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Abstract:

This paper explores the role of content marketing as a sustainability communication strategy
and its impact on online audience engagement. Through a comprehensive scoping review of 62
peer-reviewed studies published between 2012 and 2025, the research maps existing literature
to identify how sustainability-focused content marketing strategies influence engagement,
consumer behaviour, trust, and brand perception in digital spaces. Drawing on theoretical
frameworks such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model, Social Exchange Theory, and the
Theory of Planned Behaviour, the study finds that content marketing enhances engagement
when messages are emotionally resonant, visually compelling, and aligned with consumers’
values and social norms. The results highlight several key drivers of engagement, including
storytelling, authenticity, interactivity, and influencer credibility. Enhanced engagement was
observed in 24 studies, with content that promoted transparency, relevance, and community
involvement resulting in increased likes, shares, comments, and brand advocacy. Additionally,
sustainability content fostered stronger brand perception and trust in 15 studies, while 10 studies
linked such content to positive behavioural changes toward eco-friendly consumption.
Conversely, content perceived as inauthentic or misleading, particularly in cases of
greenwashing, often triggers scepticism and reduces engagement. The review also identifies
gaps in the literature, such as the limited exploration of business-to-business and customer-to-
customer contexts and the predominance of cross-sectional designs, which restrict causal
inference. The paper concludes by recommending the strategic integration of credible,
dialogical, and value-driven content into sustainability marketing efforts to foster deeper digital
engagement and promote sustainable consumer behaviours.
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Introduction:

In recent years, sustainability has transitioned from a peripheral concern to a core principle in
corporate strategy, driven by increased consumer awareness and the demand for environmental
accountability (Braga et al., 2024). This shift has compelled organisations to adopt innovative
communication strategies to convey their sustainability initiatives effectively. Among these,
content marketing has emerged as a pivotal tool, leveraging storytelling and value-driven
narratives to engage online audiences and foster sustainable consumer behaviours (Ebrahimi et
al., 2023).

Social media platforms have become instrumental in this paradigm, offering interactive
channels that facilitate two-way communication between brands and consumers. The dialogical
nature of social media enables companies not only to disseminate information but also to engage
in meaningful conversations about sustainability, thereby enhancing consumer trust and loyalty
(Chen et al., 2023). Studies have shown that sustainability messages incorporating dialogical
features, such as responsiveness, openness, and mutuality, significantly boost social media
engagement, brand affinity, and purchase intentions (Chen et al., 2023).
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Moreover, the effectiveness of content marketing in promoting sustainability is

amplified when messages are perceived as informative, entertaining, and relevant (Ebrahimi et
al., 2023). Eco-friendly content that resonates with consumers’ values not only increases their
knowledge about sustainable products and practices but also enhances their willingness to share
information and make environmentally conscious purchasing decisions (Zafar et al., 2022).
Visual elements, emotional appeals, and personalised narratives further augment the persuasive
power of sustainability communication, making content more engaging and memorable (Li &
Xie, 2020).
The Uses and Gratification Theory (UGT) (Katz et al., 1973) posits that individuals actively
seek out media content to satisfy specific needs, such as information, entertainment, and social
interaction. In the context of sustainability communication, content marketing that provides
informative, engaging material can fulfil these needs, thereby enhancing audience engagement.
For instance, Febrian and Husna (2023) found that informative content significantly increases
social media engagement, suggesting that audiences are drawn to content that gratifies their
desire for knowledge and practical information.

Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1958), on the other hand, suggests
that social behaviour results from an exchange process aimed at maximising benefits and
minimising costs. In online sustainability communication, when audiences perceive that
engaging with branded content provides them with valuable information or social capital, they
are more likely to interact and share that content. Zafar et al. (2022) highlighted that consumers
are more inclined to engage with brands that offer valuable and trustworthy sustainability
content, reinforcing the reciprocal nature of the brand-consumer relationship.

Furthermore, Relationship Marketing Theory (RMT) (Berry, 1983; Gronroos, 1994)
focuses on building long-term relationships between businesses and consumers. In the field of
sustainability, content marketing serves as a tool to foster trust and loyalty by consistently
communicating a brand’s commitment to sustainable practices. Zafar et al. (2022) emphasised
that relationship marketing strategies are pivotal in engaging consumers in sustainable
consumption, as they encourage ongoing interaction and emotional connection with the brand.
As content marketing continues to expand, particularly through social media, understanding
how consumers process messages is crucial. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty
& Cacioppo, 1986) explains how people process persuasive messages through two routes:
central and peripheral. In sustainability content marketing, messages that present strong, logical
arguments (central route) can lead to lasting attitude change. At the same time, those that use
appealing visuals or endorsements (peripheral route) can also influence attitudes, albeit more
temporarily. Mardhatilah et al. (2023) demonstrated that both routes are effective in increasing
audience engagement on social media platforms, suggesting that a combination of informative
content and aesthetic appeal can enhance the persuasiveness of sustainability messages.

Additionally, the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) provides a strong
framework for understanding how attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural
control influence individuals’ intentions and behaviours. In the context of sustainability
communication, this framework helps explain how content marketing can shape pro-
environmental intentions and actions among online audiences. Sustainability content that
highlights the positive outcomes of sustainable behaviour, such as reducing waste and
supporting ethical brands, can strengthen attitudes toward those behaviours. When such content
reflects the expectations and behaviours of peers, influencers, or social groups, it reinforces
subjective norms, making individuals more likely to conform to perceived social expectations
(Vermei & Verbeke, 2008). Furthermore, content that showcases practical steps, tools, or easy-
to-adopt behaviours enhances the audience’s perceived behavioural control, empowering them
to act (Kim et al., 2020).
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With the dominance of digital platforms, motivation-driven engagement plays a
significant role in the success of content marketing. The Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
centres on the motivation behind choices people make without external influence, highlighting
the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In sustainability communication,
content that empowers audiences to make informed decisions and connects them to a
community of like-minded individuals can enhance intrinsic motivation (Huang et al., 2022).
For example, content that showcases actionable steps toward sustainability can satisfy the need
for competence, while community-driven initiatives fulfil the need for relatedness (Ryan et al.,
2019). This approach aligns with the principles of SDT, fostering deeper engagement.

Despite the growing body of research on sustainability communication, there remains a
need to explore the strategic integration of content marketing within this context. Understanding
how content marketing can effectively convey sustainability messages and drive online
audience engagement is crucial for organisations and businesses to align their marketing efforts
with environmental objectives (Rocca et al., 2024). This paper examines the role of content
marketing as a sustainability communication strategy, analysing its impact on online audience
engagement and identifying best practices to foster sustainable consumer behaviours. Firstly,
the paper begins with a brief chapter highlighting the importance of content marketing on social
media in sustainability communication strategies. Secondly, the method used to examine the
correlation between content marketing as a sustainability communication strategy and online
audience engagement is presented in detail. Thirdly, the findings from the data collection are
analysed, compiled, summarised, and reported in three tables. Finally, the results are discussed,
and the research and practical implications, along with the limitations and potential research
avenues, are addressed in the final chapter.

Research question: How does content marketing, when used as a sustainability
communication strategy, impact online audience engagement?

The importance of content marketing on social media in sustainability communication
strategies:

Sustainability communication (SC) has emerged as a vital component of marketing strategies,
particularly in fostering trust and legitimacy with stakeholders. Braga et al. (2024) conducted a
comprehensive literature review that identified four core themes in SC: reporting sustainability,
sustainability advertising, consumer relations, and promoting pro-sustainable behaviour. The
study emphasises the necessity for transparent and trustworthy information dissemination to
build stakeholder confidence. Notably, social media platforms play an increasingly important
role in facilitating these communications, allowing organisations to engage directly and
authentically with consumers.

The integration of social media into sustainability communication has been widely
explored across recent studies. For instance, Du Plessis (2022) highlights that digital brand
content shared on social media platforms significantly influences consumer engagement, brand
trust, and purchase intentions. She stresses the importance of delivering informative,
entertaining, and relevant content that aligns with consumer needs in order to nurture long-term
relationships and encourage sustainable consumption. Similarly, Zahrah et al. (2024) suggested
in their study that eco-friendly posts on social media enhance perceived informative and
entertaining value, which in turn drives positive word-of-mouth (WOM) and stronger purchase
intentions.

Building on this, Crapa et al. (2024) investigated green communication strategies in
Italy’s large-scale retail sector, demonstrating that green marketing content on social media
effectively engages consumers and fosters sustainable behaviour. Their research also
emphasises the importance of dialogical communication and interactive features that invite two-
way engagement, fostering trust and a sense of community between brands and consumers.
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The effectiveness of social media marketing in promoting sustainable consumption has also
been examined through the lens of specific communication tools and content strategies. A
systematic review by Suki et al. (2022) highlights that influencer marketing and creative,
platform-tailored content play crucial roles in shaping consumer behaviour toward
sustainability. Tarhan and Dursun (2024) further support this view, identifying key social media
marketing strategies that help companies differentiate their offerings while promoting
sustainability through valuable, relevant content.

