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Abstract 

As sustainability becomes a strategic prerequisite rather than a competitive differentiator, 

companies increasingly rely on brand identity and communication strategies to shape 

customer perception and build trust. This study explores how sustainability communication 

influences a company’s brand image using Polestar as a single case study. Guided by theories 

of brand identity, brand image, and corporate social responsibility (CSR), the study employs a 

qualitative approach based on semi-structured interviews with both Polestar employees and 

customers. The findings reveal that effective sustainability communication is perceived as 

credible, consistent, authentic, and transparent, particularly when supported by visible actions 

and long-term commitments. However, skepticism persists towards sustainability claims, 

especially when communication lacks clarity or emotional resonance. The study emphasizes 

that brand image is shaped not only by what companies communicate, but also by how 

customers interpret these messages based on personal values, experience, expectations, and 

broader culture and social influence. The study concludes that sustainability communication 

can enhance brand image when it aligns with brand identity and resonates with customer 

expectations. These findings deepen the understanding of how companies could build trust in 

markets where sustainability is no longer a point of differentiator, but a strategic baseline.  
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1.​ Introduction  

This chapter presents the background and the research problem. As sustainability has become 

a baseline expectation across industries, it no longer serves as a distinct competitive 

advantage. In response, companies increasingly leverage brand image as a strategic tool. 

The chapter also outlines the study's purpose, research questions, scope and delimitations, 

with a specific focus on how sustainability communication influences brand image and 

customer perception. 

 

1.1 Background  

In the current dynamic business landscape, sustainability has evolved into a critical and 

indispensable component of organizational prioritization and activities. According to Gordon 

et al. (2011), sustainability in business involves meeting current needs without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet theirs. This concept spans environmental, social, and 

economic dimensions, urging businesses to adopt practices that ensure long-term viability 

and responsibility. Companies today face increasing demands for transparency and 

accountability, as stakeholders recognize the critical role businesses play in addressing global 

challenges (Agu et al., 2024). Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a key mechanism 

through which companies integrate sustainability into their operations. Defined as initiatives 

and practices that address societal and environmental impacts (Du et al., 2010), CSR allows 

businesses to build trust, strengthen brand reputation, and foster transparency. A critical 

aspect of CSR is sustainability communication, which refers to a company's strategic 

approach to transparently conveying its sustainability efforts to stakeholders (Gidaković et 

al., 2022). Sustainability communication is not only a tool for informing stakeholders about 

sustainable initiatives but also serves as a mechanism for shaping consumer perceptions, 

reinforcing brand credibility, and influencing brand image (Gidaković et al., 2022; He & Lai, 

2014).  

Effective sustainability communication is integral to brand positioning. It differentiates 

companies in competitive markets by signaling commitment to responsible business practices 

(Heikkurinen, 2010). However, as sustainability becomes a standard expectation across 

industries, it is no longer sufficient as a differentiator. Instead, companies must seek 
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alternative strategies to distinguish themselves in competitive markets, and one of the most 

effective is cultivating a strong brand identity (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Brand identity 

encompasses elements such as culture, vision, personality, visual design, and messaging, 

which collectively establish a unique image in the perceptions of consumers (Mindrut et al., 

2015). According to Adidam (2007) brand identity represents the strategic vision a company 

aims to achieve, while brand image reflects how customers perceive the brand. This 

distinction underscores the dynamic and iterative nature of brand-building, where alignment 

between identity and brand image is essential. This emphasizes the importance of actively 

managing both elements, as sustainability alone is no longer enough to constitute a sufficient 

differentiator in today's increasingly competitive and evolving market. 

The automotive industry’s transition to electric vehicles (EVs) underscores the growing 

significance of sustainability in shaping brand identity. Driven by technological innovation 

and environmental concerns, many automakers have shifted from producing fossil fuel 

vehicles to EVs (Achillas & Iosifidou, 2024). This shift signals a broader commitment to 

corporate responsibility, compelling companies to integrate sustainability into their core 

identity. In an increasingly competitive EV market, brands strategically leverage 

sustainability messaging to achieve differentiation. However, conveying a distinct brand 

identity remains inherently complex, as companies have limited control over how customers 

perceive and internalize such messages (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Understanding the 

mechanisms behind customer perception is therefore critical, particularly in the EV sector, 

where overlapping sustainability narratives make brand identity less distinct and strategic 

differentiation increasingly challenging.  

 
1.2 Problem Discussion  

Establishing a strong brand identity and brand image is both essential and inherently 

complex, as customer perceptions often diverge from the company’s intended messaging. 

Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) emphasize that these perceptions are influenced by a variety of 

factors, some within organizational control, others external and beyond its influence. 

Identifying which aspects of brand identity communication resonates most effectively with 

customers is therefore essential for shaping their perceptions and sustaining relevance in 

competitive markets. Given that brand identity has become a pivotal means of differentiation, 

2 



 

a nuanced understanding of these dynamics enables companies to cultivate stronger customer 

relationships and gain strategic advantage (Adidam, 2007). 

In the context of sustainability, the challenges of managing brand identity become even more 

pronounced, as credibility plays a critical role and stakeholders often scrutinize sustainability 

claims with heightened skepticism (Du et al., 2010). Despite the growing emphasis on 

sustainability in corporate strategies, research on its intersection with brand identity remains 

fragmented. Establishing trust in a company’s sustainability efforts demands a high degree of 

transparency and credibility (Du et al., 2010), creating unique challenges for brands seeking 

to position themselves as sustainable. However, there remains limited research exploring the 

broader factors that influence customer perception of a sustainable brand identity, leaving a 

significant gap in understanding how companies can effectively communicate sustainability 

while preserving brand differentiation. 

One industry where this gap is particularly pronounced is the automotive sector, which is 

undergoing a rapid transition toward electric vehicles (EVs). Technological advancements, 

rising environmental consciousness, and the urgency of climate change have accelerated the 

shift from fossil fuel-based vehicles to EVs (Achillas & Iosifidou, 2024; Kumar & Alok, 

2019). Existing research has largely focused on customer intentions to adopt EVs (Kim et al., 

2018), with studies showing that environmental benefits (Chanda et al., 2024) and the 

sustainability initiatives communicated by brands (Kautish et al., 2024) are key drivers of 

purchase behaviors. However, there remains limited understanding of how sustainability 

communication influences brand image and shape customer perception within this evolving 

market context.  

Most existing studies have examined either the corporate perspective “how companies 

communicate sustainability” or the customer perspective “how customers perceive 

sustainability claims”, often treating them as separate dynamics. This research aims to bridge 

this gap by offering a comprehensive analysis that integrates both perspectives. In doing so, it 

seeks to develop a more holistic understanding of how sustainability communication 

influences brand image and shapes customer perception. Addressing this gap is particularly 

important, as effective sustainability messaging not only fosters trust but also functions as a 

strategic differentiator in an increasingly saturated EV market.  
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1.3 Purpose and Research Questions  

As sustainability becomes an integral part of corporate strategy, it is no longer a unique 

differentiator but an expected standard. In response, companies must cultivate a strong and 

impactful brand image, one that not only fosters trust and strengthens stakeholder 

relationships, but also enhances competitive positioning. Brand image plays a crucial role in 

differentiation, offering businesses strategic advantages such as resilience and long-term 

growth (Adidam, 2007). However, shaping brand image is inherently complex, particularly, 

in the realm of sustainability, where communication must be strategically aligned to convey 

the brand’s sustainability values and mission. 

Understanding how sustainability communication shapes brand image is critical, as it 

provides valuable insights for companies seeking to navigate the rapidly and competitive 

market, while positioning themselves as frontrunners in sustainability. Despite the growing 

interest in sustainability, research examining the dynamic interplay between sustainability 

communication and brand image remains limited, highlighting a gap this study seeks to 

address.  

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine how sustainability communication impacts 

a company's brand image and shapes customer perceptions of its sustainability commitments. 

Specifically, this study aims to deepen the understanding of the key factors that influence the 

relationships between corporate sustainability messaging and customer interpretation. 

Addressing the gap between organizational intent and the customer's perception in the context 

of sustainable brand positioning.  

Based on this background and purpose, the following research question and subquestion have 

been formulated:  

 

●​ How does sustainability communication impact a company's brand image? 

○​ What key factors influence customer perception of sustainability 

communication?  
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1.4 Delimitations 

This study is delimited to a single case study analysis of Polestar Automotive, focusing on 

how businesses operating within a complex and rapidly evolving industry where 

sustainability is increasingly central, can leverage sustainability communication to shape 

customer perceptions of brand image. Using Polestar as a case example, this research 

examines the role of brand identity communication, particularly in relation to sustainability 

and corporate social responsibility (CSR), to understand how companies can influence 

customer perceptions of a brand committed to sustainable practices.  

The scope of this study is limited to customers who have already engaged with the brand 

through ownership or leasing agreements. It therefore focuses on customers who have direct, 

first hand experience of Polestar, excluding to capture the perceptions or attitudes of potential 

customers, whose limited interaction may not provide sufficient insight or depth into brand 

perceptions. This delimitation was chosen to ensure a more informed, and experience-based 

understanding of how Polestar’s sustainability communication is interpreted by actual users.  

Furthermore, the study does not encompass all aspects of brand identity or brand image. 

Instead, it specifically analyzes those aspects that are shaped by sustainability. The research 

excludes customer perceptions unrelated to sustainability, such as product performance, 

design features, or technological innovation. This focused scope allows for a nuanced and 

in-depth exploration, enabling for a more comprehensive understanding of the interplay 

between sustainability communication and brand image within an industry where 

sustainability plays a central role in brand positioning and customer perceptions.  
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2.​ Theoretical Framework  
 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework of the study, outlining the different theories 

and key concepts into an integrated framework that underpin the analysis. This framework 

guides the examination of how sustainability communication influences brand image. 

Drawing on existing literature on brand identity, brand image, and sustainability 

communication, it highlights the central concepts and interconnections necessary to 

understand how corporate sustainability messaging is perceived by customers, and how these 

perceptions, in turn, shape the overall brand image. 
 

2.1 Brand Identity and Brand Image 

A brand is not merely a name or logo, it represents a combination of associations, perceptions 

and values that set a company apart from its competitors (de Chernatony & Dall’Olmo Riley, 

1998). Although defining a brand can be challenging, studying brands is essential for 

understanding how businesses differentiate themselves in competitive markets and build 

meaningful connections with customers. Within branding research, two foundational, yet 

distinct concepts emerge: brand identity and brand image. 

Brand identity refers to the strategic elements a company constructs internally, such as visual 

identity, mission and core values (Kapferer, 2012; Hatch & Schultz, 2001). This internal 

framework serves as the blueprint for how the company wishes to be perceived. In contrast, 

brand image is the perception customers develop through their experiences and interactions 

with the brand. Understanding the interplay between these two aspects is essential for 

businesses aiming to create a strong and consistent market presence (Nandan, 2005).  

  

2.1.1 Brand Identity 

Brand identity refers to the distinct set of associations that define what a brand stands for and 

the commitments it makes to its customers. It represents the identity a company strives to 

project and communicate across all its efforts, making it a strategic objective the company 

seeks to achieve and be (Adidam, 2007). Brand identity encompasses various elements, 

including the brand’s overall visual appearance, which collectively establish consumer 

recognition and differentiation (Kapferer, 2012). However, brand identity extends beyond 
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visual aspects to include core values, mission and vision, shaping how the company 

strategically positions itself in the market (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). According to Nandan 

(2005), brand identity is composed of several interconnected components: brand vision, 

brand culture, personality, positioning, relationships and presentations. As these are 

interconnected they collectively help the company to communicate both the various unique 

features of the brand, but also the company’s and brand value to its customers, reinforcing a 

strong and cohesive brand identity. 

A well-defined identity provides a foundation of a company’s strategic positioning, ensuring 

consistent messaging and a cohesive brand experience. It not only differentiates the brand in 

a competitive market but also fosters customer trust and long-term brand loyalty (Adidam, 

2007; Nandan, 2005), which in turn contributes to resilience and growth according to Adidam 

(2007). In a competitive environment, product offerings are largely similar between 

companies. With a strong brand identity, companies can bring a significant amount of 

benefits into the company through its brand identity (Adidam, 2007). Instead of competing 

with different kinds of product and differentiation in that way, companies must compete 

through other means, including their unique brand identity, highlighting the importance of 

leveraging identity as a strategic tool for success. Beyond its direct impact on competitive 

positioning, a strong brand identity is essential for several other reasons. A cohesive and 

well-defined brand identity enhances corporate communication, ensuring that messaging 

remains clear enabling the company to better reach the customer and in that way form the 

brand reputation (Balmer & Gray, 1999). This clarity strengthens the customer perceptions, 

making it easier for the customer to understand and engage with the brand (Hildebrand et al., 

2011). Moreover, brand identity plays a fundamental role in fostering meaningful 

relationships between a company and its customers. It serves as a bridge between customer 

expectations and corporate messaging, reinforcing trust and emotional engagement. 

Ultimately, an effectively articulated and conveyed brand identity serves as both a 

competitive advantage and a foundation for long term customer relationships (Aaker, 1991).  

 

2.1.2 Brand Image 

While brand identity reflects how a company defines itself, brand image is shaped by 

customer's perception of the brand (Nandan, 2005). Unlike brand identity, which is internally 

constructed, brand image is externally formed through customers' experiences, expectations, 
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and interactions with a brand (Mindrut et al., 2015). It is constructed through individual 

interpretations and subjective experiences, making it inherently dynamic (Agu et al., 2024). 

Brand image is influenced not only by direct interactions, such as product usage and 

customer service, but also by indirect factors, including word-of-mouth, media 

representations, and brand associations conveyed through marketing and advertising (Agu et 

al., 2024; Adidam, 2007). The brand image impact is ultimately determined by how well it 

resonates with consumers and aligns with their values, needs, and aspirations (Keller, 1993). 

