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[bookmark: _Toc224795930]Background of the Study
Sustainability has become an important issue for businesses that operate in very competitive and socially-conscious markets. Over the last 10 years, increasing environmental issues, regulatory changes and increased consumer awareness have made it mandatory for organisations to ensure that sustainability is a part of core business strategy (Dessart and Standaert, 2023). Companies are no longer being evaluated by financial performance, but also by their environmental and social impact. As a result, communications around sustainability have become an important communication strategic usage tool in order to define the corporate image and to keep the stakeholders’ trust. Sustainability communication is the way in which organisations communicate their environmental, social and governance (ESG) practices in the form of reports, advertising and corporate messaging (Bodenheimer and Leidenberger, 2020). These communications do not serve the sole purpose of informing stakeholders, but also to impact perceptions and create a good brand image. In this context, brand reputation, in fact, has become strongly connected with the respect and transparency of communication with respect to the sustainability work of the companies. Honest communication establishes credibility, whereas overselling the offerings may be perceived by the customers to be greenwashing, and it easily makes the customer lose trust (Kalogiannidis et al., 2025). Unilever is famous for being a global frontrunner of business practices led by sustainability. Through programs such as the sustainable living plan, the company has attempted to find a balance between business growth and being socially and environmentally responsible. In the UK market, Unilever has been active in promoting and including sustainability messages in the company's branding and marketing mechanism, as well as promoting its products as environmentally friendly and socially responsible. However, the ability of these communications to sell the consumer perceptions of brands and build up the brand reputation is debated.

[bookmark: _Toc224795931]Context of the Study
The UK market is a very special background to study sustainability communications. Consumers in the UK are more apprehensively aware of ethical consumption, environmental and corporate responsibility. This shift has impacted purchasing behaviour with many consumers wanting to shop with brands which have a true commitment to sustainability (Aksoy and Misci Kip, 2025). At the same time, the ratcheting up of scrutiny from the media, regulators and advocacy groups has made sustainability communication complicated and riskier. Social media and digital sites have completely shifted the way sustainability stories are shared and heard. Brands are now interacting directly with consumers, and this can give access to transparency but can also leave them open to criticism. In this environment, it becomes important that companies carefully weigh the promotional messaging with authenticity and attempt to keep the credibility (Borges et al., 2023). Unilever UK is operating within this dynamic landscape, and so it is an ideal case study to investigate how sustainability communications has been used in a strategic manner in the management of brand reputation.