The role of influencers in sustainability communication has attracted increasing
scholarly attention. Munaro et al. (2024) conducted a systematic review demonstrating that
influencers with authentic, green-oriented personas significantly shape followers’ pro-
environmental attitudes and intentions. Their work provides a conceptual framework
illustrating the connection between influencers and pro-sustainable outcomes. Similarly,
Kapoor et al. (2021) conducted a study in the hospitality industry and found that the persuasive
impact of sustainability messages depends on matching message appeals (e.g., guilt or
sensuality) with credible sources (e.g., eco-friendly hotels or influencers) to effectively
influence travellers' intentions toward sustainable accommodations.

Complementing these findings, Pera and Aiello (2023) analysed climate change
communication on YouTube and TikTok. They discovered that content creators on TikTok use
more emotionally resonant and action-oriented language, enhancing audience engagement and
aligning discourse with sustainability goals. This suggests that platform-specific content
strategies are crucial for maximising the impact of green messaging.

Several studies have explored broader frameworks for content marketing and
sustainability. Gomez (2020) reviewed how social media is used in corporate social
responsibility (CSR) communication, emphasising its ability to engage stakeholders and
effectively disseminate sustainability initiatives. Taiminen and Ranaweera (2019) add that
value-rich digital content fosters trusted B2B relationships, highlighting its potential in green
marketing and sustainable branding. Nosratabadi et al. (2019) reinforce this view through a
review of sustainable business models, underlining the importance of content marketing and
digital platforms in achieving triple bottom-line goals, namely economic, environmental, and
social.

Lastly, recent research has delved into how consumers process and respond to
sustainability communication. Cortis and Davis (2020) conducted a systematic review of social
opinion mining, shedding light on how user-generated content (UGC) reveals public sentiment
and behaviour in relation to sustainability. Furthermore, Cammarota et al. (2023) explored
brand activism, offering insights into how companies publicly take stands on environmental
and social issues. Their study underscores the importance of authenticity in brand messaging
and its influence on consumer trust and engagement.

Methodology

A scoping review was used as a method in this research to comprehensively map the existing
literature on content marketing and its impact on online audience engagement in the context of
sustainability communication. Researchers often use a scoping review to identify knowledge
gaps, clarify concepts, review a body of literature, or examine complex or heterogeneous
literature (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010; Munn et al., 2018). Also, it was crucial
to explore the range of evidence on the correlation between content marketing and online
audience engagement in sustainability communication, which is often challenging to find amid
the large, complex subject area (Peters et al., 2021). The scoping review was guided by the
principles of the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Methodological Guidelines (Aromataris &
Riitano, 2014; Peters et al., 2021), which also aligns with the PRISMA-ScR framework (Tricco
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et al., 2018). The review is presented in accordance with the five-phase framework proposed
by Arksey and O’Malley (2005).

Phase 1: Formulating the research question

This scoping review attempts to answer the following main research question: How does
content marketing, when used as a sustainability communication strategy, impact online
audience engagement?
This question led to three sub-questions:

e Sub-question 1: How can we characterise the studies available on this topic?

e Sub-question 2: What is the evidence of the correlation between content marketing as
a sustainability communication strategy and online audience engagement?

e Sub-question 3: Which range of methodologies was used in these studies?

Phase 2: Identifying the relevant studies

The studies in this review were identified using key concepts relevant to sustainability
communication, content marketing, and online audience engagement with environmentally
focused messages. A comprehensive search was conducted across reputable academic
databases, including Scopus, ScienceDirect, Web of Science, EBSCO/Business Source
Ultimate, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. These databases were selected due to their broad
coverage of business, management, and communication disciplines, as well as their inclusion
of peer-reviewed journals that publish research on sustainability communication strategies.
Multiple databases were utilised to ensure broad coverage of the literature, following best
practices for systematic searches as recommended by MacFarlane et al. (2022).

The following Boolean search commands were used to query these databases:

e (“Sustainability communication” OR “green marketing” OR “eco-friendly content™)
AND (“online audience engagement” OR “online consumer engagement” OR “digital
audience engagement”)

e (“Sustainability communication” OR “green content marketing” OR “eco-friendly
branding”) AND (“attracting environmentally conscious consumers” OR “green
audience” OR “green customers™)

e (“Sustainability messaging” OR “eco-friendly marketing” OR “sustainable brand
content”) AND (“engaging online audience” OR “digital audience engagement”)

e (“Sustainability communication” OR “green content””) AND (“affects online consumer
behavior” OR “green purchase decision”)

e (“Sustainable marketing” OR “eco-brand content”) AND (“influences consumer
attitudes” OR “online audience perception”)

e (“Green content marketing” OR “sustainability messaging”’) AND “online engagement”

e (Impact OR effect) AND (“sustainability communication” OR “eco-friendly
marketing”’) AND (“digital audience” OR “online consumer engagement”)

e (“Sustainable content” OR “green content marketing”) AND (“online audience
engagement” OR “brand trust” OR “eco-brand loyalty”” OR “social media interaction”)

e (“Sustainability messaging” OR “eco-friendly marketing”) AND (“consumer
engagement” OR “brand perception” OR “green brand attachment”)

e (“Green content marketing” OR “eco-brand content””) AND (“consumer engagement”
OR “customer relationships” OR “environmental brand loyalty™)

e (“Eco-marketing” OR “sustainable content marketing””) AND (“customer engagement”
OR participation OR involvement OR “green word of mouth” OR “eco-purchase
intention”)

e (“Sustainability communication” OR “sustainable content marketing”) AND (“social
media” OR “digital platforms”) AND (‘consumer behavior” OR “environmental
interaction”)
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e (“Green content marketing” OR “eco-friendly content”) AND (“audience engagement”
OR “brand interaction””) AND (“case study” OR “empirical research” OR “systematic
review”

e (“Sustainable content marketing” OR “eco-friendly content OR “sustainability
communication”) AND (“return on investment” OR “Key performance indicators” OR
“conversion rates”’) AND (“online audience engagement” OR “brand awareness”)

To simplify and enhance the search for unique documents in our dataset, we used
Boolean operators. Specifically, the “AND” operator was applied to ensure that all terms
appeared in the search results, thereby narrowing the search and reducing irrelevant results. In
contrast, the “OR” operator retrieved results that contained at least one of the specified terms,
thus expanding the search by including synonyms or related terms. Furthermore, parentheses
were employed to group search terms and maintain the correct order of operations, thereby
preventing the search engine from misinterpreting the logic. Additionally, quotation marks were
used to force the search engine to look for an exact phrase or a concept consisting of two or
three words rather than separate words, ensuring more precise results.

The development of these Boolean search strings was guided by the main conceptual
dimensions of this research, namely sustainability communication, content marketing, and
online audience engagement. Preliminary keywords were derived inductively from prior
systematic review (e.g., Braga et al., 2024; Du Plessis, 2022) and from recurring terminology
within the abstracts of foundational papers identified during an initial scan. For instance, “green
marketing,” “eco-friendly content,” and “sustainability messaging” frequently co-occurred in
studies focusing on corporate environmental communication, whereas “online audience
engagement” and “digital interaction” were dominant in the engagement literature. As the
search process evolved, related terms such as “green audience”, “eco-brand loyalty”, and
“social media interaction” emerged through iterative database queries and backward citation
tracking. These refinements helped ensure conceptual alignment between sustainability-
focused marketing strategies and audience engagement, while maintaining sufficient breadth to
capture interdisciplinary perspectives. Thus, each Boolean combination reflects a link between
sustainability communication constructs and engagement outcomes observed across marketing
and communication research.

In addition to the comprehensive Boolean search strategy outlined above, further
measures were taken to reduce the risk of excluding relevant studies.

Despite efforts to expand and diversify the search strategy, we acknowledge the inherent
risk of missing relevant studies due to variations in terminology and indexing across different
databases. To mitigate this risk, we adopted a multi-pronged approach. First, we deliberately
selected a broad set of databases spanning sustainability communication, marketing
management, and business research. Second, we formulated an inclusive set of Boolean search
queries incorporating synonyms and related constructs, including “green content marketing”,
“eco-friendly content”, “sustainability communication”, “green marketing”, and various forms
of “audience engagement”. Third, we complemented this systematic approach with manual
techniques, including backward citation tracking (examining references in selected papers) and
forward citation analysis using tools such as Google Scholar to identify newer studies that cited
key articles. These steps were particularly helpful in identifying studies that may not have used
standard terminology in titles or abstracts. Lastly, we reviewed the reference lists in existing
systematic reviews and conceptual papers on content marketing in the context of sustainability
communication to ensure that no significant study was unintentionally excluded. While it is
impossible to guarantee full coverage in any review, these steps were designed to maximise the
inclusiveness and comprehensiveness of our literature base.

