and non-government organisations. Legitimacy theory justifies communication to legitimise being socially acceptable. Signalling theory explains communication as a way to solve information problems, such as when there is no information on the supply chain, carbon emissions or sourcing (Weder, 2023). Brand equity theory links positive beliefs and trust to reputation. But Chapter 2 also noted the simplicity of the theories. They work based on communication leading to trust, and trust leading to reputability.
The case evidence suggests that's not the case. The new equations are a bit more complex. Sustainability communications are first sent as a signal. That signal is interpreted by stakeholders via their prior expertise and experience, the media, regulation and corporate purposes. If it appears specific, measurable and consistent with behaviour, it can be trusted (Gomez-Trujillo, Velez-Ocampo and Gonzalez-Perez, 2020). If it is vague, defensive, ritualistic or not related to behaviour, it can inspire distrust. There are five themes to this analysis. These are publicity and cynicism, authority and proof, product-relevant, historical and governance-responsive and the challenges of ethical legacies. These themes provide organisation for analysis - connecting Chapter 2 construction to Chapter 4 cases - as compared rather than described.
[bookmark: _Toc230268881]5.3 Cross-Case Synthesis: Compare and Contrast with Literature
[bookmark: _Toc230268882]5.3.1 Visibility, Scrutiny and the Reputation Paradox
Literature states that sustainability communications can build a reputation as they reveal good works. The theory of stakeholders backs this idea as companies should satisfy stakeholders. Legitimacy theory is supportive, as dissemination can show social acceptability. But the Chapter 4 illustrations pose a challenge (Luo et al., 2020). More publicity and exposure can have both positive and negative effects. The case of Unilever is number one. Its "green" profile is good and justified by 2024 revenues of €60.8 billion and 4.2% growth behind this revenue stream. It shows its ongoing market prowess (Unilever PLC, 2025). But we discovered in the CMA case to invalidate some Unilever operations, which has attracted attention from regulators and consumers. 
This extends the literature. It's not a refutation of stakeholder or legitimacy theory. It shows their boundary condition. Communications to magnify legitimacy work only if it's true. In a sceptical UK culture, visibility is more challenging. But it's not that for P&G. It has global net sales of $84.0 billion and organic sales growth of 4%, but its visibility is not as effectively appealing as Unilever's (Unilever PLC, 2025; Procter & Gamble, 2025). This reduces any potential reputational risk, but so does reputational distinctiveness. It's harder for Nestlé. The negatively reframed 20.38% drop in emissions is a clear announcement, but it is being received in a context of past controversy (Nestlé, 2025). That is, it doesn't take place in a bubble. It occurs in a field of memory, awareness and evaluation. 
So the lesson is. Sustainability Revealed is as good as scepticism or hyperbole. Otherwise, the informing event informs the scepticism.
[bookmark: _Toc230268883]5.3.2 Authenticity, Evidence and the Quality of Signals
Signalling theory refers to when communication is called for to resolve the uncertainty of stakeholders who are unable to directly observe a company's affairs. Our findings are only partially consistent with signalling theory. It was not the noises that were loud. The most concrete signals. The Reckitt case is important (Neumann, Martinez and Martinez, 2021). It reported 34.9% of net revenue accounted for was from more sustainable products, 69% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions (since 2015) and £34 million spent on social innovation (Reckitt, 2026). These figures evidence sustainability reporting and show how it relates to consumer decisions. 
P&G also employs signals. Its Ambition 2030 sustainability goals, and its carbon emissions and renewable energy electricity are evidence-based. This enhances credibility, but it's not enough. The signal needs to reach customers via brands. This calls into question the idea that all information signalled becomes a public good. Users must receive, identify and associate the information with the purchase (Neumann, Martinez and Martinez, 2021). Unilever is a case in point of signing broadly. It has an emotional purpose message, but is vulnerable if seen as not precise. The CMA action is important as first impressions of trustworthiness can be triggered by imagery, words and connotation of environment. benefit. Nestlé shows that numbers are required, but they cannot be enough, given impaired perceptions. Its 20.38% reduction that promotes change, but cannot undo history.  The insight here is that being authentic is not about emotional bonds. Its integrity judgement is founded on evidence, consistency and congruence.
[bookmark: _Toc230268884]5.3.3 Product-Level Relevance and Consumer Interpretation