Since brand image is externally driven, it remains dynamic and may not always align with the 

intended brand identity that the company is trying to convey (Nandan, 2005). A strong brand 

image is built on positive consumer perceptions, authenticity and credibility. However, 

inconsistencies between brand identity and brand image can result in consumer skepticism 

and diminished trust (Yang & Battocchio, 2021; Fritz et al., 2017).  

In contemporary branding, customer perceptions are a decisive factor in shaping a brand’s 

success. A strong and positive brand perception fosters consumers' trust, reinforces brand 

loyalty, and influences purchasing behaviour, ultimately cultivating deeper customer 

relationships (Mindrut et al., 2015). Brands that actively manage these relationships gain a 

competitive edge and enhance their long-term viability in an evolving market landscape 

(Adidam, 2007). This underscores the critical role of strategic brand management in ensuring 

a cohesive and credible brand identity and image, essential for maintaining market relevance 

and growth (Adidam, 2007).  

Shaping brand perceptions is a complex process due to the intricate relationship between 

brand identity and brand image. While a company can strategically craft and communicate its 

brand identity to influence how it is perceived by consumers (Mindrut et al., 2015), it is not 

the objective reality to which customers respond; rather, it is their perceived reality that 

influences their reactions (Wijaya, 2013). Resulting in a more complex situation than initially 

thought. Brand image is influenced by both internal and external factors. Internal factors, 

such as corporate culture, and strategic communication, which provide the foundation for a 

strong and credible brand presence (Garas et al., 2018). However external influences are 

constantly evolving, ranging from shifting customer expectations and emerging social trends 

to culture movements. These dynamics create complex challenges that brands must navigate 

carefully.  
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Ultimately, brand image is influenced by a complex interplay of factors, some within a 

company’s control and others beyond it. Given this reality, shaping how customers perceive a 

brand's identity requires a strategic and multifaceted approach. This highlights the importance 

of aligning brand messaging with customer expectations while also recognizing and adapting 

to external societal influences that impact brand perception. A deep understanding of these 

factors allows companies to refine their strategies proactively, ensuring their brand identity 

remains both authentic and resonant with consumers (Wijaya, 2013).  

 

2.1.3 Interplay Between Brand Identity and Brand Image  

Brand identity and brand image are closely connected, as brand identity represents how a 

company defines itself, while brand image is the perception that emerges from how this 

identity is communicated as well as other factors involved. Adidam (2007) describes the 

difference as brand message is packaged as brand identity while brand image is when the 

customer unwraps the message. Understanding that brand image is shaped by the conveyed 

brand identity is the first step to understanding the link. Since brand image is a reflection of 

the conveyed brand identity, the latter serves as the foundation upon which brand image is 

built (Nandan, 2005). Hatch and Shultz (2001) emphasize the importance of aligning 

corporate vision, culture, and brand image to create a cohesive brand identity that resonates 

with stakeholders and fosters a unified brand perception. Therefore a clearly articulated brand 

identity shapes how customers relate to and experience the brand, ensuring that the intended 

brand message is effectively conveyed. 

There is also a clear link between an aligned brand identity and brand image, as those two 

together are important for a competitive positioning in the market (Nandan, 2005). When 

brand identity and brand image are not aligned, it can lead to customer distrust or confusion, 

ultimately diminishing the positive effects of a strong brand image (Mindrut et al., 2015). As 

brand loyalty is important for the company’s resilience and continuance, the gap between 

brand image and brand identity must be reduced as that is one major influencing factor to 

brand loyalty (Adidam, 2007). Ensuring alignment between these two concepts is essential, 

as mentioned before it strengthens brand trust and customer loyalty, which in turn influences 

competitive positioning (Nandan, 2005). Therefore, branding strategies should focus on 

minimizing the gap between brand identity and brand image. If this gap becomes too large, 

customers may lose trust and turn to competing brands, especially in highly competitive 
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markets where brand perception plays a crucial role (Nandan, 2005). Adidam (2007) also 

points out that if brand identity and brand image is out of sync, customers will move on to 

other competitors. If this misalignment occurs, it can be detrimental for a company, as 

modern businesses rely heavily on brand identity and brand image as key market strategies. 

Losing this alignment can lead to decreased market share and, in the long run, reduced 

resilience and growth opportunities (Adidam, 2007). 

Communication plays a key role in bridging the gap between brand identity and brand image, 

contributing to the development of a strong and consistent brand image that positively 

influences customer perceptions and loyalty (Nandan, 2005; Balmer & Gray, 1999). This 

process begins with brand identity, as businesses communicate and project their intended 

identity to the market, customers then interpret this communication, forming perceptions that 

shape the brand image (Nandan, 2005). Effective communication ensures that the brand’s 

vision is accurately conveyed, making it easier for customers to engage with and relate to the 

brand. As Hatch and Schultz (2001) emphasize, the way a company communicates its vision 

significantly influences stakeholders perceptions and interactions. As already known at this 

point, when brand identity and brand image are aligned, customers and consumers develop a 

clear understanding of, and agreement with the brands message, increasing the likelihood of 

brand loyalty (Nandan, 2005). However, while communication is a crucial factor in shaping 

customer perception, it is not the only factor involved in this process. This highlights the 

importance of maintaining a cohesive brand identity across the entire organization, ensuring 

consistency in messaging, customer interactions and overall brand experience (Nandan, 

2005). Minimizing the discrepancies between brand identity and brand image through 

effective communication, businesses can build stronger customer relationships, enhance trust 

and create more resilient market presence (Adidam, 2007). 

 

2.2 Corporate Social Responsibility in Brand Communication  
 
2.2.1 Defining Corporate Social Responsibility  

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become a fundamental pillar of modern brand 

communication, shaping how companies differentiate themselves and influencing how 

stakeholders perceive and engage with brands (Liu et al., 2023). As ethical considerations 

increasingly influence consumer behaviour, organizations that strategically integrate 
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sustainability into their brand identity can cultivate a competitive advantage, fostering deeper 

consumer engagement (Nandan, 2005; Gidaković et al., 2022).  

CSR serves as a strategic tool for companies to align their operations with stakeholder 

expectations while upholding their ethical, social, financial and environmental 

responsibilities (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Embedding CSR within their strategic 

objectives, businesses not only reinforce their commitment to sustainable development, but 

also enhance their reputational and financial standing (Gupta et al., 2013).  

CSR is broadly defined as a company’s voluntary commitment to addressing its social and 

environmental impact in a manner that benefits both business and society (Du et al., 2010). 

This commitment extends compliance with regulatory requirements, functioning as a 

self-regulatory mechanism designed to align corporate objectives with broader societal needs 

(Hildebrand et al., 2011).  

In contemporary corporate strategy, sustainability has emerged as a cornerstone of CSR, with 

businesses increasingly prioritizing initiatives that mitigate climate change, optimize resource 

efficiency, and promote long-term environmental responsibility (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). 

Businesses have progressively reoriented their CSR strategies toward sustainability-driven 

actions, including carbon neutrality commitments (Higueras-Castillo et al., 2024), responsible 

materials sourcing and adapting to environmentally sustainable manufacturing processes. 

These initiatives not only contribute to corporate sustainability but also enhance brand 

credibility and consumer trust (Wang et al., 2021). Consumers, now more, are becoming 

increasingly environmentally aware and prefer to support companies that demonstrate 

genuine commitment to sustainable business practices (Wekesa, 2024). 

To effectively communicate their CSR initiatives, companies often publish corporate social 

responsibility reports, employing multiple communication channels such as press releases, 

corporate websites and social media platforms (Ajayi & Mmutle, 2021). These platforms 

allow companies to engage with diverse stakeholders, ensuring widespread dissemination of 

their CSR initiatives, while reinforcing transparency in their sustainability commitments. 

Additionally, they serve as a critical tool for informing both internal and external stakeholders 

about their corporate sustainability strategies and responsible business practices (Yang et al., 

2020; Ajayi & Mmutle, 2021).  
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2.2.2 Communicating CSR  

The role of CSR in corporate positioning extends beyond shaping external perception, it plays 

a fundamental role in influencing customer behaviour and fostering brand loyalty. Research 

has consistently demonstrated that effective CSR communication enhances brand credibility, 

strengthens customer trust and fosters customer engagement (Gidaković et al., 2022; He & 

Lai, 2014). However, the communication of CSR initiatives presents challenges, particularly 

in maintaining transparency and trust (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003).  

A critical aspect of CSR is sustainability communication, which enables businesses to 

transparently convey their ethical commitments and environmental initiatives to stakeholders. 

Communication, in this context refers to the company’s intentional effort to convey messages 

to external stakeholders, through several different means and strategies. Effective 

sustainability communication not only enhances corporate accountability but also reinforces 

brand credibility by ensuring alignment between corporate actions and evolving consumer 

expectations (Gidaković et al., 2022). CSR serves as a strategic framework for integrating 

sustainability into a company’s brand narrative, strengthening its competitive position.  

Sustainability communication plays a pivotal role in this process by enhancing corporate 

transparency, reinforcing brand reputation, and cultivating consumer trust (Ajayi & Mmutle, 

2021). Through clearly conveying ethical and environmental commitments, businesses ensure 

their sustainability strategies remain aligned with the market expectations (Heikkurinen, 

2010; Du et al., 2010). However, while sustainability initiatives can differentiate a brand, 

their direct impact on competitive advantage is contingent upon factors such as consumer 

perception, industry standards, and regulatory frameworks (Heikkurinen, 2010).  

 

2.2.3 Understanding Customer Perception in Sustainability Communication  

Effectively communicating corporate sustainability efforts presents a range of challenges, as 

customers critically assess both the content and credibility of such messages. Customers are 

increasingly demanding transparency and alignment between a company’s sustainability 

communication and its overarching corporate strategy. One of the most significant challenges 

is overcoming skepticism (Du et al., 2010). Without consistency and credibility, sustainability 

communication risks being perceived as opportunistic or insincere, thereby fostering 

consumer distrust and potentially damaging corporate reputation (Du et al., 2010). These 
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challenges underscores the necessity for businesses to implement clear, transparent, and 

strategically aligned communication practices that reinforce authenticity and meet with 

stakeholder expectations (Yang & Battocchio, 2021). 

However, the effectiveness of sustainability-related information extends beyond the clarity of 

corporate messaging. Organizations must navigate the complexities of translating technical 

sustainability data into messages that are both comprehensible and actionable for diverse 

audiences (Yang & Battocchio, 2021). Moreover, information must be not only accessible but 

also concrete enough for consumers to develop sufficient understanding to make informed 

decisions (Moreno & Kang, 2020). Simultaneously, how customers engage with 

sustainability efforts is shaped by their individual perspectives, prior experiences, and the 

broader social and cultural environment. Factors such as social norms, cultural values, and 

word-of-mouth influence how CSR efforts are received and evaluated (Moreno & Kang, 

2020).  

To fully understand how customers interpret and respond to CSR communication, it is 

necessary to examine the underlying drivers of customer perceptions. Research has 

emphasized that the relationships customers have with brands are shaped by a complex 

network of interconnected factors operating across multiple levels (Fetscherin & Heinrich, 

2015). In the context of CSR communication, customer perceptions are influenced by 

dimensions that interact dynamically rather than independently. For clarity, these influencing 

factors are categorized into three levels: personal values, expectations and prior experiences, 

and social norms and cultural context. Although presented separately, these factors are 

closely intertwined, influencing and reinforcing one another (Fetscherin & Heinrich, 2015). 

The following section explores the fundamental drivers of customer perception in CSR 

communication categorized in three levels.  

 

2.2.4 Underlying Factors Shaping Customer Perception of CSR Communication  

2.2.4.1 Personal Values  

Personal values represent a foundational dimension influencing how customers perceive and 

respond to CSR communication. Some customers are more inclined to engage with 

sustainability messaging as part of ethical consumerism. For some, this engagement is driven 

by genuine concerns, while for others, it serves as a means of signaling social or 
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environmental responsibility to others. Additionally, personal values such as collectivism and 

long-term thinking have been found to enhance receptivity to sustainability narratives, where 

a focus on short-term gains may lead to disengagement or skepticism (Gidaković et al., 2022; 

Annan-Diab & Jensen, 2017).  

For certain customers, sustainability aligns with deeply held ethical beliefs and societal 

expectations, making it a key factor in their decisions-making (Saldivar & Zolfagharian, 

2022). These consumers view CSR initiatives as extension of their personal values, 

reinforcing loyalty to brands that demonstrate genuine environmental and social 

commitments (Lee et al., 2012). Others, however, may struggle to relate to such messaging, 

particularly if sustainability is perceived as abstract, inaccessible, or secondary to immediate 

financial concerns. In these cases, sustainability messaging must be strategically tailored to 

ensure accessibility, emotional resonance, and authenticity, addressing consumer concerns in 

a relatable and relevant manner (Lee et al., 2012; Annan-Diab & Jensen, 2017). Ultimately 

the customer’s personal value plays a vital part in determining how the customer in question 

receives and perceives the communication. 

 

2.2.4.2 Expectations and Prior Experience  

Customer responses to CSR communication are shaped by expectations and prior 

experiences, which influence how messages are processed, interpreted, and evaluated. Du et 

al. (2010) suggest that the stakeholders may respond differently to CSR communication 

based on variation in expectations, which are shaped by past interaction, social norms, and 

personal values. When sustainability messaging aligns with these expectations, customers are 

more likely to engage positively and perceive these efforts as credible and authentic. 

Discrepancies between messaging and consumer expectations, however, can result in 

skepticism and reduced effectiveness of CSR efforts (Wang & Anderson, 2011).  

