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ABSTRACT

The growing emphasis on sustainability has 
redefined branding strategies, with organizations 
increasingly employing storytelling to 
communicate environmental and social 
commitments. This study investigates the 
impact of sustainable storytelling on consumer 
engagement, trust, and brand loyalty through a 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) approach. 
Primary data were collected from 210 corporate 
employees across Delhi NCR, supplemented by 
secondary insights from global sustainability 
practices.

The findings reveal that sustainable storytelling 
significantly enhances consumer engagement 
and trust, which in turn drive brand loyalty. 
Transparency emerges as a critical determinant 
of trust, while greenwashing exerts a negative 
influence. The SEM results confirm strong model 
fit and statistically significant relationships 
among constructs. The study contributes to the 
literature by integrating storytelling theory with 
sustainability and consumer behaviour in an 
emerging market context.

Keywords: Sustainable storytelling, Consumer 
engagement, Brand trust, Green marketing, 
SEM, Corporate responsibility

INTRODUCTION

Sustainability has evolved from a peripheral 
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concern into a central strategic imperative 
for organizations worldwide. With rising 
environmental awareness and stakeholder 
activism, brands are under increasing pressure 
to demonstrate authentic commitments to 
sustainability. In this context, storytelling 
has emerged as a powerful mechanism to 
communicate corporate values and initiatives.

Sustainable storytelling refers to the deliberate 
use of narratives to convey a firm’s environmental 
and social responsibility efforts in a manner 
that resonates with stakeholders. Leading 
organizations such as Patagonia and Unilever 
have successfully leveraged storytelling to 
build trust and differentiation. Conversely, 
controversies involving Volkswagen illustrate 
the reputational risks associated with misleading 
claims.

Despite growing global research, limited 
empirical evidence exists in the Indian context, 
particularly among corporate consumers in 
metropolitan regions such as Delhi NCR. This 
study addresses this gap by employing a data-
driven SEM approach.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Sustainable Branding and Marketing
Sustainable branding involves the integration of 
environmental and social considerations into the 
core strategic framework of an organization. It 
extends beyond compliance to create long-term 



value for both the firm and its stakeholders. 
Kotler and Keller (2016) argue that sustainability-
oriented strategies enhance brand equity by 
strengthening differentiation and consumer trust. 
Similarly, Porter and Kramer (2011) emphasize 
the concept of shared value, wherein firms 
generate economic benefits while simultaneously 
addressing societal challenges. This dual focus 
positions sustainability as a source of competitive 
advantage rather than a cost.

Storytelling in Marketing
Storytelling has gained prominence as a powerful 
communication tool that enables brands to connect 
with consumers on both emotional and cognitive 
levels. Narrative-based communication enhances 
message processing and recall by embedding 
information within meaningful contexts (Escalas, 
2004). Furthermore, storytelling facilitates the 
development of brand attachment and identity by 
allowing consumers to relate to the brand’s values 
and purpose (Woodside, 2010). In the context 
of sustainability, storytelling helps translate 
complex environmental and social initiatives into 
relatable and impactful narratives.

Consumer Trust and Transparency
Trust is a central determinant of consumer decision-
making and long-term brand relationships. 
Delgado-Ballester (2004) identifies trust as a key 
driver of brand loyalty, particularly in contexts 
involving uncertainty or ethical considerations. 
Transparency, in this regard, plays a crucial role in 
strengthening credibility and reducing consumer 
skepticism (Rawlins, 2008). Clear, consistent, 
and verifiable communication of sustainability 
practices enhances perceived authenticity and 
fosters confidence among stakeholders.

Greenwashing
Greenwashing refers to the practice of 
conveying a false or exaggerated impression 
of a company’s environmental responsibility 
(Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Such practices create 
information asymmetry and mislead consumers, 
ultimately eroding trust and damaging brand 
reputation. High-profile cases involving H&M 
illustrate the risks associated with superficial 
sustainability claims, where discrepancies 
between communication and actual practices lead 

to consumer backlash and regulatory scrutiny.

Research Gap
While the existing literature provides substantial 
insights into sustainable branding and consumer 
behaviour, it is predominantly centered on 
Western markets. There is a relative lack of 
empirical studies examining the effectiveness of 
sustainable storytelling within the Indian context, 
particularly among urban corporate consumers. 
Moreover, limited research employs advanced 
analytical techniques such as Structural Equation 
Modeling (SEM) to validate the relationships 
among storytelling, trust, engagement, and 
loyalty. This study seeks to address these gaps by 
providing a data-driven analysis within the Delhi 
NCR corporate ecosystem.

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

• H1: Sustainable storytelling positively 
influences consumer engagement 

• H2: Transparency positively influences 
consumer trust 

• 	 H3: Consumer trust positively influences 
brand loyalty 

• 	 H4: Greenwashing negatively influences 
consumer trust 

• 	 H5: Consumer engagement mediates the 
relationship between sustainable storytelling 
and brand loyalty

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

• 	 To examine the impact of sustainable 
storytelling on consumer engagement. 