Positive associations, brand equity theory, establish reputation. This is supported by our research, but they need to be relevant. Unilever makes it easier to spread messages about sustainability through the brands which consumers know: Dove, Comfort, Cif and Hellmann. So, sustainability is integrated into the product brand value proposition. But it also means that brands could be damaged by bad product claims (Veh, Göbel and Vogel, 2019). This is the case with P&G. Its corporate ESG credentials are good, but customers might well have heard of Ariel, Fairy, Gillette or Pampers but not P&G. Corporate sustainability/corporate brand equity are not connected to the consumer. The brand can do 'the right thing', but this might not influence UK rap. This challenges Brand Equity. Positive associations with the company will not trickle down to products. Awareness, corporate and product brand communications are needed.
Reckitt has product relevance on the backs of health and hygiene products' associations with health, care and safety. Environmental messages work best when they complement functionality as a Dettol, Finish or Durex product. Henkel has more ethical meaning due to the products' connection with cruelty-free cosmetics and fair trade practices (Rahman and Nguyen‐Viet, 2023). But its experience reveals that it's important for the products to remain current. When the range becomes "old-fashioned" and uncompetitive, this dilutes the meanings. The preliminary verdict is that sustainability messages work best when they communicate to the consumer that the relevant product (and company) is relevant.
[bookmark: _Toc230268885]5.3.4 Historical Reputation, Governance and Path Dependence
Several reputation accounts refer to reputation as an outcome of communication strategies. This is not entirely the case identified by the cases. Reputation is path-dependent. Past actions are seen as a predictor of current actions. The prime example is Nestlé. It takes effort to improve its existing reporting, but its current reputation is coloured by past criticisms. And good news might be seen with a grain of salt (Welch et al., 2022). Legitimacy theory needs to be revised. It's not sufficient to demonstrate that it meets current standards, as it cannot regain legitimacy simply by communicating that. It also needs to reverse the paths of past illegitimacy.
The Henkel example is significant for another health-related phenomenon. But past greatness can be bad for business unless persevered with. Henkel reported measurable sustainability progress through emissions reduction, recycled packaging and improved packaging recyclability. The ethical brand's values, logic, continuity and disruption were valued (Henkel, 2026). This questions brand equity. Monolithic brands go bust if the business fails 
Reckitt introduces governance. It has good sustainability measures, but investors are concerned about hidden liabilities at its Middle East operation, implying that responsibility is looked at holistically. A firm cannot be relied on for environmental performance and has governance issues. And so goes Unilever for its eco messages. P&G is safe because it communicates well and it is less variable, but less different (Procter & Gamble, 2025). Here, the point of difference is that the image is not reset with each new communication. It is based on performance, environmental, social, commercial and governance.
[bookmark: _Toc230268886]5.3.5 Evidence, Visibility and the Limits of Technical Sustainability Communication
Henkel demonstrates the boundaries of technical sustainable communication. It is not principally established in terms of emotional purpose, but by actual evidence of its operation. This entails emissions reduction, recyclability of packaging and recycled packaging (Golob, Podnar and Zabkar, 2023). These indicators are indicators of progress, which make the communication credible because they are not commitments in which you can only see general statements of intent.
This is key in comparing Henkel with Unilever. The two companies have comparable FMCG businesses that include laundry, home care, hair care and personal care, among others. It's much different, however, with their sustainability communication. Unilever is more out there, more purposeful. Henkel is experiential and action oriented (Dessart and Standaert, 2023). This contrast demonstrates the possibility of two kinds of sustainability communication failure. Excessive visibility is bad because it boards the plane, and the lack of visibility is worse because consumers don't know it's on the plane.
Henkel subscribes to the signalling theory – although in a limited sense. The evidence signals responsibilities, but the signal needs stakeholders to understand it. Too technical, and it might meet regulators and investors' requirements, but may not make a difference for the shoppers (Borges et al., 2023). In the case of Henkel, however, credibility is not sufficient, as is demonstrated. Sustainability communication needs to also be understandable, simple and product value associated. The larger message is that evidence isn't everything that sets up a reputation (Borges et al., 2023). Evidence needs to be translated into a meaning for consumers. Sustainability communication can only boost trust and brand reputation on that basis.
[bookmark: _Toc230268887]5.4 Integration to Conceptual Model or Propositions