Prior experiences further shape how customers evaluate CSR communication. Positive past 

interactions with corporate sustainability efforts can strengthen trust and engagement, leading 

to higher receptivity to future CSR messaging (Moreno & Kang, 2020; Wang & Anderson, 

2011). In contrast, if CSR messaging is perceived as deceptive or inconsistent with a 

company's actions, skepticism may develop, diminishing trust in future sustainability 

commitments (Hildebrand et al., 2017).  
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Trust and corporate reputation, developed through consistent positive interactions, are closely 

associated with customer loyalty. Islam et al. (2021) suggest that CSR influences loyalty 

indirectly, through intermediary factors such as customer trust, satisfaction, and reputation. 

Corporate reputation serves as a lens through which customers assess a company's 

commitment to social responsibility (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Loyalty is strengthened when 

CSR initiatives align with customer’s expectations regarding the brand’s ethical standard and 

public conduct. Prior studies also suggest that companies actively engaged in CSR tend to 

perform better in maintaining customer loyalty, as CSR initiatives reinforce perceptions of 

value alignment and corporate behavior (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Keh & Xie, 2009). 

Customer loyalty can therefore be seen as a consequence of trust built through repeated 

positive interactions with the brand.  

 

2.2.4.3 Social Norms and Cultural Influence  

Social and cultural norms significantly shape how customers interpret and evaluate corporate 

sustainability efforts. These norms determine which values are emphasized with society, 

thereby influencing how sustainability initiatives are perceived. In environments where 

environmental or social responsibility is highly prioritized, customers are more likely to 

engage positively with CSR initiatives (Gidaković et al., 2022; Annan-Diab & Jensen, 2017).  

Customer perceptions are influenced by the broader societal expectations embedded within 

their social environment. The values and norms that are regarded as important in a given 

context shape the reception and evaluation of CSR communication (Maignan, 2001). 

Recognizing this variation is critical, as CSR efforts are interpreted through the lens of 

culturally and socially prioritized values. Nevertheless, despite these contextual differences, 

existing research suggests that customers generally maintain a positive perception of CSR 

communication across diverse cultural settings (Maignan, 2001). 

 

2.2.5 Challenges of CSR Communication 

To understand the implications of sustainability communications for brand image, this 

framework examines five critical dimensions: transparency, credibility, authenticity, 

consistency, and skepticism. These factors collectively determine how sustainability 
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messaging is received and influence the extent to which such communication contributes to a 

positive brand image.  

 

2.2.5.1 Transparency  

Transparency is the cornerstone of effective sustainability communication, as it fosters trust 

and strengthens the brand's credibility (Gidaković et al., 2022). Transparent communication 

requires the open and accurate disclosure of sustainability efforts, encompassing both 

achievements and challenges, to cultivate a sense of corporate responsibility and legitimacy 

(Parris et al., 2016). Research has shown that customers are more likely to engage with CSR 

messages when they are conveyed using clear and concise language and reinforced by 

compelling visual storytelling techniques, which enhance comprehension and retention 

(Gupta et al., 2013). Moreover, studies suggest that consumers tend to favor brands that 

acknowledge their social and environmental impact as this signals a genuine commitment 

rather than a contrived corporate narrative (Du et al., 2010). While being transparent offers 

significant advantages, it must be carefully structured and strategically implemented. Detailed 

disclosures and accessible to the CSR information are generally perceived as trustworthy and 

enhance credibility, however, excessive transparency of information may overwhelm 

consumers, leading to information overload or heightened scrutiny (Yang & Battocchio, 

2021). In contrast, a lack of transparency could undermine consumer trust, leading to 

skepticism and heightened scrutiny of corporate sustainability claims. When companies fail 

to provide clear and accessible information, consumers may perceive their sustainability 

efforts as superficial or misleading, ultimately damaging brand credibility (Yang & 

Battocchio, 2021; Gupta et al., 2013).  

 

2.2.5.2 Credibility 

Credibility refers to the extent to which corporate sustainability communication is perceived 

as reliable, authentic, and aligned with a company’s actual sustainability commitments and 

practices. It is a fundamental factor in shaping consumers' trust and engagement, influencing 

how sustainability efforts are interpreted and evaluated (Du et al., 2010).  

Consumers increasingly expect corporate sustainability claims to be substantiated by concrete 

actions rather than abstract declarations and unverified statements (Fritz et al., 2017). When 
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inconsistencies emerge between a company’s stated objectives and its actions, credibility 

erodes, where customers question the company’s commitment. This misalignment not only 

weakens consumer trust but also raises concerns about the integrity of sustainability 

communication, potentially damaging the brand's image (Hildebrand et al., 2011). Research 

indicates that corporate credibility is enhanced when companies foreground the broader 

societal or environmental significance of an issue rather than centering their communication 

on self-promotional narratives (Du et al., 2010). Consequently, credibility is further 

reinforced when sustainability efforts are integrated into the company’s core strategy rather 

than being treated as isolated marketing initiatives (He & Lai, 2014).  

 

2.2.5.3 Consistency  

Credibility alone is insufficient if the sustainability communication lacks consistency. When 

sustainability communication and sustainability claims are inconsistent over time, across 

different communication channels or fail to align with tangible actions, consumers may 

perceive the communication as suspicious, weakening brand credibility (Gupta et al., 2013; 

Du et al., 2010). Companies that sustain their commitment to sustainability over time, 

enhance their brand differentiation and strengthen consumer trust, as long-term engagement 

signals commitment to the cause (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Maintaining coherence 

messages across multiple platforms is also of utmost importance, it not only reinforces brand 

positioning but also minimizes the risk of conflicting narratives that could undermine 

credibility (Gidaković et al., 2022). A company's ability to maintain coherence across its 

sustainability messaging is therefore crucial. 

 

2.2.5.4 Authenticity  

Authentic sustainability commutation is characterized by alignment between corporate 

values, long-term commitments, and concrete actions (Fritz et al., 2017). It is not simply a 

matter of strategic messaging but a fundamental component of brand credibility, shaping how 

consumers evaluate corporate responsibility and trustworthiness (Yang & Battocchio, 2021). 

Authenticity must be actively demonstrated through consistent and verifiable communication, 

ensuring that sustainability claims are substantiated by transparent disclosures and 

measurable outcomes (Du et al., 2010). A lack of authenticity in sustainability 

communication can lead to skepticism, when consumers perceive a disconnect between 
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corporate messaging and business practices, sustainability claims risk being dismissed as 

greenwashing, eroding long-term trust (Gupta et al., 2013; Higueras-Castillo et al., 2024). 

Skepticism increases further when companies fail to provide concrete evidence of 

sustainability progress, leading consumers to question the credibility of their commitments 

(Du et al., 2010). In contrast, companies that integrate sustainability into their core strategy 

and communicate it transparently foster stronger consumer relationships and achieve 

long-term differentiation (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Gidaković et al., 2022). As 

sustainability expectations grow, authentic communication has shifted from a supplementary 

branding element to a core strategic necessity, directly influencing consumer perceptions and 

engagement with corporate sustainability initiatives (Yang & Battocchio, 2021).  

 

2.2.5.5 Skepticism 

Skepticism significantly shapes how sustainability communication is perceived, raising 

critical considerations about customer trust and engagement. Moreno and Kang (2020) argue 

that skepticism is not solely a response to the content of CSR messages but is equally 

influenced by how these messages are delivered. When sustainability communication lacks 

transparency, overemphasizes corporate achievements, or appears disconnected from a 

company’s core business practices, customers may perceive it inauthentic, leading to 

heightened skepticism.  

This skepticism is further exacerbated when companies fail to provide verifiable data, 

disclose both successes and challenges, or rely on vague, unsubstantiated claims 

(Higueras-Castillo et al., 2024; Moreno & Kang, 2020). As a result, customers critically 

assess the credibility, consistency, and intent behind corporate sustainability initiatives, which 

in turn shapes their overall perception of the brand (Gupta et al., 2013). 

 

2.3 Conceptual Theoretical Model 

Building upon the theoretical framework, a conceptual model has been developed to illustrate 

how the theories and literature underpinning this study are interconnected. Given the 

complexity of the underlying concepts, as described by Fetscherin and Heinrich (2015), the 

model offers a simplified yet structured representation of how sustainability communication 

influences brand image.  
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The communication process begins with the organization conveying its identity, which 

encompasses strategic vision, culture, and core values (Adidam, 2009). In this context, the 

role of sustainability becomes particularly significant, influencing both the internal identity 

and the external communication, directed toward customers. Companies must therefore 

strategically manage their sustainability communication to minimize customer skepticism, 

which remains a persistent challenge for organizations (Du et al., 2010).  

To effectively address skepticism, organizations can employ communication dimensions such 

as credibility, transparency, consistency, and authenticity. By emphasizing these dimensions, 

companies can enhance the reception of their CSR communication efforts (Gupta et al., 

2013). However, these communication strategies alone do not determine how the message is 

received. Customers' perception is also influenced by a range of individual and social factors. 

In particular personal values, expectations, prior experiences, and broader social and cultural 

norms. These factors together shape how customers interpret sustainability messages and, 

consequently, how they perceive the brand image. 

Ultimately, when the customer's perception of CSR communication aligns with the 

organization's communicated brand identity, a positive brand image is cultivated. This 

alignment strengthens the customer trust and loyalty, reinforcing the brand image over time. 

In contrast, misalignment between brand identity and brand image can undermine customer 

trust and loyalty, thereby weakening the brand’s overall strength (Nandan, 2005). 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Theoretical Model. Compiled by the authors  
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3.​ Methodology  
 

 

This chapter presents a detailed exposition of the methodological framework employed in the 

study, outlining the theoretical and practical considerations that informed the selection of the 

research approach. It provides a comprehensive overview of the study’s implementation. 

Additionally, the chapter addresses the quality assurance measures undertaken to uphold the 

quality of the research process. 
 

3.1 Research Strategy  

This study employed a qualitative research strategy, emphasizing an in-depth exploration of 

individual experiences and subjective interpretations. Qualitative research is particularly 

well-suited for studying complex phenomena that require deeper understanding of 

perceptions, meanings, and contextual influences. Unlike quantitative research, which 

prioritizes statistical patterns and numerical correlations, qualitative methods enable a richer, 

more context-driven analysis of how a company's sustainability communication influences 

brand image and customer perceptions, as well as how these messages are received and 

interpreted by customers (Bell et al., 2022).  

Given the aim of this study was to explore individuals' perceptions and interpretations of 

sustainability communication, a qualitative approach provided the necessary depth and 

flexibility to capture different viewpoints (Ghauri, 2004). A quantitative approach would not 

be suitable, as it would limit the study to predefined variables and fail to capture the nuanced 

ways in which sustainability communication is understood and internalized by customers. 

Instead, a qualitative strategy allowed for a more comprehensive analysis, ensuring that the 

research captures both the company's intended communication strategies and the actual 

perception formed by customers (Bell et al., 2022).  

Furthermore, this study adopted an abductive research approach, which integrates empirical 

insights with existing theoretical frameworks, fostering a dynamic and iterative analysis. 

Abduction allows for the continuous refinement of theoretical understanding based on 

empirical findings (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This approach is particularly valuable in 

research areas where theory is still evolving, such as the intersection of sustainability 

communication and brand perception. By employing an abductive approach, this study 
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enabled a balanced integration of prior knowledge and new empirical insights, enabling a 

deeper and more nuanced exploration of the relationship between sustainability 

communication and brand perception (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Bell et al., 2022). 

 

Figure 2. Abductive Research Process. Figure compiled by the authors  

 

3.2 Research Design  

The research design of this study has been carefully selected to enable the analysis of the 

impact sustainability communication has on a company’s brand image. As Bell et al. (2022) 

emphasize, qualitative research is particularly effective in capturing the complexity of social 

and organizational processes. This approach enabled the researchers to explore dynamic 

interactions that are often difficult to quantify, providing a deeper understanding of the 

underlying phenomena. By emphasizing depth and contextual understanding, qualitative 

research was identified as the most appropriate methodology for addressing the study's 

objectives.  

The study adopted an exploratory approach, driven by its "how"-oriented research question, 

which seeks to uncover deeper insights into how sustainability communication influences 

brand image. Exploratory research is particularly well-suited for examining contemporary 
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phenomena where the underlying dynamics remain complex, evolving and not yet fully 

understood. As Yin (1994) emphasizes, such designs are particularly effective for examining 

new or underexplored areas of inquiry, such as the impact of sustainability communication on 

brand image. This approach allowed for flexibility in identifying emerging patterns and 

previously unexamined relationships, contributing to both theoretical advancement and 

practical knowledge (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  

 

3.2.1 Single Case  

Given the exploratory nature of the study, a single-case study approach was chosen as the 

suitable methodological framework. Case studies enable a deep, context-rich examination of 

a complex real world phenomenon, making them particularly valuable for analyzing how 

sustainability communication is embedded within corporate strategies and how it shapes 

customer perceptions of brand image (Gerring, 2004).  

The decision to focus on a single case study was made to allow for a thorough exploration of 

how sustainability messaging is embedded within organizational practices. By concentrating 

on one organization, this approach facilitated a detailed understanding of how sustainability 

communication is developed, implemented, and experienced in a real-world context. A single 

case study provides the opportunity to examine the intricate relationships between internal 

decision-making processes, external communications, and customer reactions, offering a 

deeper insight into how these elements interact in practice. This focused approach enabled a 

more comprehensive and holistic view of how sustainability efforts are not just planned, but 

actively shaped and communicated within the organization, providing valuable insights for 

other companies facing similar challenges (Yin, 2018). 