[bookmark: _Toc224795932]Problem Statement
Despite the ever-emerging importance of sustainability communications, there lies a high challenge of making sure that sustainability communications are perceived to be credible and trustworthy. While companies spend a lot of money to promote their sustainability program, consumers often have a doubtful approach towards the motive of companies (Helle Kryger Aggerholm and Thomsen, 2024). There is a potential to undermine brands due to the risk of greenwashing and reduce the effectiveness of communication strategies. Therefore, it is important to know how sustainability communications affect perceptions as well as being part of wider brand reputation management strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc224795933]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: _Toc224795934]Research Objectives
The objectives of this study are:
· To review and analyse Unilever UK's sustainability communications and initiatives.
· To examine how Unilever UK's sustainability communications align with its overall brand reputation management strategies.
· To assess the influence of Unilever UK's sustainability communications on public perception and brand image.
· To identify the key challenges and opportunities in using sustainability communications for brand reputation management at Unilever UK.
[bookmark: _Toc224795935]Research Questions
· What sustainability initiatives has Unilever UK communicated through its marketing and corporate strategies?
· How do Unilever UK's sustainability communications align with its brand reputation management goals?
· What impact do Unilever UK's sustainability communications have on consumer perceptions and brand trust?
· What are the challenges and opportunities in using sustainability communications in Unilever UK's brand reputation management?
[bookmark: _Toc224795936]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc224795937]Sustainability and Corporate Communication
Sustainability has emerged as a central theme in contemporary business strategy due to a rise in environmental concerns, regulations and changing stakeholder expectations. Corporate sustainability communication is how organisations publish their environmental, social and governance practices to their stakeholders in the form of reports, marketing campaigns and digital platforms (Crumley et al., 2022). Scholars have discussed that transparency, consistency, and credibility are important elements of good sustainability communication. When organisations explicitly communicate about their efforts to be sustainable, they can develop strong relationships with their stakeholders and gain corporate legitimacy.
However, with sustainability communication, there are also great challenges. One of the main concerns discussed in the literature is greenwashing, in which companies overstate or misrepresent their efforts when it comes to environmental efforts. Such practices can lead to the loss of trust and damage the corporate reputation (Genç, 2017). It is therefore really important for organisations to make sure that the communications are appropriate to actual practices. Authenticity is also a very important aspect in determining how sustainability messages are perceived by consumers and other stakeholders. In the face of this, companies are forced to carefully plan their communication strategies in an effort to find the right balance between their promotion goals and their ethical responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc224795938]Brand Reputation Management
Brand reputation has been defined as the overall perception of a company by its stakeholders over a period of time. It is believed to be a valuable intangible asset which influences consumer behaviour, investor confidence and the long-term organisational success. Reputation management is about communicating clearly and being honest in your actions to create and maintain people's trust. In recent years, sustainability has become an important consideration in terms of brand reputation (Golob,Podnar and Zabkar, 2023). Companies that demonstrate a strong environmental and social responsibility are more likely to be perceived as positive by consumers. Studies show that going green improves a brand's reputation because it proves that the company actually cares about ethics and the future. However, the effectiveness of such initiatives is very much dependent on the way they are communicated (Allen, 2016; Altaf, 2022). If the efforts to be taken for sustainability are not well communicated, their potential impact on the reputation may be limited.
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[bookmark: _Toc224795939]Figure 1: Brand Reputation Management
[bookmark: _Toc224795940]Source: (Allen, 2016; Altaf, 2022)
Furthermore, the literature emphasises the importance of the alignment of sustainability communication and overall corporate strategy. When sustainability is part of the core business practices and not used as a marketing tool, it's more likely to make a positive contribution towards the brand reputation (Allen, 2016; Altaf, 2022). This makes sustainability communication of strategic importance where reputation management is concerned.
[bookmark: _Toc224795941]Consumer Perception and Trust
Consumer perception is an important factor in the success of sustainability communication. Perception means that the consumers interpret and evaluate information about a brand. In the light of sustainability, consumers gauge the credibility, relevancy and the authenticity of corporate messages (Prieto et al., 2024). Trust is highly related to such perceptions and is significantly involved in the purchase decision and brand loyalty.
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[bookmark: _Toc224795942]Figure 2: consumers’ perception regarding the ethics of online retailers
[bookmark: _Toc224795943]Source: (Prieto et al., 2024)
People trust brands more if they are honest with the facts and consistent about their green practices. Clear communication of goals, achievements and challenges can be helpful in building credibility and reducing scepticism (Reilly and Hynan, 2014). On the other hand, vague messages or messages that are overly promotional may create distrust. The rise of digital media has resulted in an even greater degree of consumer awareness and information, where consumers get to prove the claims of corporations and hold the companies responsible (Reilly and Hynan, 2014). At the same time, consumer attitudes towards sustainability are different for different groups of people. Some shoppers seek eco-friendly products while others are more concerned about a low price or a quick checkout. This variation in what consumers want to consume adds complexity to sustainability communication strategies and organisations will need to find ways of tailoring messages to different audiences.
[bookmark: _Toc224795944]Research Gap
As there is a dearth of such integrated studies exploring the relationship between the elements of sustainability communication, brand reputation and consumer perception in a given organisational context, there is value in the existing literature in providing insights related to these aspects (Margarida Custódio Santos et al., 2019). Most of the studies are done on either sustainability practices or reputation outcomes in isolation without looking at the strategic use of communication as a linking mechanism. Additionally, there is little empirical research with a focus on large multinational companies that operate in specific markets, such as the UK. This research is designed to fill these gaps by addressing the concepts of how Unilever UK uses sustainability communication in a strategic way in order to manage its brand reputation (Weder, 2023). By analysing the relation between the strategies of communication, perception of consumers and brand image, the research aims to provide a more complete understanding of how sustainability communication can be effectively used as a tool for reputation management in a real-life context.
[bookmark: _Toc224795945]Methodology (Research Onion Model)
This research uses the framework of the Research Onion to organise the methodological approach as a way of ensuring the methodology is organised and systematic.
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[bookmark: _Toc224795946]Figure 3: Research Onion Model 
[bookmark: _Toc224795947]Source: (Saunders et al., 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc224795948]Research Philosophy
The research philosophy employed in this study is of interpretivism nature. Interpretivism is concerned with the way that social phenomena are understood, in terms of subjective interpretations and meanings (Saunders et al., 2023). This approach is suitable for exploring consumer perceptions and brand reputation as these concepts are affected by individual experiences and interpretations.