Phase 3: Inclusion and exclusion criteria
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The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the study were determined using a
methodological protocol. To be selected, the publications had to meet the following inclusion
criteria:

An empirical or conceptual study

Peer-reviewed journal articles

Conference proceedings

Scientific research with any research design

Published in English

Published from 2012 to 2025

Addressed the impact on online audience engagement with sustainability-related
content

e Referred to content marketing and sustainability communication in the title and/or

abstract and/or body of the paper

The search process varied slightly across the aforementioned databases, depending on
the features and filters available. Firstly, in Scopus, advanced search options were employed to
ensure a precise search. The terms were entered in the title, abstract, and keyword fields to
capture the most relevant studies. Boolean operators such as “AND” and “OR” were used to
combine terms such as “green marketing”, “sustainability communication”, “eco-friendly
content”, “online audience engagement”, and “eco-brand loyalty”. Additionally, filters were
applied to limit the search to articles published between 2012 and 2025 and within peer-
reviewed journals. Moreover, document types were filtered to include only articles, reviews,
and conference papers. Similar advanced search functions were employed in Science Direct
and Web of Science, focusing on sustainability, business and marketing journals, with date and
document type filters applied. Likewise, in EBSCO/Business Source Ultimate, searches were
conducted using both basic and advanced search functions, applying filters for full-text, peer-
reviewed articles in sustainability communication, business and green marketing. On the other
hand, the search in JSTOR was performed using its advanced search capabilities, with Boolean
operators applied to combine key terms and filter for academic journals in sustainability,
business, and the social sciences from 2012 to 2025. Lastly, for Google Scholar, the search was
broader, as the platform does not allow for as many specific filtering options. Search terms
entered with quotation marks to capture exact phrases (e.g., “sustainability content marketing”),
customising the data range to (from 2012 to 2025). Boolean operators were used to combine
terms and related synonyms. Although Google Scholar does not offer extensive filtering, results
were manually refined based on relevance and citation count, and only articles published within
the last 13 years were considered. Finally, the results were manually screened to ensure
relevance, focusing on peer-reviewed articles and academic publications.

The past 13 years have seen significant evolution in sustainability communication and
green content marketing, driven by the rapid growth of social media platforms, influencer
marketing, and data-driven strategies to promote environmentally conscious behaviours.
Choosing 2012 as the starting point enables a comprehensive analysis of how digital
transformation has reshaped the way organisations communicate sustainability messages and
engage eco-aware audiences. Since 2012, businesses and brands have increasingly relied on
engagement metrics, such as likes, shares, comments, and online interactions, to assess the
effectiveness of green messaging and digital campaigns. This timeframe captures the rise of
key technological developments, including programmatic advertising, Al-driven content
personalisation, and interactive media, all of which have enhanced the delivery and impact of
sustainability-focused content. Analysing studies from this period offers insights into how
content marketing strategies evolved in response to technological innovation and shifting
consumer expectations. Additionally, this timespan aligns with a growing scholarly focus on
digital consumer engagement and sustainable branding, ensuring that the review includes
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contemporary and relevant research. Studies published prior to 2012 largely emphasised
traditional marketing approaches, while the post-2012 era marks a clear transition to digital-
first and purpose-driven communication strategies. Extending the review through 2025 allows
for the inclusion of the latest tools, trends, and best practices in sustainability communication,
while also identifying current research gaps and future directions in green content marketing.
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Figure 1: Article selection process
Source: Own research and edition, 2025

As illustrated in Figure 1, the article selection process followed a structured, systematic,
and transparent approach. Initially, 843 records were retrieved from academic databases, with
an additional 36 records identified through Google Scholar. All references were imported into
Mendeley reference management software (version 2.108.0), where duplicates were
automatically and manually removed, resulting in 638 unique records. These records were
screened at the title and abstract level based on broad inclusion criteria focused on content
marketing, sustainability communication, and online audience engagement. At this stage, 474
records were excluded for failing to meet topical relevance or publication-type standards.

The remaining 164 full-text articles were imported into ATLAS.ti software (version 24) for
structured coding and evaluation. A deductive coding framework was applied to assess
alignment with the inclusion criteria, including clarity of research objectives, relevance to
digital content strategies, sustainability communication, green marketing, the presence of
empirical or conceptual analysis, and the extent to which online audience engagement was
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examined. Each article was coded across several dimensions, including research methodology
(quantitative, qualitative, and conceptual), industry, context, geographic focus, and engagement
outcomes. A codebook was developed and refined during a pilot coding phase to ensure
consistent application across studies.

To enhance methodological rigour, an audit trail was maintained throughout the coding
process, including memos for borderline cases, detailed justifications for inclusion or exclusion,
and logs of decision-making. When ambiguity arose, a secondary reviewer was consulted to
reach a consensus. Based on this process, 102 articles were excluded, most commonly due to
insufficient methodological quality or weak alignment with the review’s focus. The final
sample comprised 62 studies, including journal articles and conference proceedings.

Phase 4: Extracting and analysing the relevant data.

Two summary tables (1 and 3), covering the authors, year of publication, journal,
objectives, research methodology and approach, context and industry, study’s location, impact
of content marketing as a sustainability communication strategy on online audience
engagement, and the reason for impact, were used to systematically extract the content of the
articles in the final sample. Subsequently, the data were categorised based on the research’s
three sub-questions.

Phase 5: Compiling, summarising, and reporting

During this stage, a quantitative process was used first to quantify and classify the raw
data. The data were then qualitatively interpreted using a deductive approach to provide
meaning that aligns with the sub-questions of the study. Therefore, mapping our current
knowledge of the relationship between content marketing and online audience engagement in
the context of sustainability communication was essential, as was summarising the results for
future research.

Results

In this scoping review, 62 primary studies explored content marketing and online audience
engagement through various epistemological perspectives and methodological approaches.
Recent scholarly focus has evolved from defining the core components of content marketing to
examining its effectiveness as a strategic tool, particularly in sustainability communication.
Increasingly, research investigates how content marketing facilitates meaningful online
engagement on sustainability issues, aiming to establish a clearer connection between content-
driven strategies and audience participation in environmental and social discourse.

The results section is structured to provide a clear response to the study’s primary
research question by systematically addressing its sub-questions. The first segment, which
outlines the characteristics of the included studies, provides a comprehensive overview of the
selected research, highlighting key attributes such as objectives, methodologies, industry, and
contexts. This foundational understanding then leads to evidence of the correlation, in which
the relationship between content marketing as a sustainability communication tool and online
audience engagement is examined, yielding empirical findings that support or challenge this
connection. Finally, the research methodologies used detail the analytical approaches employed
across studies, providing insight into the reliability and validity of the results, which can be
interpreted as follows:

Table 1 demonstrates a general description of the key characteristics and findings of the
62 studies included in this scoping review. The data was collected from 26 countries and
geographic contexts, namely the United States (n=7), Italy (n=4), Germany (n=3), France (n=3),
United Kingdom (n=3), Australia (n=3), South Korea (n=3) China (n=2), Spain (n=2), Belgium
(n=2), Finland (n=2), and one study per country for Jordan, Romania, Switzerland, Netherlands,
Turkey, Singapore, Europe as one geographic context, Sweden, and India. On the other hand,
6 studies did not specify the study’s location, focusing on a global scope. Moreover, the studies
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were published in 42 academic journals (Table 2). Of these studies, 6 were published in the
Journal of Business Ethics, 4 in the Journal of Sustainability, 4 in the Journal of Business
Research, and 3 in the Journal of Marketing

A regional analysis highlights varying research emphases on sustainability
communication. Studies from Western economies (e.g., the US, UK, and Australia) often
examined how sustainability communication via content marketing influences brand
engagement and word-of-mouth (WOM). These studies typically analysed the effectiveness of
corporate messaging and consumer engagement through sustainability-themed content. In
contrast, Asian studies (e.g., Singapore, South Korea, and China) focused on integrating
sustainability communication within digital transformation frameworks, emphasising the role
of social media and online platforms in fostering consumer awareness and engagement with
sustainable practices. Notably, studies from South Korea examined the hospitality sector's use
of eco-friendly content to build consumer loyalty. European studies, particularly from
Germany, France, and Italy, predominantly explored corporate social responsibility (CSR)
communication, the strategic use of green branding, and storytelling to enhance brand
perception and consumer interaction. These studies highlighted the need for transparency and
consistency in sustainability messaging, particularly in sectors such as energy, fashion, and
FMCG. Emerging markets, such as India and Jordan, explored how sustainability
communication impacts trust-building and customer decision-making in digital content
contexts. Global studies aimed to develop a holistic understanding of how sustainability
communication varies across cultural and industrial contexts, addressing both challenges and
best practices.

This geographical distribution suggests that sustainability communication strategies via
content marketing are tailored to regional market dynamics. Western research prioritises
measurable marketing outcomes and engagement metrics, whereas Asian and emerging market
studies place emphasis on technological innovations and customer relationships.

The regional variation suggests that cultural and national norms significantly shape how
sustainability communication is practised and studied. For instance, Western economies often
emphasise transparency, corporate ethics, and measurable engagement outcomes, reflecting
individualistic and accountability-oriented cultural values. Conversely, studies from Asian
contexts highlight collectivist tendencies, focusing on community participation, relational trust,
and technological innovation in sustainability messaging. Emerging economies, such as India
and Jordan, frequently frame sustainability communication around developmental narratives
and trust-building. These cultural and institutional differences underline how sustainability
discourse adapts to local expectations and social norms.