Although single-case studies are sometimes critiqued for their limited generalizability, they 

offer substantial theoretical and practical value by generating insights and conceptual 

frameworks that can be transferred to similar contexts (Yin, 2018). As Flyvbjerg (2006) 

explains, a carefully selected single case can be generalizable if it reflects characteristics or 

dynamics that can be applied to other relevant settings. Given the context-dependent nature of 

sustainability-driven processes, the case study approach was particularly suitable for this 

study, as it allows for the generation of deep, comprehensive knowledge about how 

businesses within a sustainability-focused industry communicate with their customers and 

influence brand perception. As Flyvbjerg (2006) further emphasizes, case studies are 
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especially useful when the aim is to gain deep, context-specific knowledge that complements 

theoretical understanding, making the case study method highly appropriate for exploring the 

dynamics of sustainability communication in this research. 

 

3.2.2 Motivation of Case Company 

The selection of the case company was guided by a theoretical sampling approach, where the 

company was chosen based on its ability to contribute to the development of theoretical 

insights aligned with the study’s research objectives. In theoretical sampling, the case is 

selected for its potential to provide particularly rich insights into the key theoretical themes of 

the study, thereby supporting the development of deeper conceptual understanding (Coyne, 

1997). This ensured a deliberate focus on identifying a company that demonstrates a strong 

commitment to sustainability and communicates these values transparently to a broad range 

of stakeholders, providing a strong foundation for analysis.  

Polestar was selected based on its sustainability strategy, its transparent communication 

practices, and its distinct brand identity (Polestar, n.d.) As an emerging leader in the EV 

sector, Polestar has gained substantial attention among customers, reflecting the broader trend 

toward sustainable mobility and heightened customer interest in environmentally responsible 

brands (IEA, 2023). The company’s strategic positioning allowed for a deeper examination of 

how sustainability communication influences customers' perceptions of the brand.  

Access to relevant stakeholders within the companies was arranged through initial outreach, 

after which Polestar suggested potential internal participants whose roles aligned with the 

research objective. This process facilitated interviews that provided valuable insights into 

Polestar’s sustainability activities and communication strategies. Additionally, Polestar’s 

active public presence and engagement across digital platforms supported outreach to 

customers, allowing the collection of complementary customer perspectives. The integration 

of internal stakeholder and customer insights was essential for conducting a comprehensive 

analysis of the company's sustainability communication practices.  

Polestar’s approach to sustainability communication reinforced its relevance as a case 

company for this study. By embedding transparency and innovation into its corporate strategy 

(Polestar, n.d.), Polestar offers a distinct example of how sustainability can be integrated into 

brand identity. While sustainability messaging has become increasingly common across the 
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EV industry, Polestar differentiates itself through its explicit focus on radical transparency 

and environmental accountability. Studying Polestar’s communication practices provided an 

opportunity to better understand how clearly articulated sustainability strategies influence 

customer perceptions of brand credibility and brand image in competitive markets. 

 
 
3.3 Data Collection Method  

Given the twofold focus of this study, a distinction was made between primary data collection 

from the case company and from its customers. This approach enabled the integration of 

organizational insights with customer perspectives, offering a comprehensive understanding 

of how sustainability communication shapes brand image. By collecting data from both 

internal and external stakeholders, the study addressed the interplay between the company’s 

strategic communication intentions and the customers’ interpretations. This methodological 

design ensured a balanced and multifaceted dataset, strengthening the analytical depth of the 

study.  

 

 

3.3.1 Primary Data: Focal Firm  

In alignment with the purpose of the study, gaining insight into the company’s perspective on 

its sustainability communication and its perception of how customers receive this messaging 

was considered essential. Therefore, the primary data from the case company was collected 

through multiple semi-structured interviews with representatives from various departments 

within the organization. Semi-structured interviews are a widely used data collection method 

in qualitative research, as they facilitate interpretation and enable an in-depth understanding 

of the investigated phenomenon (Bell et al., 2022). Given the significance of respondents' 

perceptions and experiences, this method was deemed appropriate for the case company. The 

semi-structured format allowed for broad, open-ended questions that encouraged a flexible 

and dynamic discussion. Additionally, follow-up questions were employed to clarify 

responses and obtain deeper insights. 
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3.3.1.1 Sampling and Respondents  

A purposive sampling technique was applied to identify individuals within the organization 

who were most suitable for the study. Bell et al. (2022) describe purposive sampling as a 

non-probabilistic approach, meaning it does not rely on randomness. Instead, it allows for 

greater flexibility in selecting participants, as individuals with specific knowledge and 

expertise are deliberately chosen (Bell et al., 2022). This approach involved selecting 

individuals from various departments within the case company to capture diverse 

perspectives on the same phenomenon. Priority was given to individuals with expertise in 

sustainability, marketing, and communication, as they possessed the necessary knowledge 

regarding the company's sustainability communication strategies and the brand identity it 

aims to convey. The respondent sample consisted of eight semi-structured interviews with 

representatives from key departments of the case company, such as sustainability, marketing, 

and communications (Florea & Duica, 2016; Bell et al., 2022). These participants were 

selected based on their direct involvement in shaping and implementing the company’s 

sustainability communication efforts. Their insights provided a multifaceted understanding of 

how sustainability communication is integrated into the brand’s identity and how it is 

perceived both internally and externally (Florea & Duica, 2016).  

 

Table 1. Overview of Roles - Polestar Employees 

Role Title  

Global Marketing Sustainability Project Manager & Planner 

Market Coordinator 

Global Head of Brand & Sustainability PR 

Senior Creative & Copywriter 

Sustainability Communications & Reporting Lead 

Global Transparency Lead 

Creative & Writer 

Organic Social Channel Owner 
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Table 2. Overview of Respondents - Polestar Employees 

Respondent Date Duration  Type of interview Language 

RP1  February 25, 2025  28 minutes Online Swedish 

RP2  March 5, 2025  27 minutes Online Swedish 

RP3  March 5, 2025 30 minutes Online Swedish 

RP4  March 5, 2025 27 minutes Online Swedish 

RP5  March 7, 2025 31 minutes Online Swedish 

RP6  March 10, 2025 24 minutes Online Swedish 

RP7  March 11, 2025 24 minutes Online Swedish 

RP8  March 13, 2025 27 minutes Online Swedish 

 

 

3.3.1.2 Interview Guide 

The interview guide for the Polestar employee interviews was carefully designed to balance 

structure and flexibility, enabling a seamless yet adaptable interview process (Bell et al., 

2022). It covered a broad range of topics related to the company’s sustainability 

communication practices and brand positioning, aligning with the key research themes 

identified in the literature review (see Appendix A). 

While providing a structured framework, the guide was intentionally flexible to accommodate 

variations in question order, topic emphasis, and conversational flow based on each 

respondent's expertise and experience. This adaptability encouraged employees to elaborate 

on aspects they found most relevant, leading to deeper and richer insights into Polestar’s 

sustainability strategies (Bell et al., 2022).  

Furthermore, the interview questions were carefully sequenced to promote a natural 

conversational flow, supporting respondent engagement and comfort. Open-ended questions 

were prioritized to encourage critical reflection, enabling participants to share detailed 

insights into their experiences and perspectives regarding Polestar’s sustainability 

communication strategies (Naz et al., 2022). 

To further support an open dialogue, interviews were conducted in the language preferred by 

each participant either English or Swedish depending on their comfort. Allowing employees 
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to express themselves in their preferred language contributed to a more authentic and 

nuanced data collection process, minimizing language barriers and enriching the quality of 

the insights gathered.  

 

3.3.2 Primary Data: Customers 

To gain insights into how customers perceive the sustainable brand image communicated by 

Polestar, their perspectives needed to be considered. The primary data collection of the 

customers perception was conducted through semi-structured interviews with customers, 

allowing for an in-depth exploration of their perceptions of Polestar’s sustainability 

communication strategies and their overall impact on brand image. The semi-structured 

interview format enabled researchers to adapt the discussion dynamically, ensuring that key 

themes were covered while allowing respondents to elaborate on aspects they found most 

relevant (Bell et al., 2022). This method facilitated a deeper understanding of customer 

perceptions, which would not have been achievable through standardized survey responses. 

 

3.3.2.1 Sampling and Respondents 

The participants for the customer primary data collection were chosen using a combination of 

convenience and purposive sampling methods. Convenience sampling was applied initially, 

as participants were invited through facebook groups dedicated to Polestar owners, based on 

their willingness to engage in the study. To ensure relevance to the research objectives, 

elements of purposive sampling were then introduced and only individuals who had 

purchased a Polestar vehicle or had first-hand experience with the brand's sustainability 

communication were included (Etikan et al., 2016).  

A post was made in several Polestar owner Facebook groups, briefly describing the study’s 

focus on sustainability communication and inviting members to express their interest in 

participating. This approach was selected following discussions with Polestar, where it was 

suggested that their customers are active on social media, especially Facebook, making it an 

effective channel for reaching them. Those who expressed interest were subsequently 

contacted for further screening, where participants were asked about their ownership 

experience and familiarity with the brand’s communication strategies. Only individuals 
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demonstrating sufficient familiarity with Polestar’s sustainability initiatives were selected for 

interviews. 

Focusing on established customers who have purchased a Polestar or otherwise had first-hand 

experience with the brand enabled the collection of detailed insights from individuals with 

direct experience and informed understanding of both the product and the brand’s 

sustainability communication. This approach increased the likelihood of obtaining nuanced 

and experience-based reflections, rather than hypothetical opinions. However, this focus 

necessarily limits the scope of the study to customers who have actively engaged with the 

brand, potentially excluding alternative perspectives held by non-customers or individuals 

who, for various reasons, have not to interact with Polestar. As such, the findings primarily 

reflect the views of those with first-hand experience of the brand. 

The decision to interview four customers was based on practical constraints, particularly, time 

limitations and access to participants (Malterud et al., 2016). Given the scope of the study, 

this sample size was deemed sufficient to capture key themes and variations in customer 

perceptions while allowing for in-depth discussions. However, after conducting the first four 

interviews, it became clear that data saturation had not yet been reached. Following Bell et al. 

(2022), who emphasize the importance of obtaining rich, detailed narratives in qualitative 

research, two additional interviews were conducted, resulting in a final total of six customer 

interviews before saturation was attained. 

 

Table 3. Overview of Respondent - Polestar Customers  

Respondent Date Duration  Type of interview Language  

RC1  February 26, 2025  16 minutes Online Swedish 

RC2 February 27, 2025 15 minutes Online Swedish 

RC3  February 28, 2025 12 minutes  Online Swedish 

RC4  February 28, 2025 14 minutes Online Swedish 

RC5  March 11, 2025 15 minutes Online English 

RC6  March 11, 2025 18 minutes Online English 
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3.3.2.2 Interview Guide  

An interview guide was developed to structure the semi-structured interview conducted with 

customers. The guide was designed to balance flexibility and consistency, ensuring that key 

topics were addressed while allowing respondents to elaborate on aspects they found most 

relevant (Bell et al., 2022). The questions were formulated to gain a deep understanding of 

customers’ perceptions of Polestar’s sustainability communication. By using open-ended 

questions, the interview encouraged detailed responses, providing valuable insights into how 

customers interpret and engage with the brand’s sustainability messaging.  

The flexibility of the semi-structured format also allowed for follow-up questions to clarify 

responses and explore emerging themes (see Appendix B). The customer interview guide was 

refined after conducting a few initial interviews, as the preliminary responses did not 

sufficiently address the research questions. To enhance data relevance and ensure alignment 

with the study’s objectives, the interview guide was refined accordingly. 

For the interviews with customers, the guide was also adapted to the participants’ preferred 

language. Depending on their choice, interviews were conducted in either English or 

Swedish, allowing participants to communicate in the language they felt most comfortable 

with. This flexibility contributed to more open and nuanced conversations and helped ensure 

that participants could express their thoughts freely, without language becoming a barrier. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis  

The data analysis in this master thesis was conducted systematically through a comprehensive 

coding process to identify key characteristics and concepts relevant to the research. Given the 

qualitative nature of this study, a substantial amount of data was collected (Bell et al., 2022). 

To manage this effectively, the data was organized systematically to ensure no information 

was overlooked. To enhance accuracy and reliability, all interviews where the respondents 

accepted the interview to be recorded, were recorded, allowing the researcher to capture not 

only what was said but also how it was expressed. Recording interviews facilitates recall of 

respondents’ statements and enables the researcher to revisit the conversation in its entirety 

(Bell et al., 2022). This method ensured consistency between memory and the actual data, 

reducing reliance on subjective recollection. Additionally, transcriptions were conducted 

promptly after each interview to minimize the risk of data loss and ensure all nuances were 
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captured (McLellan et al., 2003). A thematic analysis approach was employed to 

systematically analyze the collected data. This method is widely used in qualitative research 

due to its flexibility and effectiveness in identifying patterns and themes (Bell et al., 2022; 

Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). The iterative coding process enabled the recognition of recurring 

themes that aligned with the research question and study objectives. According to Bell et al. 

(2022), thematic analysis involves detecting repeated ideas and similarities within the data, 

which helps highlight key insights. Given that qualitative research seeks to explore 

experiences and perceptions, this approach was particularly well-suited for the study, as it 

enabled a deeper understanding of participants' viewpoints. 

 

 

Figure 3. Framework for Analysis. Compiled by the authors.  
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3.5 Research Quality  

In academic research, quality is essential to ensure the validity and reliability of findings. For 

qualitative studies, Bell et al. (2022) suggest that quality is most effectively assessed through 

the concepts of trustworthiness, which encompasses four key criteria: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These criteria ensure transparency and 

consistency throughout the research process while allowing findings remain relevant to 

broader contexts (Bell et al., 2022). In the following sections, each of these criteria will be 

discussed in detail to demonstrate how they have been applied in this study.  