• 	 To evaluate the influence of transparency 
on consumer trust in sustainability 
communication. 

• 	 To analyse the effect of consumer trust on 
brand loyalty. 

• 	 To assess the negative impact of greenwashing 
on consumer trust. 

Volume-9 Issue-1 January-June, 2026                                                                                                                                                    2

Dr. Preeti Malik



• 	 To investigate the mediating role of consumer 
engagement in the relationship between 
sustainable storytelling and brand loyalty.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design
The study adopts a descriptive and causal 
research design to examine the relationships 
among sustainable storytelling, consumer 
engagement, trust, and brand loyalty. Structural 
Equation Modeling (SEM) is employed to test the 
proposed conceptual framework and hypotheses.

Data Collection
The research is based on both primary and 
secondary data sources:

• 	 Primary Data: Collected through a structured 
questionnaire using a Likert scale to capture 
respondents’ perceptions. 

• 	 Secondary Data: Sourced from academic 
journals, industry reports, and relevant case 
studies to support theoretical development. 

Sample Design
The study includes a sample of 210 respondents 
drawn from corporate offices in the Delhi NCR 
region. A convenience sampling technique is 
used due to accessibility and time constraints.

Measurement Scale
All constructs are measured using a 5-point 
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) 
to 5 (Strongly Agree), ensuring consistency and 
ease of response.

Analytical Tools
Data analysis is conducted using the following 
statistical tools:

• 	 SPSS: For exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
and reliability testing (Cronbach’s alpha) 

• 	 AMOS: For confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) and Structural Equation Modeling 
(SEM) to validate the measurement and 
structural models.

DATA ANALYSIS

• Reliability Analysis

Construct Cronbach’s Alpha
Storytelling 0.86

Transparency 0.88
Engagement 0.84

Trust 0.89
Loyalty 0.87

• 	 Factor Analysis
KMO = 0.891
Bartlett’s Test (p < 0.001)
Total variance explained = 72.5%

• Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

Construct CR AVE
SS 0.89 0.62
TR 0.90 0.69
CE 0.87 0.63
CT 0.91 0.67
BL 0.88 0.65

•	 Model Fit Indices

Index Value
CFI 0.94
TLI 0.93

RMSEA 0.058

•	 Structural Model Results

Path B Result
SS → CE 0.67 Supported
TR → CT 0.72 Supported
CT → BL 0.75 Supported
GW → CT -0.61 Supported

DISCUSSION

The findings confirm that sustainable storytelling 
significantly enhances consumer engagement 
and trust, reinforcing its strategic importance in 
contemporary branding. Transparency emerges as 
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a critical enabler that strengthens credibility and 
fosters positive consumer perceptions, whereas 
greenwashing substantially undermines trust and 
damages brand reputation. These results suggest 
that consumers are increasingly discerning and 
responsive to the authenticity of sustainability 
communication.

The outcomes of the study are consistent with 
established theoretical frameworks. In line with 
Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973), credible and 
verifiable sustainability disclosures function 
as positive signals that reduce information 
asymmetry and enhance consumer confidence. 
Similarly, Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 
1984) is supported, as organizations that align 
their sustainability narratives with stakeholder 
expectations are more likely to build enduring 
relationships and achieve long-term legitimacy.

IMPLICATIONS

Managerial Implications

•	 Integration of Sustainability into Core 
Branding Strategy

Organizations must transition from treating 
sustainability as a peripheral marketing theme to 
embedding it within the core value proposition 
and brand architecture. This requires aligning 
sustainability initiatives with corporate mission, 
product design, supply chain practices, and 
stakeholder engagement.

Firms such as Patagonia demonstrate that when 
sustainability is integrated at a strategic level, it 
enhances brand authenticity, differentiation, and 
long-term equity. Managers should therefore:

• 	 Incorporate sustainability narratives across 
all touchpoints (advertising, packaging, 
digital platforms) 

• Align internal practices (e.g., sourcing, 
production) with external communication 

• 	 Develop longitudinal storytelling, showcasing 
progress rather than one-time campaigns.

A fragmented or campaign-based approach 
risks being perceived as symbolic rather than 
substantive.

•	 Ensuring Authenticity and Data-Backed 
Communication

The study highlights that consumer trust is 
strongly influenced by verifiable and evidence-
based claims. Managers must move beyond vague 
sustainability messaging and adopt quantifiable, 
transparent communication frameworks.
For instance, Unilever provides measurable 
sustainability targets and periodic progress 
reports, strengthening credibility.

Main managerial actions include:

• 	 Use of metrics and KPIs (e.g., carbon footprint 
reduction, waste minimization) 

• 	 Third-party certifications and audits (e.g., 
ESG ratings, sustainability indices) 

• 	 Disclosure of both achievements and 
limitations to avoid over-claiming 

Authenticity is not merely ethical- it is a strategic 
asset that directly influences engagement, trust, 
and loyalty.