The selected studies conducted from 2012 onwards illustrate an attempt to clarify the
impact of content marketing as a sustainability communication tool on online audience
engagement, with more conclusive evidence. This was done by concentrating on the role of
sustainability-themed content in online audience engagement in different industries, namely 14
studies in the context of social media and digital marketing as a whole, 19 in which the industry
was not specified, and 38 studies in other industries, including consumer goods and retail,
fashion and luxury goods, tourism, energy, hospitality and tourism, higher education,
manufacturing, technology and telecommunications, professional services, and agriculture and
food.

The findings demonstrate that, while the literature on this topic up to 2018 remains
insufficient, the growth of studies since then has been evident. Interestingly, only 4 studies
addressed online audience engagement in the business-to-business (B2B) context, 49 in the
business-to-consumer (B2C) context, and 9 in both contexts (Table 1). This illustrates that over
the last 13 years (2012 to 2025), more research on content marketing in the B2C context was
conducted due to increased focus on its impact on audiences.
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B2B studies predominantly employed qualitative methodologies, such as case studies, literature
reviews, and in-depth interviews, reflecting the complexity of business relationships and
content marketing strategies within professional and manufacturing sectors. However, few B2B
studies adopted quantitative methodologies, thereby limiting generalizability across industries.
In contrast, B2C studies extensively used quantitative approaches, leveraging surveys,
statistical modelling, content analyses, and experimental designs, emphasising consumer
engagement metrics, attitude shifts, and behaviour patterns. Qualitative approaches, such as
literature reviews and thematic analysis, were also present, primarily in studies on CSR
communication and storytelling. Furthermore, studies combining both contexts often employed
mixed methods, integrating quantitative data (surveys) with qualitative insights (case studies)
to provide a comprehensive understanding of content marketing dynamics in both consumer
and professional environments. Therefore, B2C studies tend to prioritise empirical, data-driven
research methods to capture consumer reactions, while B2B studies favour in-depth qualitative
analysis to explore strategic applications and relationship dynamics.

The characteristics of the studies included in the final sample:

Table 1: The characteristics of the studies included in the final sample
Source: Own research and edition, 2025

Study | Author(s) | Journal/ Objective(s) Methodology Context /| Study’s
conference Industry location
proceeding

1 Braga et | RAUSP Systematically Systematic B2C and -
al. (2024) | Management review the | literature review, | B2B,  not
Journal literature on | qualitative specified
sustainability industry
communication in
marketing and
propose a future
research agenda.
2 Du Plessis | SAGE Open Provide a broad | Scoping review, | B2C and -
(2022) synopsis of studies | qualitative B2B,
on the effect of fashion,
content marketing tourism,
on online luxury
consumer goods, and
behaviour over 12 professional
years. services
3 Feng & Ye | Sustainability Examine how eco- | Survey, B2C, not| Global
(2023) friendly content on | quantitative specified scope
social media industry
influences  brand
attitude and
consumer
engagement.
4 Munaro et | Sustainable Assess the impact | Systematic B2C, social -
al. (2024) | Production and | of influencers on | literature review, | media
Consumption promoting qualitative
sustainable
consumption
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5 Kapoor et International | Examine the | Survey, B2C, Global
al. (2021) | Journal of | effectiveness  of | quantitative hospitality scope
Contemporary sustainability industry
Hospitality communication on
Management social media,
focusing on
message  appeal
and source
6 Suki et al. | International Systematically Systematic B2C, social -
(2022) Journal of | review the impact | literature review, | media
Environmental of social media | qualitative
Research and | marketing on
Public Health consumer
engagement in
sustainable
consumption
7 Crapa et | Journal of | Analyse green | Survey, B2C, social | Italy
al. (2024) | Research in | communication quantitative media, retail
Interactive performance
Marketing across social media
in large-scale retail
in [taly.
8 Tarhan & | Turkish Journal of | Review social | Literature B2C and -
Dursun Marketing media marketing | review, B2B, social
(2024) activities qualitative media
9 Gomez The International | Explore corporate | Encyclopedia B2C, CSR -
(2020) Encyclopedia  of | social entry, literature | communicat
Media Psychology | responsibility review, ion
(CSR) qualitative
communication
10 | Taiminen | Digital Content | Examine how | Survey, B2B, Global
& Marketing digital content | quantitative industry not | scope
Ranaweer marketing fosters specified
a(2019) brand engagement
and trusted B2B
relationships.
11 | Nosrataba | Sustainability Review sustainable | Literature review | B2B and -
di et al business models qualitative B2C,
(2019) industry not
specified
12 | Cammarot | Journal of Business | Conduct a | Systematic B2B and -
a et al | Research systematic literature review, | B2C,
(2023) literature review on | qualitative industry not
brand activism and specified
propose a future
research agenda.
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Table 1: (continued)

Study | Author(s) | Journal/ Objective(s) Methodology Context /| Study’s
conference Industry location
proceeding

13 | Lemon & | Journal of | Conceptualise Conceptual, B2C, -
Verhoef Marketing customer qualitative, industry not
(2016) experience (CX) | literature review | specified
and its
management
across the entire
customer journey
14 | Brexendor | Journal of | Explore how | Survey, B2B and | German
f & Keller | Marketing corporate  brand | structural B2C, y&
(207) innovativeness and | equation industry not | USA
brand architecture | modelling, specified
influence  brand | quantitative
equity.
15 | Hartmann | Journal of Business | Investigate the | Survey, B2C, energy | Spain
& Research psychological regression
Apaolaza- benefits analysis,
Ibanez influencing quantitative
(2012) consumer attitudes
and purchase
intentions toward
green energy
brands.
16 | White et | Harvard Business | Examine why | Literature B2C, -
al. (2019) | Review consumers’ review, consumer
intentions to | qualitative goods and
purchase retail
sustainable
products often do
not translate into
actual behaviour.
17 | Kapitan & | Marketing Letters | Explore how | Experimental B2C, social | Norway
Silvera consumers' design, media
(2016) attributions about | quantitative
endorsers
influence the
effectiveness  of
endorsements.
18 | Lundqvist | Journal of Brand | Assess how firm- | Experimental B2C, retail | Finland
et al. | Management originated design, and services
(2013) storytelling quantitative
influences
consumer  brand
experience.
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19 |Font & | Journal of | Explore the role of | Literature B2C, -
McCabe Sustainable marketing in | review, tourism
(2017) Tourism promoting conceptual

sustainable tourism
and the associated
challenges it poses.

20 | Berger & | Journal of | Identify the | Content analysis, | B2C, USA
Milkman | Marketing characteristics  of | quantitative industry not
(2012) Research online content that specified

make it more likely
to be shared.

21 | Kapferer | Journal of Brand | Investigate luxury | Survey, B2C, luxury | France
& Management consumers' quantitative goods
Michaut- perceptions of
Denizeau sustainability and
(2014) its  compatibility

with luxury brands.

22 | De International Examine how the | Experimental B2C, social | Belgium
Veirman | Journal of | number of | design, media
et al. | Advertising followers and | quantitative
(2017) product alignment

affect the
effectiveness  of
Instagram
influencers.

23 Jarvinen Industrial Explore how B2B | Case studies, | B2B, Finland
& Marketing companies can | qualitative industry not
Taiminen | Management utilise marketing specified
(2016) automation in

content marketing
strategies.

24 Du et al. | Journal of Business | Examine how CSR | Survey, B2C, USA

(2015) Ethics communication via | regression consumer
social media | analysis, goods
affects customer- | quantitative
company
identification and
engagement.

Table 1: (continued)

Study | Author(s) Journal/ Objective(s) Methodology Context /| Study’s
conference Industry location
proceeding

25 | Reilly & | Public Explore how | Case study, | B2C, USA
Hynan (2014) | Relations brands use content | qualitative fashion

Review to  communicate retail
sustainability
initiatives and its
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impact on
engagement.

26 Kumar & | Journal of | Analyse how | Survey, B2C, Global
Christodoulop | Business sustainability structural consumer scope
oulou (2014) Research marketing content | equation goods

affects  customer | modelling,
engagement and | quantitative
loyalty.

27 | Pomering Journal of | Investigate the | Survey, B2C, energy | Australi
(2017) Strategic effectiveness  of | quantitative a

Marketing corporate
sustainability
messaging in
building online
engagement.

28 | Janssen et al. | Journal of | Examine how | Experimental B2C, food & | Belgium

(2015) Business different design, beverage
Ethics sustainability quantitative
content types affect
consumer reactions
and engagement.
29 | Lim et al | Sustainability | Analyse the | Content analysis, | B2C, South
(2020) effectiveness  of | quantitative industry not | Korea
sustainability- specified
themed video
content in driving
YouTube
engagement.
30 | Peloza et al. | Journal of | Evaluate how | Experimental B2C, USA
(2013) Public Policy | different design, industry not
& Marketing | sustainability quantitative specified
message  frames
affect  consumer
engagement levels

31 Biloslavo et al. | Journal of | Explore strategic | Case study, | B2B, Italy
(2013) Communicati | use of content for | qualitative manufacturi

on CSR  storytelling ng
Management | and online

stakeholder

engagement

32 | Castello et al. | Journal of | Analyze social | Discourse B2C, Global

(2013 Business media  dialogues | analysis, multinationa | scope
Ethics around corporate | qualitative | firms
sustainability and
stakeholder
engagement

33 | Thakur et al. | International | Examine how | Survey, B2C, green | India

(2025) Journal of | digital marketing | structural apparel
Innovation communication equation
Science influences  online
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customer modeling,
experience and | quantitative
sustainable

purchase intention

34 | Murtarelli et al. | IGI Global Explore how Case studies, | B2C, Europe
(2023) companies balance | qualitative fashion

corporate
messaging and
consumer dialogue
in sustainable
marketing via
social media.