 

 

3.5.1 Credibility 

Credibility refers to ensuring the authenticity and accuracy of the findings, capturing the 

phenomena under examination. According to Bell et al. (2022), credibility in qualitative 

research is established through practices such as triangulation, qualitative interviews and 

detailed data descriptions. For this study, credibility was strengthened by conducting 

semi-structured interviews, which allowed participants to freely express their views, 

providing rich and authentic data. Responses were compared across interviews to identify 

patterns and ensure consistency in the findings. Additionally, thematic analysis was applied to 

systematically identify key themes, reinforcing the accuracy and depth of the interpretation. 

These themes subsequently guided the analysis of secondary data, such as literature and 

reports, ensuring consistency across sources and strengthening the study’s validity (Maguire 

& Delahunt, 2017). To further enhance credibility, structured and transparent documentation 

was maintained throughout the research process, ensuring that data collection and analysis 

were conducted rigorously and consistently. The carefully designed interview questions 

helped minimize biases and misunderstandings, ensuring that the data interpretation 

accurately reflected participants' perspectives (Nowell et al., 2017).  

 

3.5.2 Transferability 

Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings of a qualitative study can be applied 

to other contexts or settings (Bell et al., 2022). Polestar was selected as an illustrative case to 

examine how sustainability communication influences brand image and customer 
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perceptions. Case studies typically have a lower degree of transferability compared to other 

types of studies due to their focus on a single case rather than a broader phenomenon (Bell et 

al., 2022). However, the phenomenon explored in this study is relevant and applicable across 

a variety of industries and settings. As sustainability communications impact on brand image 

is getting more important for the brand in sustainable industries the findings can be 

generalized as others can learn and get insights from this study. The findings hold relevance 

not only for other companies in the EV industry but also for organizations in various sectors 

that prioritize sustainability as a core element of their branding strategies. By incorporating 

multiple perspectives, the study generated contextually relevant insights that could be adapted 

to other industries where customer attitudes toward sustainability and branding may vary. 

 
 

3.5.3 Dependability 

Dependability refers to the consistency and reliability of the research process and findings. 

According to Bell et al. (2022), dependability emphasizes transparency in the research 

process, allowing others to trace and evaluate the steps taken in the study. In this study, 

dependability was ensured through a detailed description of the methodological choices, 

including data collection methods and the steps undertaken during analysis. For instance, any 

modifications or refinements made to the interview guide based on insights from the initial 

interviews were carefully documented and justified in the methodology section. This level of 

transparency demonstrated how decisions were made, ensuring the reliability and consistency 

of the findings. 

Additionally, peer feedback was incorporated as a means of validating the research approach. 

Input from fellow master’s students and the supervisor played a critical role in refining the 

methodology and strengthening the credibility and dependability of the study (Shenton, 2004; 

Bell et al., 2022).  

 

3.5.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability in qualitative research ensures that the findings are derived from the data 

collected rather than influenced by the researchers' personal views or biases (Bell et al., 

2022). In this study, confirmability was ensured through meticulous documentation of every 

step in the research process, including data collection, analysis, and interpretation. This level 
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of transparency allows others to trace the process and understand how the conclusions were 

reached. To further enhance confirmability, data triangulation was employed by comparing 

insights from semi-structured interviews with information from company websites and press 

releases. These secondary sources provided a broader context for how Polestar communicates 

its sustainability efforts, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding and helping to 

minimize potential researcher bias. Additionally, member checking was utilized, wherein 

participants reviewed and validated the accuracy of the data and interpretations to ensure that 

the results genuinely reflected their perspectives. Reflexivity was also practiced throughout 

the study, with researchers critically reflecting on their assumptions and potential biases to 

maintain objectivity in the research process (Dodgson, 2019). By implementing these 

rigorous methodological practices, the study strengthened the credibility and trustworthiness, 

ensuring that the findings accurately represent the perspectives and experiences of both 

employees and customers while being contextualized within the company’s actual 

sustainability communication strategies. 

 

 

3.6 Ethical consideration 

This research was conducted with strict adherence to established ethical standards to ensure 

transparency, integrity, and participant protection (Bell et al., 2022). Throughout the process 

of collecting and handling empirical data, it was crucial to consistently adhere to ethical 

standards to ensure that the study was conducted in an ethically responsible manner.  

To uphold data quality and meet research ethics requirements, all participants, both Polestar 

representatives and customers, received a comprehensive overview of the study’s objectives 

and the interview process before participating. This information was communicated multiple 

times to ensure that respondents clearly understood the study's purpose and how their 

contributions would be used. Informed consent was obtained before the interviews began, 

covering both participation and audio recording.  

As a result, three out of six customer interviews were recorded, while all eight employee 

interviews were recorded. Participants were also informed about how the recordings would 

be handled, including that only the researchers would have access to them during the study 

and that all recordings would be deleted after transcription. This approach was designed to 
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protect participants' privacy and ensure their comfort. In addition to fulfilling the 

requirements for informed consent, the study strictly adhered to the principle of responsible 

data use. All information provided by respondents was used exclusively for the purposes 

communicated during the consent process, ensuring alignment with established ethical 

standards (Bell et al., 2022). 

In addition to ensuring informed consent, it was essential to create an environment in which 

participants felt comfortable sharing their genuine perspectives. To foster openness, 

anonymity was maintained throughout the study, allowing participants to express their views 

without hesitation. While anonymity is widely regarded as a cornerstone of ethical research, 

Bell et al. (2022) caution that it can sometimes limit transparency. To balance the need for 

confidentiality with the pursuit of openness, only participants' professional titles were 

disclosed, ensuring that individual responses remained untraceable. Given the potential 

sensitivity of the topics discussed, this approach protected participant privacy while 

preserving the integrity of the research process. For Polestar customers, full anonymity was 

maintained to safeguard their privacy and to encourage candid insights drawn from first-hand 

experiences. Customer participation was contingent on direct experience with the Polestar 

brand, either as current or former owner, ensuring that the insights collected were both 

relevant and credible. 

The integrity of the research was further upheld through a commitment to originality and 

authenticity in all findings. The use of AI tools, such as ChatGPT, was strictly limited to 

minor grammatical refinements, with no influence on data interpretation or academic 

analysis. This approach ensured that the research findings remained independent, unbiased, 

and aligned with academic integrity standards (University of Gothenburg, 2023).  

Implementing these rigorous ethical measures, the study upheld standards of transparency, 

participant respect, and research integrity. Both Polestar employees and customers were 

treated equitably, and their perspectives were accurately represented in alignment with 

recognized academic research ethics and practices. 
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4.​ Empirical Result 
 

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study, based on interview data collected 

from both Polestar employees and customers. Guided by the study’s theoretical framework 

and research questions, the analysis is structured around four key themes: brand identity, 

brand interaction, adaptive communication, and brand trust. By integrating both perspectives 

the thematic analysis offers a more holistic understanding, with deeper insights emerging 

from the interplay between how the brand is communicated and how it is perceived. 
 

4.1 Background  

Polestar, the premium electric vehicle manufacturer, has made sustainability a cornerstone of 

its brand identity and communication strategy (RP1). A relatively new player in the 

traditionally emissions-heavy automotive sector, Polestar is not just looking to compete but 

aims to drive systemic change (RP3). 

However, conveying their sustainability commitments is not without its hurdles. Employees 

often describe sustainability as “a core part of our identity” (RP4), yet they recognize the 

challenge of tuning complex data and long-term goals into engaging stories. While customers 

recognize Polestar’s sustainability initiatives, they also voice skepticism about the 

authenticity of corporate claims. One customer noted, “It is hard to know which company to 

believe” (RC5), highlighting a wider customer uncertainty about sustainability messaging. 

The following chapter outlines key insights derived from interviews with Polestar employees 

and customers. These findings shed light on how sustainability communication shapes brand 

image and is perceived differently by employees and customers. The results are structured 

around four central themes: brand identity, brand interaction, adaptive communication, and 

brand trust. Together, these themes provide a deeper understanding of how sustainability 

messages are crafted internally and how they resonate externally, showcasing the dynamic 

relationship between corporate communication efforts and customer perception.  
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4.2 Identity 

Genuine Intention 

One recurring insight that emerged from the interviews was the shared perception of Polestar 

as a genuinely authentic brand. Both employees and customers emphasize that this perception 

comes from the company’s ability to align its actions with its stated values. Several 

respondents noted that Polestar's image is a direct reflection of the company's concrete 

actions and intentions (RC4, RC5, RP7). RC5 pointed out that what actually matter is not 

how often companies talk about their sustainability efforts, but whether they actually embed 

those commitments into practice:  

It often feels like all companies say the same things without meaning much. For me, it 

matters more that the company actually does something concrete than that they just 

talk about it. - RC5 

Polestar employees emphasized the importance of staying true to the company’s core values 

in all aspects they do, with the belief that customers will recognize this commitment (RP7). 

Rather than relying solely on messaging, they aim to translate values into concrete actions 

that align with customer expectations. This alignment between what the company says and 

and does was described as fundamental to Polestar’s communication strategy.  

From Polestar’s perspective, sustainability is not treated as a marketing add-on to make their 

cars more attractive on the market, but is embedded throughout the organization (RP2). This 

internal commitment is perceptible externally, with customers recognizing the brand’s strong 

sustainability identity. As RC1 outlined:“When I think of Polestar, it does not feel like a 

traditional car company. It feels more like a movement…That made me feel like I was part of 

something progressive, not just buying a car”. Customers emphasized that for sustainability 

communication to resonate, it must be perceived as genuine commitment rather than used 

merely to attract customers or follow trends. RC3 noted:“There must also be a real will to 

change. Sometimes sustainability communication can feel like a way to strengthen the brand 

rather than actually driving progress”. This perspective was reinforced by others, who noted 

that when a company demonstrates a credible and sustained commitment to its values, it 

fosters deeper trust and increases the willingness to remain loyal to the brand (RC5).  
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Driving Change  

Polestar employees described the company's mission as actively driving change within the 

automotive industry, an ambition deeply embedded in its core identity (RP4). This 

commitment consistently reflected in both internal strategy and external communications. 

Rather than positioning itself as a conventional car manufacturer offering sustainable 

vehicles, Polestar aspires to play a transformative role challenging industry norms and 

leading the shift toward long-term systematic change within a traditional sector (RP2, RP4, 

RP8). 

We want to be a voice of change. So kind of a challenger brand. We are part of a very 

traditional industry. But that puts us in a position where we can really be a positive 

force as well. Because if we stand, it is a bit like this Superman thing, with great 

powers come great responsibilities. If we are a segment that accounts for such a large 

share of global emissions, then we also have the opportunity to change such a large 

part of global emissions. So it is very exciting. And there we have somehow wanted to 

position ourselves as the voice of change. - RP4 

Employees highlighted that maintaining a strong and coherent brand identity has been a 

priority from the outset. To preserve this identity and ensure it is perceived as authentic, the 

company is cautious about following trends, which they view as opposite to driving change 

within the industry. RP2 stated: 

Yes, some brands are a little more into what is trendy right now and talk about 

sustainability or not. Then you wait and see. But it is so much intertwined in our 

identity as a company. So we are very consistent in how we talk about it on all 

channels. - RP2 

According to RP4 and RP7, positioning Polestar as a front runner or a "voice of change" has 

become one of the brand’s most distinctive identity markers. Employees expressed that this 

proactive stance is not only intentional but also increasingly recognized by customers, as 

Polestar seeks to lead industry transformation rather than respond to change initiated by 

others. This aspiration appears to align with evolving customer expectations. RC6 pointed 

out, the company’s core identity is centered on driving sustainability within a traditional 
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industry and resonates with those seeking real change, thereby strengthening perception of 

both the brand and its communication.  

 

Cohesive Identity 

Establishing a cohesive identity that resonates with customers is considered essential for 

Polestar’s brand strategy. To maintain consistency across the organization, several internal 

practices have been implemented. As RP3 noted: “When you as a company are so clearly 

positioned, it is also easier to create communication around it. This has been the focus right 

from the start”. Another Polestar employee (RP5) emphasized that while a unified identity 

strengthens the effectiveness of the company’s communication, preserving that cohesion 

becomes increasingly challenging during periods of rapid growth.  

One approach highlighted in the interviews for sustaining internal alignment, beyond 

establishing a clearly defined brand position, is fostering a shared identity through internal 

education. RP4, RP5 and RP7 illustrated that the company invests in onboarding processes 

and regularly holds internal summits to ensure employees not only understand but actively 

align with the identity Polestar aims to convey. RP7 elaborated on this point as follows: 

It is a bit like I said, a lot of training, a lot of onboarding and then for example 

summits. So there are a lot of little things like that too. Some key people who are 

really passionate about the brand, explain it and communicate it. Then you really 

understand the whole vision of the company long-term commitment and overall. - 

RP7 

RP7 underscores the importance of having a unified identity and described internal education 

as a key role for sustaining a cohesive value system across the organization. Highlighting that 

consistent communication throughout the company depends on employees developing a 

shared understanding of the brand through ongoing internal training. RP3 also noted that 

when education is led from the top down, it establishes a strong foundation for effective 

communication. Both RP3 and RP7 emphasized that a shared internal value system within the 

organization enables a more natural connection with customers, something respondents 

identified as crucial for maintaining the brand’s authenticity. As RP7 explained:  
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Make sure everyone understands what sustainability means to Polestar. That 

everyone actually lives a little bit in those values because it becomes very easy to 

spread organically when people can really care about sustainability. - RP7 

In addition, employees emphasized that the close collaboration between the sustainability 

department and other departments across the organization plays a critical role in maintaining 

a shared identity. Several respondents also noted that this cross-functional cooperation 

enhances their ability to communicate sustainability messages both internally and externally 

(RP1, RP2, RP3, RP5). RP2 specifically explained that clear guidelines and cooperation 

between departments are critical to maintaining a cohesive sustainability identity, especially 

when conveying these commitments to customers. 