There is a widespread case of evidence broadly consistent with the conceptual model developed in Chapter 2. Consumer perception, consumer trust and reputation of the brand are affected by sustainability communication, however, not directly. The results indicate a first approach to communication as a signal. This then has to be evaluated by the stakeholders before it becomes a reputational value (Dang, Nguyen and Pervan, 2020). The most solid relationship is sustainability communication, consumer perception, trust and brand reputation. When specific and linked to products, evidence-based claims can be a powerful means of building trust, as can be seen by Unilever, P&G, Reckitt and Henkel. Nestlé demonstrates that this pathway is eroded if previous disputes have occurred, which impacts the interpretation.
So there is a need for a little modification of the model. Authenticity and consumer scepticism shouldn't be considered background. Central conditions are they. Authenticity enhances the signal when claims do not appear to differ from what action occurs in reality (Koh, Burnasheva and Suh, 2022). This undermines the underlying message when consumers believe greenwashing or image management, is taking place. The way pathway strength is affected by product relevance and brand history. The modified thesis becomes: perception of authenticity and product-relevance, combined with a good credibility assessment, are necessary for sustainability communication to be beneficial for brand reputation (Koh, Burnasheva and Suh, 2022). This effect is diluted if combined with scepticism, lack of visibility, or poor historical reputation that impedes stakeholders' interpretation. This retains the model conditional and practical and collects with five-case evidence from the UK FMCG market.
[bookmark: _Toc230268888]5.5 Robustness Considerations
The analysis of the study needs to take this into account, as the research is based on secondary data. There could be emphasis on the positive aspects in managerial reports and downplaying of the negative. The media has an interest in the negative. Market data might also be broad-based and not highlight the UK anomaly (Neumann, Martinez and Martinez, 2021). The revenue of Unilever is €60.8 billion globally, of P&G $84.0 billion, and the carbon emissions reduction target is global for Nestlé (Unilever PLC, 2025; Nestlé, 2025). These show us the scale and whether it is rising or falling.
But the findings are triangulated from evidence sources. Sethi’s evidence of what they say and do. Government evidence of the CMA review of Unilever claims is scrutinised by outside regulators. Media reports of Henkel’s difficulties and recovery prove forced reputation (Borges et al., 2023). Cross-case analysis is also used as the pattern of theorisation may differ in individual cases. The primary alternative theory is that reputation is not affected by sustainability, merely profits. Henkel case to some extent supports this. But the cases show that sustainability plays a role in consumer markets because it impacts trust, scrutiny and differentiation.
[bookmark: _Toc230268889]5.6 Practical Synthesis
First, let the managers get less talkative, but more candid. In the UK, 57% of consumers believe companies don't disclose impact: business firms should not be ambiguous. The indicators, targets and the products should be transparent and obvious (Dessart and Standaert, 2023). Second, firms need to link sustainability with the product. P&G shows the power of company ESG, if it is not relevant. Reckitt shows the impact of connecting sustainability to health, hygiene and function.
Third, firms need to look to the past. Changing problems from the past and showing how it is critical for Nestlé. Henkel needs to not only maintain its status quo, but also revitalise its branding online. Fourth, reputation counts on sustainability. Consumers and society take organisations as a whole (Rahman and Nguyen‐Viet, 2023). In other words, no one cares if a company is "green" if there is something amiss with its finances or regulatory or operational issues. Finally, Unilever should view sustainability as a critical role in its business. It needs to preserve its reputation differentiation by being correct in its claims and reporting, and by continuous communication of brand and product changes.
[bookmark: _Toc230268890]5.7 Chapter Summary
This chapter shows that the Chapter 4 findings are consistent with the literature, although they also clarify and add new insights. Stakeholder theory is supported as the five firms are communicating sustainable practices due to expectations of consumers, investors, government and business. Legitimacy theory is also supported by businesses gaining legitimacy in the UK market through sustainability (Koh, Burnasheva and Suh, 2022). Signalling theory is partly supported as certainty can be restored. And brand equity theory is supported if sustainability makes positive and believable links. But the results challenge the notion of directly linking reputation and communication (Veh, Göbel and Vogel, 2019). The only improvement to attract people is sustainability. Communication is conditional. These are believability, evidence, fit, governance credibility and stability. Unilever displays the paradox of visibility. P&G reveals weak corporate ESG. Nestlé shows historic scepticism. Reckitt shows the need to fit the product (Dang, Nguyen and Pervan, 2020). Henkel shows the need for an ethical overhaul. This Chapter 6 builds on these insights with theoretical, managerial, limitations, and recommendations. The message is that sustainability (or green) talk is a marketing trick, but only if it is authentic, proven and grounded in practice.