35 | Abuzeinab et | International | Assess how UK Content analysis, | B2C; Higher UK

al. (2024) Journal of | higher education quantitative education
Sustainability | institutions
in Higher | communicate
Education sustainability on
their websites
Table 1: (continued)

Study | Author(s) Journal/ Objective(s) Methodology Context /| Study’s
conference Industry location
proceeding

36 | Di Tullio et al. | Administrativ | Explore the role of | Case study, | B2C; Higher | Italy
(2021) e Sciences social media in | qualitative education

universities'
sustainability
reporting and
stakeholder
engagement

37 | Miiller & | Journal of | Investigate ~ how | Experimental B2C, German
Christandl Business different types of | design, industry not y
(2019) Research sustainability- quantitative specified

related content
influence
consumer

38 | Sabate et al. | European Identify  factors | Content analysis, | B2C, Spain
(2014) Management | that influence the | quantitative industry not

Journal popularity of specified
branded content on
Facebook.

39 Wang & | Journal of | Examine how | Experimental B2C, retail | Australi
McCarthy Retailing and | content and | design, a
(2021) Consumer message framing | quantitative

Services on social media
influence
sustainable
consumer
behaviour.
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40 | Chung & Lee | Journal of | Examine how | Survey, B2C, South
(2019) Business sustainability statistical consumer Korea
Ethics messages in brand | analysis, goods
content influence | quantitative
consumer trust and
engagement on
social media.
41 | Beckmann et | Journal of | Analyse the role of | Content analysis, | B2C, German
al. (2017) Marketing corporate quantitative FMCG y
Communicati | sustainability
ons storytelling in
increasing  online
engagement.
42 | Du & Vieira | International | Investigate = how | Experimental B2C, USA
(2012) Journal of | corporate  social | design, industry not

Advertising responsibility quantitative specified

(CSR) content in

digital marketing

affects stakeholder

engagement.

43 | Colleoni (2013 | Public Understand the | Social media | B2C, Global

Relations relationship analytics, industry not | scope
Review between CSR | regression specified

content on Twitter | analysis,

and user | quantitative

engagement.

44 | Pelet & Lecat | Journal of | Assess the Eye-tracking, B2C, e- | France

(2023) Digital & | effectiveness of survey, commerce
Social Media | interactive experimental
Marketing sustainability design,  mixed
content in driving | methods
consumer
engagement in
online platforms.

45 | vander Waal & | Business Explore how Case studies, | B2B; energy | Netherla
Thijssens Strategy and | proactive qualitative nds
(2020) the sustainability

Environment | communication
strategies
influence online
stakeholder
responses.

46 | Moraes et al. | Journal of | Evaluate how | In-depth B2C; UK
(2019 Business ethical brand | interviews, fashion

Research positioning thematic
through  content | analysis,
marketing drives | qualitative
engagement  and
brand trust.
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Table 1: (continued)

Study | Author(s) Journal/ Objective(s) Methodology Context /| Study’s
conference Industry location
proceeding

47 | Cervellon & | Journal of | Investigate green | Content analysis, | B2C, luxury | France

Carey (2014) | Marketing branding via social | quantitative
Management | media content and
its impact on
consumer
interaction.
48 | Gatti et al. | Corporate Analyse  content | Content analysis, | B2C and Italy
(2021) Social strategies used in | quantitative B2B,
Responsibility | sustainability industry not
and reporting via social specified
Environmenta | media platforms.
1 Management
49 Islam et al. | Technological | Analyse the role of | Survey, B2C, tech USA
(2020 Forecasting social media | structural
and Social | content in shaping | equation
Change perceptions of | modelling,
environmental quantitative
responsibility
among millennials.
50 | Torelli et al. | Journal of | Investigate cross- | Comparative B2C, Global
(2019) International | cultural analysis, industry not | scope
Marketing effectiveness  of | quantitative specified
sustainability
content marketing
in engaging diverse
global audiences.
51 Chen et al. | Sustainability | Assess how | Experimental B2C, e- | China
(2021 Marketing interactive  green | design, commerce
Journal content (e.g., | quantitative
quizzes, eco-tips)
fosters  customer
loyalty and
engagement.
52 | Bucic et al. | European Explore how | Survey, content | B2C, Australia
(2014)) Journal of | emotional appeal | analysis, FMCG
Marketing in  sustainability | quantitative
messaging
influences online
sharing and
comments.
53 | Alalwan Journal of | Investigate  how | Regression B2C, social | Jordan
(2021) Retailing and | sustainability- analysis, media
Consumer themed influencer | quantitative
Services content  impacts

engagement
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behaviours (likes,
comments, shares).
54 | Sjostrom & | Corporate Evaluate the Survey, B2C and | Sweden
Jansson (2017) | Communicati | credibility of interviews, B2B,
ons: An | sustainability mixed methods | industry not
International | messages in digital specified
Journal content and their
effect on audience
trust.
55 Yuan & Wu | Journal of | Understand the use | Case study, | B2C; China
(2022) Interactive of storytelling in digital analytics, | fashion
Marketing green content mixed methods
marketing and its
influence on
digital engagement
metrics.
56 | Petrescu-Mag | Journal of | Assess the use of | Survey, B2C; Romania
et al. (2015) Cleaner social media for | interviews, agriculture
Production sustainability thematic and food
education and | analysis,
awareness through | regression
branded content. analysis, mixed
methods
Table 1: (continued)

Study | Author(s) Journal/ Objective(s) Methodology Context /| Study’s
conference Industry location
proceeding

57 | Bradu et al. | Journal of | Explore how | Online B2C, fashion UK
(2020) Marketing authenticity in | experiments,
Management | sustainability statistical
content drives | analysis,
higher engagement | quantitative
among  ethically
conscious
consumers.
58 Parguel et al. | Journal of | Study the influence | Survey, B2C, industry | France
(2015) Business of green | experimental not specified
Ethics advertising content | design,
on consumer | quantitative
attitudes and social
media responses.
59 | Schmuck et al. | Journal of | Investigate the Experimental B2C, consumer | Germany
(2018) Advertising psychological design, goods
mechanisms quantitative
through which
sustainability
claims in content
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marketing drive
engagement.
60 Kim & Hall | Tourism Examine the | Survey, B2C, South
(2022) Management | impact of eco- | quantitative hospitality Korea
Perspectives | friendly  content
marketing on
engagement in
sustainable
hospitality brands.
61 |Lim et al | Corporate Explore how | Content analysis, | B2C, Singapor
(2021) Communicati | consistency  and | in-depth telecommunica e
ons transparency in | interviews, tions
sustainability mixed methods
content affect
engagement on
corporate websites
and social media.
62 | Geerts ‘2014) | Sustainability | Study how luxury | Case studies, | B2C, fashion Switzerla
Accounting, brands incorporate | interpretive nd
Management | sustainability  in | analysis,
and Policy | digital storytelling | qualitative
Journal to engage younger
consumers.

Table 2: Journals included in the review
Source: Own research and edition, 2025

Journal / Conference Proceeding Study No(s). No. of
Studies
Journal of Business Ethics 15, 24, 28, 30, 6
40, 58

Sustainability 3,11,29, 51 4
Journal of Business Research 12, 26, 37, 46 4
Journal of Marketing 13, 14, 20 3
Journal of Brand Management 18,21 2
Public Relations Review 25,43 2
Journal of Strategic Marketing 27,57 2
Journal of Marketing Communications 41, 57 2
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 39, 53 2
Corporate Communications: An International Journal 54, 61 2
International Journal of Advertising 22,42 2
Journal of Marketing Management 47,57 2
RAUSP Management Journal 1 1
SAGE Open 2 1
Sustainable Production and Consumption 4 1
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality 5 1
Management

International Journal of Environmental Research and 6 1
Public Health

Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing 7 1
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Turkish Journal of Marketing 8 1
The International Encyclopedia of Media Psychology 9 1
Digital Content Marketing 10 1
Harvard Business Review 16 1
Marketing Letters 17 1
Journal of Sustainable Tourism 19 1
Industrial Marketing Management 23 1
Journal of Communication Management 31 1
International Journal of Innovation Science 33 |
IGI Global 34 1
International Journal of Sustainability in Higher 35 1
Education

Administrative Sciences 36 1
European Management Journal 38 |
Journal of Digital & Social Media Marketing 44 1
Business Strategy and the Environment 45 1
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 48 1
Management

Technological Forecasting and Social Change 49 1
Journal of International Marketing 50 1
European Journal of Marketing 52 1
Journal of Interactive Marketing 55 1
Journal of Cleaner Production 56 1
Journal of Advertising 59 1
Tourism Management Perspectives 60 1
Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy 62 1
Journal

Table 3 demonstrates the evidence on which the correlation between content marketing
and online customer engagement, in the context of sustainability communication, is based. The
results not only clarify what content resonates with audiences, but also how this content affects
online audience engagement when brands meet audience expectations regarding sustainability-
themed content. As demonstrated in Table 3, sustainability content marketing impacts online
audience engagement through various ways, including engagement, brand perception,
behavioural change, community and social involvement, educational impact, mixed or negative
outcomes, and trust building and loyalty.