We have a core team that works with sustainability all the time. Then we work very 

closely with that team and communication. We have marketing managers who work 

specifically with communication for sustainability. /…/ But then we also have a 

copywriting team that has very firmly set guidelines for how we should communicate 

sustainability. - RP2 

 

4.3 Brand Interaction 

Expectations 

The expectations that customers hold prior to and during their interaction with Polestar 

significantly influence how the brand is perceived, particularly in relation to its sustainability 

communication. Both employees and customers emphasized that expectations are not static 

but evolve throughout the customer journey.  

From the company’s perspective, customers rarely approach the brand expecting in-depth 

engagement with sustainability content. Rather, sustainability is often perceived as an 

inherent feature of the electric vehicle segment. As RP3 highlights:  

It is something that we are expected to do - our customers want more than just 

sustainable cars; they also expect clear communication about how we have 

implemented the sustainability strategy. - RP3 

Furthermore, expectations around sustainability communication vary depending on 

geographic market and target audience. RP7 explained: “There are different expectations on 
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sustainability communication depending on the market’s level of maturity.” This was further 

supported by RP1, who emphasized the importance of tailoring the tone, content, and level of 

complexity to the audience’s knowledge and interest.  

Similarly, RC2, RC4 and RC6 shared that their expectations related to sustainability were 

initially limited prior to purchase, and only began to take shape through direct interaction 

with the brand. RC6 explained: 

 Absolutely. Before I bought my Polestar 2, I did not know much about the brand. But 

now that I have owned the car for a while, they seem very consistent in how they build 

their brand. The car lives up to the premium feeling they market. - RC6 

RC4 added that while sustainability communication is relevant and important, it is not 

sufficient on its own. Initial expectations were primarily shaped by Polestar’s perceived 

ability to deliver a high-quality and competitive vehicle: 

While sustainability communication is important, they first need to demonstrate that 

they can deliver a car that is reliable, well-built, and competitive in terms of both 

performance and user experience. - RC4  

Additionally, RC2 described how product performance influenced their expectations of the 

brand. The respondent acknowledged that Polestar “Show they care and are committed to 

sustainability, but added: “When the car does not fully meet your expectations, it affects how 

you view the brand as a whole.” - RC2 

 

Experiences 

Experiences play a central role in how customers perceive and interact with sustainability 

communication. According to RP6, RP7, and RP8, these personal experiences influence not 

only how sustainability messages are received but also how different audience segments 

interpret and determine their relevance.  

RP5 observed that early impressions of a brand often are emotionally driven, shaped by 

visual appeal and intuitive associations:  
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Before you become a customer, you have just an image of the brand - no real 

expectations or experiences yet. You are drawn in by a feeling. But once you start 

using the product, that is when real opinions start to form. - RP5 

Additionally, employees highlighted that emotional engagement and shared experience are 

critical in shaping how the brand is perceived (RP1, RP7). Customers tend to build 

connections through emotional resonance and social interaction, which foster a sense of 

belonging and reinforces the messages they encounter. RP1 stated, when a customer becomes 

emotionally invested in a brand, the sustainability narrative gains greater depth and impact.  

Polestar employees also emphasized the importance of adapting sustainability 

communication to fit cultural and social contexts. RP7 noted that communication becomes 

more effective when it resonates with current trends or shared social references, as customers 

are more likely to engage with messages that reflect their values and priorities. RP8 

highlighted the need to respond to external factors such as current events: “When 

communication aligns with the social context, customers are more likely to be receptive and 

to view the brand as relevant.” - RP8 

Several interviewees with customers shared that sustainability only became a priority after 

they had direct experience with the brand. Prior to purchasing, many customers perceived 

sustainability as “ nice-to-have” rather than a decisive factor. For instance, RC5 explained: 

“Sustainability communication was not the reason I chose Polestar, but I still see it as a 

plus”. Similarly, RC6 noted that hand-on engagement with the product strengthened their 

perception of Polestar’s sustainability efforts:“Actually driving and owning the car has made 

me more positive about what they say. It feels more real after you have lived with it.”  

Several customer reflections revealed that emotional connection to Polestar’s brand was not 

primarily driven by sustainability messaging. Although sustainability was acknowledged as a 

positive attribute, it was not always the most emotionally engaging aspect of the brand 

experience. As RC2 put it: “The minimalist design and advanced technology of the car made 

me feel excited. Sustainability was a bonus, but it was not the first thing I thought of”. 

Similarly, RC5 noted: “I felt good about buying a car that is environmentally friendly, but for 

me the design and performance was the most exciting part”. In line with this, RC1 outlined 

how specific design features enhanced their perception of the brand’s environmental 

commitment, explaining: “Polestar’s choice of material such as vegan seats enhanced both 

the brand's environmental message and the perceived quality of the product.” 
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In addition, several customers described how their understanding of Polestar’s sustainability 

positioning was shaped by indirect experiences, particularly through reviews from other car 

owners, industry experts, and discussion on social media platforms (RC3, RC4, RC5, RC6). 

Feedback from other Polestar owners was described as influential in shaping whether the 

company’s sustainability claims were perceived as trustworthy. RC4 explained, trust was not 

only dependent on the company’s own messaging, instead on how well it aligned with what 

was promised and delivered, stating: “It is not just what the company says - it is how it is 

perceived by other customers and people in the industry/../ The company has to live up to its 

message, otherwise the trust disappears.” 

Additionally, many customers associated their interpretation of sustainability to personal 

values, such as long-term thinking and a sense of responsibility (RC1, RC2, RC3, RC4, RC5, 

RC6). Although environmental considerations mattered, customers consistently emphasized 

that design, performance, and overall product experience was equally important. 

Sustainability efforts were most effective when they were integrated with attributes that 

conveyed quality, design and a premium driving experience  

 

Sustainability as Non-engaging 

Across the interviews, both Polestar employees and customers acknowledged that 

sustainability is deeply embedded in the company’s identity and long-term brand strategy. 

However, it was not the primary reason customers chose to purchase a Polestar vehicle. 

Several employees emphasized a distinction between sustainability as a foundational brand 

value and sustainability as a direct selling point (RP1, RP3, RP5, RP6, RP8).  

According to RP1, placing excessive emphasis on sustainability in communication could risk 

limiting customer engagement. It was suggested that messaging should instead be balanced 

with other attributes such as design, performance, and innovation, elements that tend to have 

a more immediate influence on purchase decisions. RP3 similarly noted that many customers 

do not view sustainability as a differentiator, largely because environmental responsibility is 

now expected within the EV market. RP6 added that although sustainability remains a central 

part of Polestar's strategic identity, the company's primary objective is to deliver a 

competitive vehicle. From their perspective, sustainability contributes primarily to long-term 

positioning.  
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RP8 further emphasized that sustainability communication often struggles to capture 

customer attention due to its complexity, describing it as a technical subject that can be 

challenging to make emotionally engaging: “It is difficult to get customers engaged, as it is a 

technical topic.”  

Several customers described sustainability as something that enhanced their perception of the 

brand, rather than a key reason behind their decision to purchase a Polestar. RC5 stated: 

“Sustainability did not really influence my decisions but it made me feel better about the 

brand and the work they do”. Others (RC1, RC2) expressed that sustainability gained more 

relevance over time, particularly, through continued interaction with the brand and a deeper 

understanding of its broader strategic positioning.  

Both RC1 and RC2 acknowledged that although sustainability was not a primary 

consideration at the time of their purchase, it could be decisive for other customers. RC1 

emphasized that product quality and design had a greater influence on their decision, while 

RC2 noted that environmental considerations were important, but remained secondary to 

performance and design.  

Beyond personal experiences, several customers also compared Polestar sustainability 

positioning to other competing brands. RC2 noted: “Polestar feels more serious about being 

open, than some big and more traditional brands like BMW, where it feels like sustainability 

is just added on”. 

Although sustainability communication was generally viewed positively, customers 

consistently emphasized factors such as design, driving performance and overall product 

experience as more influential in the initial purchase decision (RC3). Quality and 

competitiveness were considered essential, and for some, sustainability messaging only 

gained credibility once those expectations had been fulfilled (RC4).  

Sustainability was not a primary motivator at the time of purchase, but both RC1 and RC4 

described how their interest in sustainability increased after owning their first Polestar. As 

customers became more familiar with the brand and its values, the alignment between the 

customer and the company values deepened. For RC4, this resulted in a stronger emotional 

connection to Polestar suitability efforts and reinforced their loyalty towards the brand: 
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Now, after owning the car, their sustainability communication feels more relevant and 

concrete to me. I have become more aware of their initiatives and how they actually 

work to reduce their environmental impact, which makes me appreciate their 

sustainability work even more. - RC4 

 

4.4 Adaptive Communication 

Adaption 

Given that sustainability is not recognized as a primary selling point by either customers or 

employees, it becomes essential to refine the communication strategy to enhance customer 

engagement (RP1, RP6, RP8). This involves making information more accessible and 

ensuring that it resonates to customers regardless of their prior knowledge, values and 

experiences. RP1 emphasized that communication must be tailored to the specific audience 

and aligned with their expectations. Similarly RP2 noted: 

We have a younger audience, especially on Instagram compared to LinkedIn. Here, 

we must consider both the maturity of the audience and the maturity of the market. 

Because we communicate on global channels but also to tailor messages for local 

markets. For instance some markets like Norway are very mature in their EV 

thinking, so there is no need to communicate and educate at a level that is ‘what is an 

electric car?’ But instead the communication might focus on perhaps blockchain. 

How it emerged and how does it all work? Whereas in other markets, what should I 

say? Yes, but Italy, I would say, needs a little more of this top-line. Why should you 

have an electric car? - RP2 

Polestar's employees are expected to adapt their communication styles to suit different 

audiences, thereby increasing messaging relevance and customer engagement (RP1, RP2). 

Communication is therefore strategically tailored across different media platforms to ensure it 

aligns with the audience's level of understanding and preferred tone of interaction.  

Then you need to look at the different messages. What is best to highlight to the 

customer and what is best to highlight in each channel because the channels do not 

work as one size fits all, but there you need to optimize and look at the audience per 

channel.- RP6  
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Although the style and tone of communication vary across platforms, the core identity of the 

brand remains consistent, according to Polestar employees. This consistency supports the 

maintenance of a unified brand image across diverse markets, while still allowing for tailored 

adaptations to meet the specific need of different audiences (RP6).  

By adjusting communication levels and approaches across various channels, Polestar seeks to 

deliver a comprehensive and coherent representation of the brand. Certain media platforms 

play a central role in how Polestar builds and communicates its brand identity (RP2) 

Together, these elements contribute in shaping the consistent brand image that Polestar aims 

to convey across the platforms (RP2, RP7). 

 

Responsiveness 

Polestar employees believe that tailoring communication to what is relevant to customers 

enhances clarity and ensures that message resonates with the intended audience (RP6, RP7). 

Aligning communication with current social trends and culture shifts was seen as a way to 

foster a stronger emotional connection with customers, thereby increasing the receptiveness 

to its messaging (RP7). Some employees further suggested that when customers relate to the 

brand on a personal level, it can strengthen their sense of brand loyalty.  

Employees also explained that communications strategies are continuously refined through 

incremental adjustments in response to societal development, ensuring that messages remain 

relevant and relatable (RP7). By actively engaging with ongoing social conversations and 

responding to current trends, the company aims to maintain a close connection with its 

audience and uphold credibility. As RP1 explained: 

Yes, I think you have to be very sensitive when it comes to that. I think it strengthens a 

brand if you can show your audience that you have seen the same things they have 

seen in society and comment on it. Maybe build it into a campaign, get a funny 

response. Or you see that people in the community want to know more about a 

specific thing that is very hot in society right now. It is clear that we feel we have to 

act to be completely deaf to what people are saying. That is when you build 

credibility. - RP1 

However, RP2 explained that responsiveness has its limits. While adapting communication to 

reflect societal changes can enhance engagement, it must be carefully balanced with 
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authenticity. For Polestar, this means ensuring that all messaging consistently reflects the 

company’s core values and their long-term commitment (RP2, RP7). RC4 and RC7 noted that 

Polestar communication felt more deliberate, as it consistently mirrored the company’s 

strategic direction, which (RP7) could strengthen the brand image over time.  

Additionally RP4 underscores that although societal shifts influence how and where 

messages are communicated, the company's underlying values remain constant. As RP4 

stated: “Of course, the basic strategy remains the same and we are not changing our values. 

But how you convey that message and convey what we do, that is managed at the local 

level.”. 

 

Comprehension 

In addition to adapting to market maturity and societal trends, Polestar must also ensure that 

its sustainability communication is easy to understand and engage with. Across interviews, 

both employees and customers expressed concerns that current messaging is often overly 

technical and difficult to grasp. However, it was primarily customers who emphasized the 

need for more understandable communication (RP1, RP2, RP3, RP5, RP6, RP8, RC2, RC5, 

RC6). This discussion emerged consistently across interviews, with respondents stressing the 

importance of conveying complex information in a way easy to follow without 

oversimplifying to the point of undermining credibility. RP1 explained the need to meet 

customers at their current level of knowledge, ensuring the information remains accessible 

yet meaningful. RP2 added that the communication should avoid condescension, especially 

when targeting more informed customers, emphasizing the need for both nuance and 

adaptability. RP5 shared a slightly different perspective, suggesting that starting with a 

simplified message can help capture initial interest, provided that communication evolves as 

the audience becomes more engaged with the content.  