[bookmark: _Toc230268891]Chapter 6: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc230268892]6.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a summary of the dissertation. It includes the explanation of the major findings, theoretical implications, managerial implications, limitations, and future study directions. The study explored the impact of sustainability communication on consumer perception and trust and brand reputation in the UK, in the FMCG sector (van der Werff et al., 2019). They resorted to the use of secondary data, five case studies and cross-case analysis. Unilever UK was mainly concerned in the case. For comparison, the brands P&G, Nestlé, Reckitt and Henkel were used. Clear central conclusion. Sustainability communication can help to create and bolster reputation... only if stakeholders deem it credible, relevant and authentic.
[bookmark: _Toc230268893]6.2 Brief Summary of Key Findings
The findings show that improving reputation through sustainability communication, but only if. Evidence-based claims were more effective than general-purpose claims. This was significant to obtain product-level relevance as consumers understand sustainability via the products they use on a day-to-day basis. Visibility also mattered. Unilever got attention, and as a result, the scrutiny (Weder, 2022). There is a measurable impact on the communication of P&G and Henkel, but it wasn't as distinctive an emotion. Claims were discredited by a history of controversy as Nestlé proved. Reckitt had a stronger connection to sustainability when it came to health and hygiene. In general, communication was used as a signal, rather than evidence. A signal needed evidence and authenticity – and a consumer sense of meaning.
[bookmark: _Toc230268894]6.3 Theoretical Implications
The first theoretical implication is related to Signalling Theory. The study corroborates the idea that corporate business communication helps to reduce the information gap (van der Werff et al., 2019). Sustainability reporting and targets, packaging claims and campaigns are all signals. The research results, however, ‘qualify’ the theory (Golob, Podnar and Zabkar, 2023). Trust doesn't simply arise from a signal. It can't be malicious; it needs to be easy to understand and obvious. This is relevant in the UK FMCG market because there are currently many companies that make similar ‘green' claims. Sustainability is a ubiquitous concept, and it is more about the character of the signal rather than its mere presence or absence.
The second implication is within the realm of interpretation. Overall, previous communication studies conclude that there is a positive impact on reputation through transparent communication (Allen, 2016; Weder, 2022). The process in this study is more conditional. Those who receive the message are STAKEHOLDERS. They are appraisers of motives; they have assessments evidenced and consistencies. High visibility created an increased awareness and an increased doubt in Unilever. In Nestlé, the food-related information was interpreted in a specific way, depending on the historical image of the food (van der Werff et al., 2019). Measurable evidence was from high credibility, and low visibility was from low consumer meaning in Henkel. It implies that reputation is associated with communication, and interpretation is a vital form of that relationship.
The third implication has to do with authenticity and scepticism. In Chapter 2, questions about the excitement for the perceived authenticity and the consumer scepticism were addressed. Chapter 5 supports this. Authenticity contributes to the communication and trust between what is provided and "how it works" (Allen, 2016). Scepticism is used for claims that would seem to be a promotion or seem unrelated. This will help continue the research in the field of greenwashing and strategic risk (Arli et al., 2021; Prieto et al., 2024). The things that might be differently heard can be credible in one instance and suspicious in another. It is NOT just the message that is different. It's also what's going on around the message.
The fourth implication is in connection with the conceptual model. The original model posited movement from sustainability communication towards consumer perception towards trust and ultimately to brand reputation. There is evidence of this pathway and the need to develop it further. The new model will be based on four standards: Evidence, Product relevance, Brand history & Brand visibility. Evidence supports credibility (Borges et al., 2023). The consumer must take cognisance of the claim – this can be achieved in the sense of product relevance. Trust has to do with brand history. As visibility leads to exposure, it also leads to scrutiny. These conditions explain why similar sustainability communication can produce different outcomes across the five cases.
The fifth implication is regarding brand reputation theory. Brand reputation can be considered as an outcome, as positive communication and repetitive association constitute factors that impact this brand (Rahman and Nguyen-Viet, 2023). With regards to this study, it shows that it's less regulatory in terms of reputation. It's shaped by company rhetoric, and by media stories, regulation, past scandal and consumer debate. In this way, Reputation is co-created. It is affected by the firm, but can not be fully controlled. It is important for large, visible companies, such as Unilever.