Enhanced engagement and strengthened brand perception represent two different facets
of audience interaction. On the one hand, enhanced engagement is characterised by direct user
actions, such as sharing content, commenting, and actively participating in brand-related
activities. On the other hand, strengthened brand perception hinges on shifts in audience
attitudes, including greater brand trust and a more favourable image. Typically, this is achieved
through credible and transparent messaging, which fosters a positive brand perception.
Similarly, behavioural change and educational impact also differ significantly, though they both
aim to influence audience behaviour. Specifically, behavioural change refers to concrete actions
taken by consumers, such as adopting sustainable consumption practices or engaging in eco-
friendly behaviours. These actions are often driven by emotional appeals and the perceived
authenticity of the content. In contrast, educational impact primarily involves raising awareness
and deepening understanding of sustainability issues. Often, this occurs through informative
and instructive content without necessarily prompting immediate action. Therefore, while both
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categories affect audience behaviour, the former directly inspires action, whereas the latter
informs and educates. Moreover, community and social involvement, as a category, focuses on
fostering collective participation and dialogue. It encourages stakeholders to actively take part
in sustainability conversations. In contrast, trust-building and loyalty emphasise the
establishment of long-term relationships between the brand and the consumer. This relationship
is cultivated through consistent, transparent messaging that fosters reliability and brand
commitment. As a result, while community involvement seeks to build collective engagement,
trust-building aims to nurture one-on-one brand loyalty. In addition, content quality and
presentation significantly impact how audiences perceive and interact with content. High-
quality, aesthetically appealing, and well-organised content often leads to higher engagement
rates. Conversely, mixed or negative outcomes arise when content lacks authenticity or
consistency, leading to disengagement or criticism, particularly when it is perceived as
greenwashing or misleading. Thus, presentation quality is crucial in determining whether
content positively or negatively affects audience engagement. In essence, these categories
reflect the diverse pathways through which content marketing strategies can influence online
audience engagement. They range from direct actions and attitude shifts to community
involvement and content quality perceptions. By understanding these distinctions, marketers
can more effectively tailor their strategies to achieve desired outcomes.

Table 3 shows that content marketing, as a sustainability communication strategy,
significantly impacts online audience engagement, primarily through enhanced engagement
and strengthened brand perception. Notably, 24 studies report enhanced engagement (e.g.,
Braga et al., 2024; Du Plessis, 2022; Feng & Ye, 2023), often driven by storytelling, interactive
content, and emotional appeals. This indicates that emotionally resonant content that fosters
interaction is more likely to drive online participation. Moreover, strengthened brand
perception, identified in 15 studies (e.g., Munaro et al., 2024; Kapoor et al., 2021; Suki et al.,
2022), highlights the importance of credible and transparent messaging in building consumer
trust. In particular, brands that consistently demonstrate authenticity through their content are
more likely to cultivate positive brand perceptions. In addition, behavioural change is evident
in 10 studies (e.g., Hartmann & Apaolaza-Ibafiez, 2012; White et al., 2019; Pomering, 2017) in
which content marketing promotes sustainable consumption and eco-friendly actions.
Typically, this change is achieved through relatable narratives and appeals to consumer values.
Similarly, educational impact, found in 6 studies (e.g., Nosratabadi et al., 2019; Cammarota et
al., 2023; Di Tullio et al., 2021), reflects how informative content raises awareness without
necessarily prompting immediate behavioural shifts.

Furthermore, the findings show that community and social involvement, evident in 7
studies (e.g., Castello et al., 2013; Moraes et al., 2019; Wang & McCarthy, 2021), plays a
crucial role in fostering collective engagement through stakeholder dialogues and collaborative
efforts. On the other hand, content perceived as inconsistent or misleading leads to negative
outcomes, as seen in 4 studies (e.g., Reilly & Hynan, 2014; Kapferer & Michaut-Denizeau,
2014; Torelli et al., 2019), particularly when audiences detect greenwashing. Additionally,
content quality and presentation, as noted in 3 studies (e.g., Sabate et al., 2014; Pelet & Lecat,
2011), indicate that visually appealing, well-structured content can significantly boost
engagement. Finally, trust-building and loyalty, highlighted in 5 studies (e.g., Gatti et al., 2021;
Islam et al., 2020; Schmuck et al., 2018), emphasise the importance of forming long-term
relationships when brands consistently communicate their sustainability efforts with
transparency.
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The evidence of the correlation between content marketing as a sustainability
communication strategy and online audience engagement:

Table 3: The evidence of the correlation between content marketing as a sustainability
communication strategy and online audience engagement
Source: Own research and edition, 2025

Study No & Impact on Online Audience Reason for Impact
Authors Engagement
1. Braga et al. Enhancing diverse audience Storytelling, credibility, and
(2024) engagement alignment with values enhance

audience engagement.

2. Du Plessis

Increasing behavioural

Educational and emotional content

(2022) engagement, such as sharing, | formats

commenting, and brand

interaction.
3.Feng & Ye Positively influencing brand | Eco-friendly content on social media
(2023) attitude and engagement and message congruency with

consumer values

4. Munaro et al.
(2024)

Driving sustainable
consumption, building trust
and interaction

Authenticity and relatability of
influencers, as well as emotional
content

5. Kapoor et al.

Enhancing engagement in

Emotional/rational appeals and

(2021) hospitality brands credible sources.
6. Suki et al. Strengthening engagement Interactive features on social media
(2022) and sustainable consumption | and sustainability alignment

behaviours.

7. Crapa et al.

Increasing social media

Strong green messaging, consistency

(2024) interaction and consumer trust | and appealing presentation
8. Tarhan & Increasing audience Real-time interaction and channel-
Dursun (2024) engagement across sectors specific tailoring

9. Gomez (2020)

Building emotional
connections and involvement
online.

CSR communication, transparency
and dialogue principles

10. Taiminen &
Ranaweera (2019)

Digital content fosters trust
and loyalty in B2B
sustainability contexts.

Value-driven thought leadership
encourages sustained relational
engagement.

11. Nosratabadi et
al. (2019)

Reinforcing consistent user
engagement.

Integrated sustainability strategies,
holistic embedding of sustainability
within messaging

12. Cammarota et

Raising audience involvement

Brand activism through content,

al. (2023) in environmental causes. social alignment and emotional
resonance

13. Lemon & Optimising sustainability Customer experience models, journey

Verhoef (2016) engagement touchpoints. mapping to ensure relevance and

being timely

14. Brexendorf &
Keller (2017)

Strengthening engagement
and improving brand affinity.

Integrating sustainability into brand
identity, innovation and cohesive
storytelling
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15. Hartmann &
Apaolaza-Ibanez
(2012)

Increasing purchase intent and
attention.

Emotional branding for green
products and communicating the
psychological benefits linked to green
identity

16. White et al.

Enhancing sustainable content

Behavioural nudges, social proof and

(2019) engagement. simplicity in messaging
17. Kapitan & Increasing sustainable brand | Influencer credibility, attributions and
Silvera (2016) effectiveness and enhancing trustworthiness of the messenger

content reception

18. Lundqvist et

Improving engagement

Storytelling, creating lasting

al. (2013) emotional ties, narrative structure and
origin stories

19. Font & Increasing appeal and Tourism sustainability

McCabe (2017) participation. communication and contextualised
storytelling align with tourists'
personal values.

20. Berger & Increasing audience Emotional content, boosting emotions

Milkman (2012) | engagement with like awe and inspiration

sustainability content

21. Kapferer &

Limited engagement.

Perceived conflict between luxury and

Michaut- sustainability values reduces trust and
Denizeau (2014) interest.

22. De Veirman et | Increasing audience Authentic influencer-brand fit.

al. (2017) engagement with

sustainability content

23. Jarvinen &

Improving click-through

Automation enables the delivery of

Taiminen (2016) | rates, lead quality, and relevant content at optimal times and
engagement duration. personalised content marketing

24. Du et al. Enhancing employee Employees become brand

(2015) advocacy and increasing ambassadors when CSR aligns with
online consumer engagement | personal values, amplifying messages

online.
Table 3: (continued)
Study No & Impact on Online Audience Reason for Impact
Authors Engagement

25. Reilly & Hynan
(2014)

Inconsistent sustainability
messaging on social media
causes confusion and
consumer backlash.

Lack of a coherent strategy and
transparency led to accusations of
greenwashing.

26. Kumar &
Christodoulopoulou
(2014)

Integrated sustainability-
branding content fosters
stronger consumer-brand
connections, reflected in
increased social media
engagement.