[bookmark: _Toc224795949]Research Approach
An inductive approach to research is adopted in this study. Inductive reasoning is a form of reasoning where this study forms insights and patterns from the collected data, rather than testing hypotheses that were in mind before starting (Saunders et al., 2023). This approach can be used well for looking at the complex relationship between sustainability communication and the reputation of the brand.

[bookmark: _Toc224795950]Research Strategy
The approach to the research is a case study strategy, and the company under study is Unilever UK. A case study allows this study to perform an in-depth analysis of one organisation in a real-world setting and can provide in-depth insights into how strategic practices and outcomes (Saunders et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc224795951]Methodological Choice
A method of qualitative research has been adopted in this research. Qualitative research allows for a more in-depth knowledge of meanings, perceptions and experiences, key to analysing sustainability communication and brand reputation (Saunders et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc224795952]Data Collection Method
The research is based on secondary sources of data. These include academic journal articles, industry reports, corporate publications, and official documents from Unilever (Weder, 2022). Sustainability reports, marketing campaigns, and communications to the public will be analysed to understand the way the company presents its sustainability initiatives. Secondary data provides access to a wide variety of information without the involvement of primary data (Saunders et al., 2023). Such an approach is appropriate given the scope and time constraints of the study.

[bookmark: _Toc224795953]Data Analysis Method
Thematic analysis is applied to the analysis of the data collected. This method is a process of identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns and themes in the qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2023). Key themes that are explored in relation to Unilever UK's sustainability communications include transparency, authenticity, consumer trust and brand image.

[bookmark: _Toc224795954]Ethical Considerations
The research is performed in accordance with the ethical guidelines for research. A sufficient reference will be provided in the Harvard referencing of all sources. The research is based on data which is available to the public, so that no confidential/private information is used in the research (Weder, 2022). This way, they keep their transparency and academic integrity.

[bookmark: _Toc224795955]Expected Findings / Contribution
This research is expected to prove that sustainability communication has a significant role in shaping the brand reputation. It is expected that Unilever UK's strategic approach to using sustainability messaging helps to build trust among consumers and build its brand image (Kargbo, Terrence and Palmer, 2025). However, the ability of such communication may be dependent on their perceived authenticity and the congruence with actual practices. The study is also expected to shed light on the challenges related to sustainability communication, such as the risk of greenwashing and the scepticism of consumers (Weder, 2022). At the same time, it may find opportunities to improve communication strategies through building increased transparency and engagement with stakeholders. From an academic point of view, this research contributes to the already existing literature by providing a detailed analysis of the relationship between sustainability communication and brand reputation (Crumley et al., 2022). From a practical view, it offers some insights to managers on how to make effective use of sustainability communication for reputation management as a strategic tool.

[bookmark: _Toc224795956]Limitations
This research has a number of limitations. The use of secondary data may limit the type of information that can be gathered about consumer perceptions and internal organisational strategy (Genç, 2017). A lack of primary data, such as interviews or surveys, may limit the opportunity of gathering real time consumer opinions (Margarida Custódio Santos et al., 2019). Additionally, the research currently being undertaken is focusing on one case organisation which may have limited the research findings presented to the general population (Reilly and Hynan, 2014). Time constraints may also affect the scope of analysis. Therefore, it should be noted that the outcomes of the findings should be considered indicative and not definitive.

[bookmark: _Toc224795957]Timeframe
The research will be conducted in twelve weeks. The first two weeks will be spent on the development of the introduction and literature review. The next three weeks will be spent in methodology design. Data collection and analysis will continue for the next four weeks. The last three weeks will be spent on the writing, revision and completion of the dissertation.

[bookmark: _Toc224795958]Conclusion
This research proposal is an outline of a study on strategic use of sustainability communications in brand reputation management, and is focused on Unilever UK. The research is planned to investigate the communication of sustainability initiatives and their impact on consumer perceptions and brand image (Allen, 2016; Altaf, 2022). By adopting the qualitative case study approach, the research aims to determine an in-depth understanding of the relationship between sustainability communication and brand reputation. Understanding this relationship is very important in today's business environment, where sustainability is becoming an important factor in the success of a company (Prieto et al., 2024). The findings of this study are expected to contribute to the academic knowledge and practical strategies of managing brand reputation through the communication of sustainability.
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