• Strategic Risk Management: Avoiding 
Greenwashing

The findings underscore that greenwashing has 
a significant negative impact on trust and brand 
perception. Cases such as Volkswagen illustrate 
how misleading claims can lead to reputational 
damage, financial penalties, and long-term 
erosion of stakeholder confidence.

Managers should:

• 	 Establish internal governance mechanisms 
for sustainability communication 

• 	 Ensure alignment between marketing teams 
and sustainability/CSR departments 

• 	 Conduct pre-publication validation of claims 
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	 Greenwashing is not only a reputational risk 
but also a strategic liability affecting brand 
equity and investor confidence.

• Enhancing Consumer Engagement through 
Narrative Design

Sustainable storytelling should be designed 
to foster emotional resonance and cognitive 
engagement. Rather than presenting sustainability 
as abstract data, brands should translate it into 
relatable narratives and consumer-centric value 
propositions.

Effective strategies include:

• 	 Story-driven campaigns highlighting real 
impact (e.g., communities, environment) 

• 	 Interactive and digital storytelling formats 
(social media, immersive content) 

• 	 Personalization of sustainability messages for 
different consumer segments 

This approach strengthens consumer-brand 
relationships and facilitates deeper engagement 
pathways.

Policy Implications

• Regulation of Misleading Sustainability 
Claims
There is an increasing need for regulatory 
oversight to curb greenwashing practices. 
Governments and regulatory bodies should 
establish clear guidelines for sustainability 
communication to ensure that claims are accurate, 
verifiable, and non-deceptive.

In the Indian context, frameworks may be 
strengthened under agencies such as Securities 
and Exchange Board of India to:

• 	 Define standardized criteria for environmental 
claims 

• 	 Impose penalties for misleading disclosures 

• 	 Mandate third-party verification of 

sustainability reports 

Such regulation will enhance market transparency 
and protect consumer interests.

• Standardization of ESG Disclosures
The absence of uniform reporting standards 
often leads to inconsistencies in sustainability 
communication. Policymakers should promote 
standardized ESG disclosure frameworks to 
ensure comparability and reliability.

Globally accepted frameworks such as:

• 	 Global Reporting Initiative 

• 	 Task Force on Climate-related Financial 
Disclosures 

Can serve as benchmarks for Indian organizations.

Main policy measures include:

• 	 Mandatory ESG reporting for large 
corporations 

• 	 Integration of ESG metrics into financial 
disclosures 

• Encouragement of digital transparency 
platforms 

Standardization will facilitate informed 
decision-making by consumers, investors, 
and stakeholders, thereby strengthening the 
sustainability ecosystem.

• Promoting Ethical Marketing Practices
Regulatory bodies should also encourage ethical 
marketing frameworks that align corporate 
communication with actual business practices. 
This includes:

• 	 Developing codes of conduct for sustainability 
advertising 

• 	 Promoting industry-wide best practices
 
• 	 Encouraging self-regulation alongside formal 

compliance
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LIMITATIONS

• 	 Regional focus (Delhi NCR): The study is 
confined to respondents from Delhi NCR, 
which may limit the generalizability of 
findings to other regions with different socio-
economic or cultural contexts. 

• Convenience sampling: The use of non-
probability sampling may introduce selection 
bias, reducing the representativeness of the 
sample. 

• 	 Cross-sectional data: Data were collected at a 
single point in time, restricting the ability to 
capture changes in consumer perceptions or 
establish causal relationships over time.

FUTURE RESEARCH

• 	 Longitudinal studies: Future research can 
track changes in consumer perceptions over 
time to better understand the long-term 
impact of sustainable storytelling on trust and 
loyalty. 

• Cross-cultural comparisons: Comparative 
studies across different regions or countries 
can reveal how cultural factors influence 
responses to sustainability narratives. 

• 	 Digital storytelling analysis: Further research 
can examine the role of digital platforms (e.g., 
social media, interactive content) in shaping 
consumer engagement with sustainability 
communication. 

 
CONCLUSION

Sustainable storytelling has emerged as a 
vital strategic instrument for contemporary 
organizations operating in an increasingly 
sustainability-conscious marketplace. The 
findings of this study highlight that authenticity, 
transparency, and meaningful consumer 
engagement are critical in building trust and 
fostering long-term brand loyalty. In particular, 
data-driven and verifiable communication 
significantly enhances credibility, while 
superficial or misleading sustainability claims 

risk eroding consumer confidence. Therefore, 
organizations must move beyond symbolic 
gestures and integrate sustainability into their 
core strategies, ensuring that brand narratives are 
consistently aligned with actual practices. Such 
an approach not only strengthens stakeholder 
relationships but also contributes to sustained 
competitive advantage.
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