Combining emotional brand
identity with ethical messaging
appeals to consumer values.

27. Pomering (2017)

Static CSR reports have

support credibility that

limited direct engagement but

Formal reports signal
responsibility but lack the
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enhances other content
channels.

interactive elements that drive
audience engagement.

28. Janssen et al.
(2015)

Ethical marketing messages
are met with distrust by
cynical consumers, leading to
disengagement or negative
commenting.

Consumers with high scepticism
interpret CSR as a manipulative
marketing tool.

29. Lim et al. (2020)

Sustainability ads with
emotional appeals and credible
sources generate more shares,
comments, and positive
attitudes.

Emotional storytelling and trusted
messengers build psychological
engagement and motivate action.

30. Peloza et al.
(2013)

Ethically framed content
prompts self-reflection,
leading to positive word-of-
mouth and social endorsement
behaviours.

Self-accountability nudges
consumers to engage with and
promote ethical consumption.

31. Biloslavo et al.
(2013)

Content with critical reflection
on sustainability generates
thoughtful engagement among
informed audiences.

Eco-critical approaches foster
deeper conversations but may not
attract general audience
participation.

32. Castell6 et al.
(2013)

Multi-stakeholder dialogue on
social media boosts
engagement through co-
created narratives and shared
meanings.

Polyphonic communication
invites diverse voices, making
users feel included and valued.

33. Thakur et al.
(2025)

Digital content that integrates
sustainability themes and
customer experience increases
sustainable purchase intentions
and user engagement.

Positive digital experiences
reinforce credibility and
encourage behavioural
engagement.

34. Murtarelli et al.
(2023)

Balanced corporate-consumer
interactions on sustainability
build trust and drive sustained
engagement.

Open two-way dialogue
humanises brands and fosters
loyalty.

35. Abuzeinab et al.
(2024)

Informative website content
increases awareness but fails
to stimulate meaningful online
interaction.

Static formats limit interactivity,
making them less engaging than
social media content.

36. Di Tullio, La
Torre, & Rea (2021)

Social media use by
universities for sustainability
reporting enhances audience
engagement by transforming
passive information delivery
into interactive, educational
communication.

The shift from one-way reporting
to dialogic communication (e.g.,
Q&As, polls, comments)
encourages participation, builds
community, and promotes co-
learning, making sustainability
content more engaging and
impactful.

37. Miiller &
Christandl (2019)

Story-based and emotionally
driven sustainability content

Stories tap into personal values
and empathy, making messages
more memorable and actionable.
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increases comments, shares,
and emotional reactions.

38. Sabate et al.
(2014)

Visually appealing branded
content related to
sustainability gets higher likes
and comments on Facebook.

Visual richness and entertainment
value improve shareability and
engagement.

39. Wang &
McCarthy (2021)

Informative and positively
framed sustainability posts

Optimistic framing and useful
content reduce defensiveness and

improve behavioural
intentions, such as brand
support and information
seeking.

encourage proactive responses.

40. Chung & Lee

(2019)

Twitter-based CSR
communication improves

retweets).

consumer trust and fosters
dialogic engagement (replies,

Real-time, transparent
communication increases
perceived authenticity and
responsiveness.

41. Beckmann et al.

Content that frames

Positive framing resolves

(2017) sustainability as a win—win perceived trade-offs between
fosters greater engagement profit and sustainability,
from consumers and increasing trust and participation.
stakeholders.

Table 3: (continued)
Study No & Impact on Online Audience Reason for Impact
Authors Engagement
42. Du & CSR content increased Companies in controversial sectors
Vieira (2012) | engagement as firms used it to | (e.g., oil) use sustainability narratives to

build legitimacy.

regain public trust, making audiences
more responsive.

43. Colleoni

Strategic CSR communication

Using dialogue and transparency in

(2013) on social media led to higher messaging enhances organisational
stakeholder interaction. legitimacy and engagement.
44. Pelet & Social networks improved Digital communities provided platforms
Lecat (2023) | engagement in niche markets, for storytelling around ethical
such as wine sales, when linked | production and local heritage, which
to sustainability. resonated with values-driven
consumers.
45. van der Reporting on SDGs via content | SDG alignment made content more
Waal & marketing improved stakeholder | relevant for global-minded audiences
Thijssens engagement. and increased perceived brand
(2020) responsibility.
46. Moraes et | Ethical consumption content Consumers were motivated to co-
al. (2019) drove co-creation and deeper construct meaning and value around

involvement.

sustainability, fostering a sense of
ownership.

47. Cervellon
& Carey
(2014)

Reviews and sustainable
product features increased post-
experience sharing.

Perceived congruence between hedonic
and sustainable attributes boosted
satisfaction and content sharing.
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48. Gatti et al.
(2021)

CSR content positively
influenced engagement by
enhancing brand credibility.

High-quality CSR communication
strengthened corporate reputation and
motivated supportive consumer actions.

49. Islam et al.

(2020)

Congruity in sustainability
messaging boosted online brand
community engagement.

When brand values aligned with
consumer beliefs, content felt authentic,
increasing participation.

50. Torelli et
al (2019)

Content perceived as
greenwashing led to reduced
engagement and scepticism.

Consumers penalise inauthentic
sustainability messaging, perceiving it
as manipulative.

51. Chen et al.

Interactive green advertising

Interactivity enhanced perceived

(2021) increased consumer control and immersion, making the
engagement. content more compelling.

52. Bucic et Millennials showed higher Value alignment with ethical

al. (2014) engagement with ethical consumption motivated sharing and
content. discussion.

53. Alalwan Sustainability messages with Visual and personalised formats

(2021) multimedia features led to captured attention and encouraged

greater engagement.

interaction.

54. Sjostrom

Trust in CSR messages

Trust acted as a mediator between CSR

& Jansson significantly enhanced communication and audience

(2017) engagement. responsiveness.

55. Yuan & Storytelling in green marketing | Narrative transportation allowed

Wu (2022) boosted consumer engagement. | consumers to connect and stay engaged

emotionally.

56. Petrescu-

Educational sustainability

Overly technical content informed but

Mag et al. content improved awareness but | lacked emotional appeal, limiting
(2015) had mixed effects on interactive responses.

engagement.
57. Bradu et Authentic CSR storytelling Perceived authenticity made audiences
al. (2020) increased consumer trust and more likely to trust and respond

engagement.

positively to content.

58. Parguel et

Independent sustainability

Third-party validation increased

al. (2015) ratings boosted engagement and | credibility and minimised consumer
reduced backlash over doubt.
greenwashing.

59. Schmuck | Misleading green ads reduced Cognitive dissonance and perceived

et al. (2018)

engagement and triggered
negative emotions.

deception undermined message
effectiveness.

60. Kim & Green brand communication Messaging focused on tangible
Hall (2022) enhanced consumer engagement | environmental actions increased

in the hospitality sector. consumer trust and emotional

connection.

61. Limetal. | Consistent sustainability content | Regular updates and content diversity
(2021) on social media led to higher kept audiences informed and

user interaction and brand emotionally engaged.

advocacy.
62. Geerts Environmental certification Credible certifications provided
(2014) communication affected assurance, increasing audience

engagement positively when
backed by credible proof.

receptivity to sustainability claims.
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The results summarised in Table 3 highlight patterns and associations between
sustainability content marketing strategies and various dimensions of online audience
engagement, including brand loyalty, emotional connection, brand perception, and word-of-
mouth (WOM). However, it is important to emphasise that these associations should not be
interpreted as evidence of causation. The included studies primarily employed observational,
cross-sectional, or descriptive designs, which are inherently limited in their ability to establish
causal relationships. While many of the findings suggest strong and consistent correlations,
these do not account for potential confounding variables or the directionality of influence.
Therefore, any influence that content marketing has on increased audience engagement should
be considered tentative and contingent on further empirical validation through experimental or
longitudinal research.

The research methodologies used in the studies included in the final sample:

Table 1 shows the characteristics and range of methodologies and research approaches
used by the authors in the sample. The findings indicate that 30 studies employed a quantitative
research design, 22 used qualitative approaches, 6 adopted mixed-methods designs, and 4 were
conceptual studies. The preference for empirical methodologies underscores the field’s focus
on quantifying engagement outcomes while recognising the need for qualitative insights.
Surveys were the most commonly used method, accounting for a significant portion of
quantitative studies. These surveys gathered customer perceptions, behaviours, and engagement
metrics, providing a broad understanding of how content marketing influences online audience
engagement. Additionally, statistical modelling techniques, including structural equation
modelling and regression analyses, were employed to establish correlations between content
marketing efforts and engagement indicators such as likes, shares, and purchase intentions. A
subset of studies (n=10) utilised experimental designs to assess the direct impact of content
features, such as personalisation, interactivity, and storytelling, on engagement levels.