So I think you have to start very lightly, super simple, almost like a bit childish to 

even get an interest. And then you can adapt the communication depending on the 

customer group and make it a little more advanced. - RP5 

 

Furthermore, customers emphasized that clarity and comprehensible information are essential 

for building trust in Polestar. When communication becomes overly complex or vague, it 

creates uncertainty about the company’s intentions (RC2). RC2 explained: “Yes, the 
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information that is said. If it is understandable, I can perceive it as credible, if it is not, I may 

feel that it is trying to deceive or perhaps make it harder for us to understand.” 

 

To ensure that the sustainability communication remains both clear and relevant to customers,  

It was noted that Polestar must carefully balance the amount of information it conveyed. 

Excessive detail can become overwhelming, potentially diminishing the impact of the 

intended message (RP1). RC5 described the challenge of identifying what is essential within 

overly detailed communication, which can hinder customer’s ability to process and retain 

information. Rather than strengthening the message, this overload risks disengagement, 

ultimately working against Polestar’s communication objectives. As RP5 noted: “Sometimes, 

I feel like the sustainability message can be overwhelming if there is too much info. It is 

difficult to focus on what really matters, and in the end, you might not retain any of it.” 

Customers also reflected on their awareness of Polestar’s sustainability initiatives. Although 

Polestar shares and publishes detailed information through its websites, project updates, and 

press releases (RP1, RP5), the level of engagement with these materials appear limited as 

RC5 stated: “It is great that they are doing all of these to keep us informed, but as a 

customer, I do not really follow all the detailed reports.”  

This challenge has been acknowledged internally by Polestar (RP2, RP3). RP3 discussed the 

challenges of maintaining transparency, which is one of Polestar's main goals, without 

overwhelming customers with excessive information. While transparency is considered 

essential, employees emphasized that the way information is communicated is equally 

important. To ensure customers remain informed without feeling burdened, messages must be 

communicated clearly and concisely.  

We focus a lot on reporting, why we show this, what is behind it, what data do we 

have, what figures do we have to support this claim. Something that is a little more on 

our agenda is to clean up a bit too. We must be transparent and we must provide all 

the information the customer needs to make informed decisions. Then present it in a 

way that does not overwhelm them. Then we risk being green blurry instead. There is 

so much information that you do not know what to do with it. It is also an important 

question. - RP3 

Similarly RP2 noted the tension between transparency and accessibility: 
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I would say it is a challenge to balance transparency and public understanding. 

Because we try to communicate as much as possible but it is very technical 

information. It can be a bit overwhelming to have all this very technical information 

coming at you. So we try to balance how we talk about it. It is complex, it cannot 

always be explained in a short sentence. - RP2 

 

Customer Engagement 

Beyond ensuring clarity, engaging customers is essential to the effectiveness of Polestar’s 

sustainability communication (RP5). To resonate, the message must not only be 

understandable but also compelling enough to capture their attention and encourage an active 

interest. Both employees and customers acknowledged the challenge of maintaining 

engagement when the information is highly technical and challenging to understand (RP4, 

RC6). RP4 explained that technical information can be difficult for customers to absorb, 

increasing the risk that sustainability communication becomes perceived as boring or 

unengaging. For this reason, employees emphasized the importance of making the message 

more appealing and easier to connect with.  

It is a challenge that lies between wanting to be transparent, wanting to show this 

data that supports the arguments. But at the same time, you also easily become very 

boring and unengaging. - RP4 

Polestar's employees emphasized that engaging customers requires more than simply making 

the message easy to understand, it also involves presenting the content in a way that captures 

attention and invites interaction (RP5). RP4 further underscores that, when executed 

effectively, this type of engagement not only supports comprehension but also strengthens 

long-term brand connection. Customers who feel engaged are more likely to develop 

emotional ties with the brand, which in turn fosters customer loyalty and enhances the 

brand’s overall reputation. These customers often become passionate ambassadors who 

actively promote Polestar and its values to others.  

A satisfied customer is a customer who becomes an ambassador who will talk to their 

friends about this car and convince them to buy it and who will probably also talk 

about sustainability values and link it to the car. So it is super important.- RP4 

48 



 

This dynamic was also mentioned by RC1, who described how their positive experience with 

Polestar led them to actively recommend the brand to others, specifically highlighting 

Polestars sustainability efforts: 

I have even advertised for others who care about the environment. Like if you want an 

eco-friendly car, go for a Polestar considering all their projects and blockchain and 

choice of materials and all that. - RC1 

Polestar employees shared that customer engagement is supported through various strategies 

aimed at making sustainability communication more accessible and easier to consume (RP4, 

RP6). These efforts focus on optimizing how information is presented, ensuring it captures 

attention, is easy to understand, and thereby enhances the overall customer experience while 

strengthening the connection with the brand. RP5, for instance, mentioned the importance of 

adopting a more playful and visually dynamic communication style to sustain customer 

interest. 

Yes, but if we have managed to make the cars better and better and better, it is better 

to show it with a picture where you might have cut half the car and show what's going 

on here than to write 50% reduction blah blah blah. No one can be bothered with 

that. It must be very visual, colourful, visual, crisp, moving material. Try to send a pdf 

to a customer, it is not possible. I think you need to make it very playful. - RP5 

In addition, RP7 discussed the value of collaborating with trusted public figures to enhance 

both customer engagement and credibility. Through collaborating with influencers, and media 

personalities known for their ability to communicate sustainability effectively, Polestar 

ensures its messages reach broader audiences while appearing more authentic and less 

corporate: 

/../then we partner up with creators or influencers or various TV personalities who 

are very good at communicating sustainability and representing sustainability a bit. 

And in that way we gain weight in what we say. - RP7 

Similarly, RP2 noted that sustainability communication is often most effective when the 

content is both educational and entertaining. This perspective was also shared by several 

other Polestar employees (RP4, RP7, RP8). RP7 further emphasized that, in line with 

Polestar’s overall communication strategy, all content must remain grounded in factual 

accuracy, even when lighter or more engaging elements are used to increase reach and 

impact.  
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RP8 further elaborated on the importance of maintaining balance in communication, noting 

while messages should remain accessible and engaging, it must not undermine the 

seriousness of the topic RP8 explained: “But you want these important topics to be important 

too. So that you do not remove everything that makes it important and that it feels relevant 

and so on”. 

Given that customers often lack technical expertise or prior knowledge, and may initially 

perceive sustainability communication unengaging, Polestar employees underscored the need 

to communicate in a way that is both clear and compelling. This approach was viewed as 

essential ensuring the message resonates with a broader audience (RP8):  

At the same time, we have to talk to a customer group that are not sustainability 

experts. And then. Well, I do not know if we have managed to do that. That is, to find 

that balance. But it is obviously very important for us so that it is not watered down. 

The importance of the message, so to speak. That it is not lost in this. You have to 

soften it or make it a bit more digestible.- RP8 

 

4.5 Brand Trust 

Authenticity  

Trust in Polestar sustainability communication was consistently associated with the brand's 

perceived honesty, both in terms of demonstrated progress and acknowledgement of ongoing 

challenges. Several employees (RP4, RP6, RP7) highlighted the importance of transparency 

not only about achievements but also about areas where improvements are still needed. RP7 

specifically noted that openly addressing ongoing issues, such as the continued use of 

non-sustainable materials, was essential for building trust. Similarly, RP4 noted: 

 Customers are often able to recognise when a brand is trying to present its efforts in 

a way that seems too perfect /../ it is more effective to be transparent about ongoing 

challenges then imply that all issues have already been resolved. - RP4 

RC6 reflected a similar view, noting that their trust in Polestar’s sustainability message 

increased when the communication felt open and straightforward. Across all interviews 

(RC1-RC6), customers responded positively when the company acknowledged what was still 

in progress, rather than presenting a perfect image. RC3 specifically noted: “What made me 
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trust them more was that what they communicated on their website actually matched what I 

experienced driving the car.” RC5, who initially approached Polestar with skepticism due to 

exaggerated sustainability claims from other brands, described Polestar’s openness as 

something that stood out: “They were open about not having all the answers, and that 

actually made me trust them more.” Similar reflections were shared by (RC4, RC5, RC6), 

who emphasized that trust depended on alignment between what the brand communicates and 

what the customers experience firsthand.  

 

Trustworthiness 

Throughout the interviews, both employees and customers emphasized that credibility in 

sustainability communication, depends largely on how well the information is grounded in 

factual and verifiable data. For Polestar, this means consistently supporting its statements 

with traceable and publicly accessible sources. RP5 stated that “everything we say must be 

backed up with proof,” while RP4 added that even when certain data is not shared externally, 

it must still exist and remain traceable. Several employees (RP3, RP4, RP5, RP6, RP7) linked 

this approach to Polestar's broader effort to promote accountability and reduce the risk of 

greenwashing.  

RP4 also highlighted the risks associated with overstating claims and communication 

misleading optimism. They noted the challenge of balancing engaging content with the need 

for credibility. Oversimplified messages, they explained, can create a false sense of security 

among customers, whereas transparency and realism were seen as essential for building trust 

and encouraging inclusion. RP6 expressed a similar view, stating that: “transparency is 

crucial for building trust, and trust is what creates brand love – but you cannot reach that 

stage without being trustworthy first.”  

RC1 noted that Polestar’s willingness to communicate both achievements and ongoing 

challenges in its sustainability reporting contributed to a greater sense of trust in the brand. 

Similarly, RC3 described that transparent communication enhanced credibility by signaling 

that the company was not only engaged in self-promotion. However, several customers 

expressed concern when messaging relied too heavily on future ambitions. Both RC3 and 

RC5 pointed out that ambitious sustainability claims, without supporting data, risk 

undermining trust. RC3 stated: “They talk about where they are going, but they need to also 

show where they are now.” 
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For some customers, trust was built through access to specific, verifiable actions. RC2 for 

instance, mentioned that access to the life-cycle analysis (LCA) report reinforced their 

perception of Polestar as a credible and transparent brand. Alongside this, several respondents 

highlighted the importance of clarity in sustainability communication. RC2 shared that “if 

information is difficult to interpret or overly complex, as customers I may feel that the 

company is trying to make it difficult for us to understand”. Similarly, RC4 also noted that 

credibility is strengthened when results are presented clearly without excessive technical 

jargon. RC6 added “credibility is more than just words - it is built through actual results and 

data,” reinforcing the view that communication must align with real, measurable progress.  

Polestar employees acknowledged these expectations and framed credibility as something 

earned over time through consistent actions and verifiable reporting (RP3, RP4, RP5, RP6, 

RP7). RP3 also emphasized the role of regulation and external directives in shaping 

trustworthy sustainability communication, underscoring the need to present data in a manner 

that is both clear and accessible to customers.  

 

Transparency 

Transparency is a core element of Polestar’s identity and strategic approach to sustainability 

(RP2, RP3, RP4, RP6). RP2 explained that the company openly discloses its continued 

reliance on materials that are not yet fully sustainable, such as certain metals, while also 

openly acknowledging the associated risks involved and outlining plans for future 

improvements. This level of proactive openness, RP2 noted, distinguishes Polestar from 

many competitors who tend to obscure similar challenges:  

We created a series on risk materials. It is a topic most companies avoid because it is 

a bit complex. These materials are used even though they may contribute negatively 

to the climate or raise human rights concerns. But instead of hiding the fact that we 

use them, like many other brands do, we chose to highlight them. We produced a 

visually appealing series on Instagram and linked it to a more in-depth series on 

YouTube, where viewers could follow in detail how we trace these materials and how 

we aim to make the industry better. - RP2  

RP3 argued that transparency is essential for balancing communication around both progress 

and the ongoing challenges involved in sustainability work. RP3 explained: “But at the same 

time, certainly not trying to cover up what our challenges are. Rather, we are talking about 
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putting the pig on the table in some way”. Transparency was also seen as a strategic tool for 

addressing public misconceptions, with Polestar actively working to counter 

misunderstanding through diverse communication formats, including formal reports and 

targeted campaigns. Additionally RP3 further emphasized that maintaining openness around 

unresolved sustainability issues is not only expected by customers, but is also necessary for 

sustaining that credibility of the company's overall message.  

This perspective was further supported by RP4, RP5 and RP7, who noted that competitors 

often fail to disclose detailed sustainability data, such as LCA reports. They argued that 

Polestar’s willingness to share this level of information was seen as a differentiator that not 

only sets the brand apart, but also reinforces accountability, particularly in relation to 

environmental and social risks across the supply chain. 

Customer interviews revealed similar expectations regarding transparency in sustainability 

communication. RC1 pointed to Polestar's openness in acknowledging ongoing 

environmental challenges, such as the continued reliance on materials like cobalt, while also 

communicating its plans to address these issues. RC3 highlighted that access to sustainability 

data that is found on the company’s website, contributed to a stronger perception of 

transparency . The respondent further emphasized that this accessibility was seen as essential 

for distinguishing Polestar sustainability efforts from general marketing efforts, signaling a 

deeper organizational commitment and responsibility  

RC4 reinforced this perspective, noting that credibility increases when sustainability 

communication acknowledges both accomplishments and ongoing challenges, as long as 

those claims are supported by concrete data. Their trust in the brand had deepened over time, 

particularly as they observed consistent reporting and follow-up on sustainability initiatives 

after post-purchase. However, a lack of clarity was associated with perceptions that the 

information was being deliberately withheld. RC5 described transparency as acknowledging 

achievements and being honest about shortcomings, underlining the need for all claims to be 

grounded in verifiable data. Similarly, RC6 argued that transparency is only effective when it 

is specific, clearly defined and supported by concrete information.  
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Coherent Communication 

Several employees highlighted consistency as a central aspect of Polestar’s sustainability 

communication strategy. RP3 described the company’s messaging as globally aligned, 

emphasizing the importance of a unified narrative across all markets. According to the 

respondent, consistency was seen as essential for reinforcing brand positioning and ensures 

that sustainability efforts are not perceived as fragmented or region- specific. RP4 added that 

continuous dialogue between global and local teams helps maintain coherence while 

accounting market-specific nuances, suggesting that the company prioritizes brand integrity 

over extensive localization in its sustainability messaging. 