Theories have contributed to the study, and they are good and present the subject. Does not challenge the prevailing doctrine. It buffs it to a market perennially awash with jadedness and tiredness of the FMCG. The communication of sustainability should be considered to be a conditional signalling process (Allen, 2016). If specific, it can provide information, especially if evidence–based. It harms the reputation because it has content that is generic, abstract, or not related to the content taught. This knowledge can only be directly applied in large CPG companies in regulated industries that make claims for sustainability that could be challenged
.
[bookmark: _Toc230268895]6.4 Managerial Implications
The first one is the managerial implication of specifying claims. Of the managers using the words “green” or “responsible” in their names, be wary of them if they cannot provide evidence (Weder, 2022). With specific claims, levels of confusion and risk of greenwashing are lowered. Emissions reduction, recycled content, packaging recyclability, and product-level improvements are useful metrics.
The second implication is: creating sustainability value – sustainability and product value. Not all consumers read the ESG report. They comment on their favourite and disliked brands and products that they use in life (Prieto et al., 2024). Managers should clearly communicate the value of sustainability to the packaging, use, sourcing and disposal. Key KPIs include claim recognition, trust scores, product preference and repeat purchase.
The third implication is to manage the visibility: caution balance. Prominent media time can elicit a garnered reputation reward – and a thrust into the light of day. The manager has to conduct tests before campaigns launch (Veh, Göbel and Vogel, 2019). With legal, sustainability and marketing teams, wording should be considered. Here are some of the hot topics, which can be complaint rates, media sentiment, regulator enquiries, and social media criticism.
The fourth implication involves trusting as a process. Building trust is not done overnight; it takes lots of time and consistency. This is weak evidence and in the past a slight controversy, and one that this particular campaign can't fix (Rahman and Nguyen‐Viet, 2023). If the claim made is believed, then the firm should be aware of that, and not only that the consumer saw the claim. As part of brand tracking, authenticity is to be measured, and scenes of perceived honesty and scepticism.
The last implication is to adapt communication in the context of brand history. This is not what Nestlé needs when it comes to the Last Thing they need, which is Past Controversy Changing Interpretation. One example is that the evidence may be credible, but not as obvious," says Henkel. Don't use a single communication approach for all of the brands (Veh, Göbel and Vogel, 2019). Brands that score high on scepticism require more proof than do the rest. Easy-to-digest messages are required from low-visibility brands. Well-known brands must be better managed.
The last implication is to match reporting with consumer communication. ESG reports can be very helpful for investors and the regulators, but are too technical for the shoppers. The company needs to go from techno-speak to relatively simple, but still compelling, marketing messages for the consumer (Rahman and Nguyen‐Viet, 2023). Sustainability teams can be asked to provide facts and figures. It should be translated by the marketing teams. Governance teams and checks to ensure correctness.
[bookmark: _Toc230268896]6.5 Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Some limitations of this study are presented. It was based on secondary data. “Good news” information is allowed on corporate reports. The media may focus on controversial aspects. Triangulation was used, which mitigated this problem. However, there can still be source bias. As the study was focused, the market of UK FMCG was covered (Reilly and Hynan, 2014). This context may be useful as it helps you get to know your competitive landscape and is highly regulated and reviewed, but it may not be relevant to smaller companies or less regulated areas of the market.
This study also lacks a causal relationship. Can explain the interrelationships of communication, perception, trust and reputation. Is not able to explain the connection between a message and a response in terms of reputation (Koh, Burnasheva and Suh, 2022). There are also some public data reflecting private but consumer interpretation, which yield limited information.
Further studies with primary data should be done to validate the modified model. Totally, we can research the consumers' claim judgment through interviews, surveys and experiments. Longitudinal studies could be used to determine if trust is changed over time. Comparative research may be conducted with other sectors and/or countries (van der Werff et al., 2019). In the future, there may be research correlating Up Web Analytics with sentiment on Twitter and sales figures. This would provide a more compelling measure of impact upon reputation.