Case studies and in-depth interviews were the dominant qualitative methods. These
approaches provided insights into industry-specific applications of content marketing,
particularly within sustainability communication and brand storytelling. Thematic analyses
were used to identify emerging trends in audience responses to content marketing strategies.
Moreover, systematic literature reviews contributed to the conceptual understanding of the role
of sustainability content marketing in digital engagement. A smaller portion of studies
combined qualitative and quantitative approaches to provide a more comprehensive view of
engagement mechanisms. These studies integrated survey data with case studies or content
analysis, allowing researchers to validate findings across different methodological lenses.
Several studies employed a conceptual framework approach, using literature reviews,
theoretical discussions, and conceptual model development to examine the effectiveness of
content marketing. These studies provided foundational theories and identified gaps in
empirical research, guiding future studies toward more robust methodological designs.

To classify the selected studies into quantitative, qualitative, and conceptual categories,
we applied methodological criteria grounded in academic research standards. Specifically,
studies were categorized as quantitative if they utilized structured data collection methods, such
as surveys, experiments, or statistical modelling, to analyse numerical data; qualitative if they
employed interviews, case studies, thematic analyses, or document reviews to explore
subjective insights; and conceptual if they primarily presented theoretical frameworks, narrative
literature review, or model development without empirical data collection. In cases where a
study combined qualitative and quantitative methods, it was classified as mixed-methods.

The initial categorisation was conducted through a combination of Al-based content screening
and manual review by the lead researcher. However, inter-rater reliability testing was not
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conducted, and a second independent reviewer was not used to cross-validate these
classifications, which represents a methodological limitation, and it will be discussed in the
limitations section. Nonetheless, every effort was made to ensure transparency and consistency
in applying classification criteria across the reviewed literature.

Discussion

The findings of this scoping review affirm that content marketing functions as an effective
sustainability communication strategy for enhancing online audience engagement. Across 62
studies, engagement outcomes were consistently associated with content that is emotional,
authentic, visually compelling, and value-aligned (Braga et al., 2024; Du Plessis, 2022; Feng
& Ye, 2023). Emotional storytelling and influencer-driven content emerged as powerful drivers
of audience participation, resonating with theories such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and Self-Determination Theory (Ryan et al., 2019). The dialogic
capabilities of social media, central to Relationship Marketing Theory (Berry, 1983), enable
brands to build trust through two-way interactions (Chen et al., 2023; Munaro et al., 2024). This
trust was particularly enhanced when sustainability narratives were transparent, relevant, and
aesthetically tailored (Suki et al., 2022; Crapa et al., 2024). Studies also indicated that eco-
friendly content boosted brand perception and purchase intention, reinforcing Social Exchange
Theory’s notion of value-based engagement (Zafar et al., 2022). Audience behavioural change
was more likely when content was informative, visually engaging, and framed positively,
aligning with the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) and Uses and Gratifications
Theory (Katz et al., 1973) (White et al., 2019; Wang & McCarthy, 2021). Educational impacts,
while less direct, increased awareness and critical reflection (Nosratabadi et al., 2019; Di Tullio
et al., 2021). However, perceptions of greenwashing or misaligned brand messages led to
disengagement, suggesting that authenticity remains critical (Reilly & Hynan, 2014; Torelli et
al., 2019). Despite growing empirical support, causality remains tentative due to
methodological limitations; most studies employed cross-sectional or descriptive designs.
Future research should explore longitudinal and experimental methods to validate causal
pathways and address underexplored B2B contexts.

Research implications

This review advances the theoretical foundation of sustainability-oriented content marketing by
emphasising the need to distinguish it from broader social media marketing, since both employ
distinct mechanisms to drive online engagement. Clarifying these boundaries is essential for
refining engagement models within sustainability communication. Findings also suggest that
content marketing effectiveness is context-dependent, influenced by industry type and regional
culture. Incorporating these moderating variables into future models will enhance the
generalizability of sustainability engagement frameworks. Additionally, customer-to-customer
(C2C) interactions emerged as a critical, yet under-theorised, factor in amplifying engagement
with eco-content. Theorising these peer dynamics can better capture how sustainability
narratives gain traction through co-creation and social sharing. Furthermore, cross-disciplinary
integration, especially with psychology and communication, can deepen understanding of how
sustainability content influences engagement via emotional and cognitive routes, such as trust
and perceived relevance. Finally, qualitative and mixed-method research remains limited but
vital. Capturing the lived experiences of how audiences respond to sustainability messaging can
inform more nuanced, consumer-centred engagement theories.

Practical implications
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This review offers strategic insights for practitioners aiming to enhance online engagement
through sustainability content. Brands should leverage platform-specific content formats—
using short, emotional, and interactive posts for social media (e.g., reels, polls), and long-form
educational content for blogs or websites (Du Plessis, 2022; Crapa et al., 2024). Emotional
storytelling, consistent green messaging, and user-generated content were keys to boosting trust
and interaction (Feng & Ye, 2023; Munaro et al., 2024). In addition, marketers must ensure
content is credible and transparent to avoid perceptions of greenwashing, which can damage
trust and reduce engagement (Reilly & Hynan, 2014; Torelli et al., 2019). Incorporating
influencers with authentic sustainability values can further strengthen audience resonance and
behavioural response (Kapoor et al., 2021). Moreover, performance metrics should go beyond
basic likes and shares. Practitioners are encouraged to adopt a comprehensive KPI framework
that includes sentiment analysis, conversion rates, and long-term indicators such as brand
advocacy and loyalty (Chen et al., 2023; Gatti et al., 2021). Furthermore, tailoring strategies to
sector-specific needs is critical. For instance, hospitality brands may focus on emotional appeals
tied to tangible environmental actions (Kim & Hall, 2022), while educational institutions
benefit from dialogic, informative content (Di Tullio et al., 2021). Finally, organisations should
invest in real-time optimisation tools and A/B testing to fine-tune content strategies
dynamically. Aligning sustainability narratives with audience values and expectations is
essential for fostering both engagement and pro-environmental behaviours.

Limitations

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the scope of the included
studies may not fully capture the rapid evolution of content marketing and sustainability
communication trends. Second, reliance on existing literature may introduce publication bias,
as studies with positive findings are more likely to be published. Third, methodological
inconsistencies across the reviewed studies may affect the reliability of the synthesised
conclusions. Fourth, inter-rater reliability testing was not conducted, and a second independent
reviewer was not used to cross-validate the research methodologies classification. Furthermore,
future reviews should consider employing intercoder agreement measures, such as Cohen’s
kappa, to enhance the reliability of research methodology classifications. Nonetheless, every
effort was made to ensure transparency and consistency in applying classification criteria across
the reviewed literature. Finally, a key limitation of this review lies in the nature of the available
evidence. The majority of the studies included are based on observational or cross-sectional
data and do not employ experimental or longitudinal designs capable of testing causal
relationships. As a result, the review identifies correlational, rather than causal associations
between sustainability-oriented content marketing and online audience engagement. Although
the consistency of these associations across diverse contexts and industries strengthens the
credibility of the observed relationships, the findings cannot rule out the influence of external
or unmeasured variables.

Future research directions

Future studies should move beyond descriptive and cross-sectional designs by employing
longitudinal and experimental methods to establish causal links between sustainability content
marketing and audience engagement. More empirical work is also needed in B2B contexts,
which remain underexplored compared to B2C settings. Additionally, cross-cultural research
can reveal how regional and cultural factors influence the effectiveness of content. Investigating
consumer-to-consumer (C2C) interactions and their mediating role in content impact could
enrich engagement models. Furthermore, integrating interdisciplinary perspectives, from
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psychology, communication, and data science, can illuminate the cognitive and emotional
mechanisms that drive sustainable engagement online.

Future research should also deepen cross-cultural comparisons by examining how national
values, institutional contexts, and regulatory frameworks mediate the relationship between
content marketing and audience engagement. Comparative studies could reveal whether
engagement strategies that succeed in Western markets are equally effective in collectivist or
emerging economies. Mapping such regional trends would help develop culturally sensitive
frameworks for sustainability communication.

Conclusion

This scoping review aimed at exploring how content marketing functions as a sustainability
communication strategy and how it affects online audience engagement.

First, to characterise the existing studies, the review identified 62 peer-reviewed articles
published between 2012 and 2025, spanning diverse industries and global regions. Most studies
were situated in B2C contexts and emphasised digital and social media channels as primary
tools for sustainability communication. Second, regarding the evidence of correlation between
content marketing and online audience engagement, the analysis revealed consistent
associations between sustainability-oriented content and positive engagement outcomes.
Emotional, authentic, and visually compelling content led to increased audience engagement,
stronger brand perception, and, in some cases, a behavioural shift toward sustainable
consumption. On the other hand, inauthentic or inconsistent content, especially greenwashing,
tended to diminish engagement and trust. Third, regarding the methodological range of the
studies, quantitative approaches dominated, particularly surveys and experiments, whereas
qualitative and mixed-methods studies remained underrepresented. Moreover, the frequent
reliance on cross-sectional designs limited the ability to draw causal inferences, highlighting
the need for more longitudinal and experimental research.

Overall, the findings confirm that content marketing is an effective sustainability
communication strategy when messages are credible, emotionally resonant, and aligned with
consumer values. Future research should further explore cultural and geographical variations
and adopt mixed-methods and longitudinal approaches to clarify the causal relationships
between sustainability content and engagement outcomes.
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