[bookmark: _Toc230268897]6.6 Closing Statement
The dissertation demonstrates that although sustainability communication is an important strategic tool, it does not necessarily have a beneficial impact. It is content-dependent, content-specific, with evidence and authenticity, and it is interpreted by stakeholders (Prieto et al., 2024). But the kind of sustainable brands consumers want must be understandable and make sense, and if it does, the reputation can be built among the ranks of FMCGs like Unilever. Downplays when the communication aspect appears to be symbolic. There is a firm idea underpinning it: when it comes to sustainability communication, there is no such thing as a promise. It has to deliver, and deliver now.
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	Item
	Details

	Data type
	Secondary qualitative documents

	Main case
	Unilever UK

	Comparison cases
	P&G UK, Nestlé UK, Reckitt UK, Henkel

	Method
	Thematic analysis with cross-case synthesis

	Approach
	Abductive and interpretivist

	Main theory
	Signalling Theory

	Supporting concepts
	Stakeholder Theory, Legitimacy Theory, Brand Equity Theory

	Data focus
	Sustainability communication, consumer perception, trust, scepticism, greenwashing and brand reputation
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	Code
	Meaning
	Link

	Sustainability signal
	ESG reports, labels, campaigns and sustainability claims
	RQ1

	Message credibility
	Whether claims appear clear, specific and evidence-based
	RQ1

	Consumer perception
	How consumers interpret sustainability communication
	RQ1

	Trust formation
	Whether communication strengthens belief in the brand
	RQ1

	Authenticity
	Alignment between sustainability claims and actual practice
	RQ1

	Greenwashing risk
	Risk of claims being seen as exaggerated or misleading
	RQ1

	Consumer scepticism
	Doubt about corporate motives or sustainability claims
	RQ1

	Reputation impact
	Effect of communication on brand image and credibility
	RQ1

	Product relevance
	Link between sustainability message and product category
	Cross-case

	UK scrutiny
	Pressure from informed consumers, media and regulation
	Cross-case
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	Final Theme
	Codes Grouped Under Theme
	Reason

	Sustainability Communication as Strategic Signalling
	Sustainability signal, message credibility, product relevance
	These codes show how Unilever uses communication to signal responsibility and brand value.

	Consumer Perception, Trust and Scepticism
	Consumer perception, trust formation, consumer scepticism
	These codes explain how consumers may accept, question or reject sustainability messages.

	Authenticity, Greenwashing and Reputation Risk
	Authenticity, greenwashing risk, reputation impact
	These codes show when communication strengthens or damages reputation.

	Cross-Case Sustainability Communication Differences
	Product relevance, UK scrutiny, message credibility
	These codes compare how Unilever, P&G, Nestlé, Reckitt and Henkel communicate sustainability under similar market pressure.
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	Research Question
	Final Theme
	Key Finding

	How do sustainability communication strategies influence consumer perception, trust, and brand reputation in Unilever within the UK context, and under what conditions are these effects strengthened or weakened?
	Sustainability Communication as Strategic Signalling
	Unilever uses sustainability reports, product claims and campaigns as signals of responsibility, but effectiveness depends on clarity, evidence and relevance.

	Same RQ
	Consumer Perception, Trust and Scepticism
	Communication can improve trust, but sceptical UK consumers may question corporate motives if messages appear too promotional.

	Same RQ
	Authenticity, Greenwashing and Reputation Risk
	Sustainability communication strengthens reputation when it appears authentic, but weakens reputation when perceived as greenwashing or image management.

	Same RQ / Cross-case
	Cross-Case Sustainability Communication Differences
	Compared with P&G, Nestlé, Reckitt and Henkel, Unilever has high sustainability visibility, which creates both reputational advantage and greater scrutiny.
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	Case
	Main Communication Route
	Key Tension

	Unilever UK
	Strong sustainability branding and ESG communication
	High visibility increases trust potential but also greenwashing scrutiny.

	P&G UK
	Product-level responsibility and household brand messaging
	Sustainability must feel relevant to everyday consumer products.

	Nestlé UK
	Nutrition, packaging and environmental responsibility
	Historical reputation issues may affect trust.

	Reckitt UK
	Health, hygiene and social impact communication
	Trust depends on evidence and product relevance.

	Henkel
	Sustainability, innovation and responsible production
	Corporate sustainability claims need clear consumer-facing meaning.
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