RP6 noted that Polestar mainly uses global channels for its sustainability messaging and does 

not significantly adapt its messaging for local markets. Instead, the company follows a 

platform-specific strategy, adapting content to suit the different communication channels, 

such as the corporate website, formal reports, and social media, while maintaining a 

consistent core message. RP7 emphasizes social media as a key platform for reinforcing this 

consistency, explaining that in a fast-paced digital context, where audience attention is 

limited, consistency is critical to ensure visibility and retention. Sustainability messaging 

must therefore be repeated and reinforced across platforms to remain accessible and 

impactful.  

Among customer respondents, consistency was equally critical in shaping trust and 

credibility. RC3 described transparency and consistency as mutually reinforcing, arguing that 

together they enhance the reliability of sustainability communication. RC4 emphasized that 

message alignment, combined with honesty and sufficient detail, contributes to a coherent 

understanding of the company’s sustainability efforts. RC5 highlighted the value of 

maintaining message stability over time, suggesting that any inconsistencies in 

communication could weaken customer trust. Similarly, RC6 added that customers interpret 

consistency as a signal of long-term commitment, especially when sustainability is 

communicated is ongoing rather than in response to shifting trends.  

Although trust is often grounded in clarity and consistency, some customers also described a 

more personal, emotional connection to Polestar’s suitability work. RC1 mentioned that 

ownership of the vehicle fostered a sense of pride in supporting a company perceived as 

genuinely committed to responsible innovation. Similarly, sustainability efforts were seen as 
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more credible when integrated across multiple brand touchpoints, rather than being confined 

to a specific campaign (RC6).  

 

Doubts and Misconceptions 

RP1, RP3, RP4, and RP6 outlined several challenges in how Polestar’s sustainability 

communication is received, particularly when met with doubt or hesitation. These reactions 

often stem from misinformation, the complexity of the topic, and an underlying lack of trust. 

To address these concerns, employees emphasize the need for clarity, transparency, 

educational content and varied format to improve how sustainability efforts are 

communicated and understood.  

RP1 underscored the importance for proactive communication strategies that eliminate 

uncertainty though transparent and accurate messaging, and advocated for the use of 

verifiable data to strengthen credibility. RP4 further elaborated that Polestar’s internal 

strategy ensures that all sustainability claims are supported by measurable indicators, thereby 

minimizing the risk of greenwashing. This includes legal compliance, continuous employee 

training, and systematic review process to ensure that all external communication remains 

accurate and traceable.  

RP3 addressed the persistence of misinformation and discussed the challenge of balancing 

clarity with the need to correct false assumptions. The respondent pointed to transparency and 

increased visibility as essential tools for countering common misconceptions. Reports and 

targeted campaigns were described as particularly effective in demonstrating real progress 

while addressing misunderstandings. As RP3 noted:  

The biggest challenge is the balance between opportunities and difficulties in this 

area… There are many myths in sustainability and electric vehicles. How should we 

communicate to counter this? With myth-busting? - RP3 

Building on this, RP4 argued the importance of clearer and more direct communication in 

addressing public misunderstanding:  
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We need to be even more transparent or even clearer… For example, one myth is that 

electric vehicles have a larger environmental impact than traditional engines. To 

actually communicate about this in different ways - in reports, but also in campaigns 

- is important /…/ to confront and make the problem visible.- RP4  

According to RP4, the goal of these efforts is to support customers with accurate information: 

“Our aim is really to create communication that enables our consumers and customers to 

make informed decisions.” RP3 added that directly addressing challenges, rather than 

avoiding them, is a deliberate part of Polestar’s communication strategy.  

RP5 emphasized that sustainability messaging must remain accessible and easy to 

understand, while still being grounded in reliable and verifiable information. They explained 

that the complex or vague content can lead to confusion and reduce audience trust. RP6 

similarly noted that misunderstanding or doubts often stems from a lack of knowledge or 

exposure to misinformation. According to RP6, once trust is compromised, it is difficult to 

rebuild, so proactive communication and education are essential to prevent confusion and 

doubts.  

RP7 described the challenge of delivering sustainability messaging that is both 

comprehensive and credible. Avoiding perception of greenwashing, they argued, requires not 

only accuracy, but also clarity and accessibility. Presenting information in a concise and 

digestible format, was deemed essential for preventing misinterpretation. Similarly, RP8 

added that building trust further depends on active engagement with customers. By 

maintaining open communication channels, Polestar can address questions in real time, 

thereby reinforcing credibility though transparency and responsiveness  

 

RC5 noted that sustainability communication in the automotive industry is often perceived as 

performative, driven more from corporate obligation rather than genuine commitment. In 

contrast, Polestar’s messaging was seen as more credible because of its reliance on 

data-driven claims over vague assurances. The respondent emphasized that Polestar 

distinguishes itself by consistently supporting its commutation with measurable outcomes. 

This approach was seen to enhance the brand’s credibility, while avoiding generic claims 

commonly associated with used competitors. 
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4.6 Summary of Empirical Findings  

Table 4 provides a structured overview of how Polestar’s sustainability communication is 
internally conceptualized by the company and externally interpreted by customers. 
Highlighting key findings from both employee and customer perspectives across four main 
themes. 

Table 4. Summary of Empirical Findings  

Themes Company Perspective Customer Perspective 

Identity  Sustainability is positioned as a 
central and integrated part of 
brand identity, embedded through 
internal education, 
cross-functional collaboration, and 
product design. Polestar identifies 
as a challenger brand, driving 
industry transformation through 
transparent communication. 

Customers value authenticity in 
brand communication, 
emphasizing that actions must 
align with claims. Polestar is 
perceived as genuinely 
mission-driven and committed to 
creating change, fostering brand 
loyalty through a sense of shared 
purpose and active customer 
engagement.  

Brand 
Interaction 

Brand understanding is cultivated 
through sustained customer 
engagement over time, rather than 
solely through marketing 
activities.  
 

Customers initially associate 
Polestar with innovation and 
design. Sustainability becomes 
more salient though prolonged 
interaction, particularly when 
messaging aligns with product 
experience and emotional 
resonance. 

Adaptive 
Communication  

Polestar adapts sustainability 
communication to varying levels 
of customer knowledge and 
societal relevance. 
Communication is designed to be 
engaging and accessible, avoiding 
overly technical or dense language 
that may hinder comprehension.  
 

Customers expect communication 
that is clear, relatable, and 
emotionally resonant. Overly 
complex or abstract messaging 
reduces credibility and may be 
perceived as evasive. Effective 
communication fosters advocacy, 
turning customers into brand 
ambassadors.  

Brand Trust  Employees emphasize the 
importance of honest, transparent, 
and data-backed communication. 
Trust is built through consistent 
messaging that acknowledges both 
achievements and progress, 
reinforcing credibility.  
 

Customers find Polestar credible 
when sustainability 
communication aligns with their 
experiences and is substantiated 
by evidence. Transparency 
regarding progress and challenges 
strengthen trust, especially when 
consistently conveyed over time.  
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5.​ Analysis 
 

 

This chapter delves into the analysis of the research findings, viewed through the lens of the 

study’s theoretical framework. By integrating the theoretical concepts with the empirical data 

the chapter uncovers new insights and nuances relevant to the study’s research objectives. 

 

5.1 Identity 

The empirical findings reveal that customers place a greater trust in sustainability 

communication when there is a clear and consistent alignment between a company’s stated 

values and its visible actions. This reinforces Adidam (2007) and Nandan’s (2005) assertion 

that a strong brand identity must be grounded in consistently communicated values that are 

enacted across the organization to be effective. At Polestar, this alignment was not only 

articulated internally but demonstrated through external actions, which customers interpreted 

as a sign of genuine commitment to sustainability. This interpretation aligns with Yang & 

Battocchio (2021) conceptualization of authenticity as the congruence between a company’s 

identity and its behavior, which is a core driver to trust. Beyond authenticity, the findings 

underscores that brand identity gains meaning when customers recognize tangible, long-term 

efforts that resonate with their own values. Thus, Polestar’s ability to communicate its 

sustainability values in a coherent and consistent way reinforces an authentic brand identity, 

and enables more effective sustainability communication overall.  

Customers emphasized that sustainability claims gain credibility only when they are 

supported by transparent and consistent action. Polestar's disclosures regarding emissions and 

the integration of sustainability into product development signaled to customers that 

environmental values are embedded in organizations core strategy. This strengthened the 

perception of Polestar as a trustworthy brand and contributed to a positive brand image. 

Customers further emphasized that credibility increases when brand image reflects the 

company’s actual communication and conduct across touchpoints. When this coherence is 

lacking, skepticism increases, and the communication risks being perceived as misleading. 

This alignment between what is said and what is done therefore functions as a mechanism for 

credibility, a point underscored by Du et al. (2010) and Gupta et al. (2013). In Polestar's case, 
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customers recognized the brand's commitment to driving real change, which in enhanced the 

perceived trustworthiness of its sustainability communication, supporting Du et al. (2010) 

discussion. Authenticity is widely recognized in the literature as a fundamental driver in 

building trust and emotional connection in sustainability communication. When customers 

sensed that the sustainability efforts were not only communicated but also demonstrated 

through initiatives, the message became significantly more convincing and relatable, rooted 

in the alignment of identity and action (Yang & Battocchio, 2021).  

Customers tend to assess sustainability efforts based on what a company does rather than 

what they claim. The findings indicate messaging is often perceived as unconvincing when it 

fails to meet customer expectations. In a market where sustainability has become a 

widespread communication norm, customers expressed uncertainty about which companies 

were truly committed to sustainability and which were simply using it for appearance. This 

mirrors Du et al. (2010) finding that consumers are more inclined to trust brands that 

integrate sustainability into their strategic priorities, rather than using it as part of a curated 

corporate narrative. As sustainability becomes a standard across industries, the line between 

authenticity and performance blurs. This increases the need for companies to visibly align 

their sustainability efforts with their identity. In this context, it is no longer enough to make 

responsible claims, companies must demonstrate them through consistent and integrated 

action to earn trust.  

Interview responses suggest that customers are not inherently more receptive to sustainability 

messages in isolation. Rather, engagement increases when there is coherence between the 

company's stated identity and the customer’s perception of that identity, in other words, the 

brand image. This alignment plays a central role in making sustainability communication feel 

trustworthy. Authenticity, therefore, can be viewed as a mediating factor that shifts 

sustainability communication from a marketing message into a means for building trust 

between the company and its customer. When authenticity is embedded in both sustainability 

actions and communication, it creates consistency between brand identity and the way the 

brand is experienced by customers. This strengthens trust and contributes to a more positive 

brand image, while also increasing the likelihood that customers engage more actively with 

the brand over time.  

Building on the previous discussion, authenticity relies on a cohesive identity embedded 

throughout the organization. It is not enough for a brand to have an externally communicated 
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message, instead the company’s values must reflect this message. This ensures that the 

company communicates with consistency and clarity, reducing the risk of sending mixed 

signals to the customer. A shared understanding of the brand’s mission and values, enhances 

perceived authenticity. As Balmer and Gray (1999) describe, a well-defined and integrated 

brand identity enhances clarity in messaging, which in turn strengthens customer 

understanding and brand trust.  

For Polestar, one of the core values is to drive change within a traditional industry. However, 

as the company grows, respondents express that maintaining a consistent brand identity 

becomes more challenging. Upholding this identity across the organization is essential for 

customers to perceive the brand as cohesive and trustworthy, a challenge Polestar employees 

are aware of. To uphold the identity the company relies on internal strategies such as 

education and collaboration across departments to ensure that the core values remain 

integrated in daily operations. These internal engagement and efforts reflect a deliberate 

approach to preserving identity during growth, which in turn supports the perceived 

authenticity and credibility of its communication. Through continuously aligning internal 

practices with their core values, Polestar refinances the credibility of its brand in a dynamic 

environment.  

Striving for clarity and consistency in how identity is expressed, enhances customer trust, as 

coherence reinforces the credibility of a company’s communication (Gupta et al., 2013; Du et 

al., 2010). When communication is coherent, and easy to interpret, customers better 

understand what the company stands for and are more likely to relate to them. Hildebrand et 

al. (2011) similarly argue that clarity in communication facilitates deeper customer 

engagement. The internal alignment services as a foundation for how sustainability 

communication is interpreted externally. When brand identity is consistently enacted across 

internal organization and mirrored in outward communication, it cultivates a sense of 

coherence that customers associate with credibility. Consistency, in this sense, becomes a 

critical link between brand identity and the communication the company presents. Polestar’s 

ability to embed its values across the organization influences how customers perceive the 

brand’s trustworthiness. Internal alignment not only strengthens organizational coherence but 

also shapes how external messaging is received. Through connecting internal practice with 

external expression, the brand appears more intentional and reliable in the eyes of customers. 
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5.2 Brand Interaction 

Customer perception of Polestar’s sustainability communication evolved through repeated 

interaction with the brand rather than from pre-existing knowledge of its sustainability 

strategy. Instead of being shaped by initial messaging alone, perceptions are formed over time 

through brand contact, including product experience, alignment with personal values and 

interpretations influenced by broader public discourse. This supports Nandan’s (2005) 

argument that brand image is co-constructed through customer interpretation, and aligns with 

Mindrut et al. (2015) and Agu et al. (2024), who describe brand image as dynamic and 

continuously reshaped through interaction. 

Although Polestar emphasizes environmental responsibility, sustainability rarely contributes 

to the primary motivation for customer engagement. Rather, it is perceived as a valued 

complement that reinforces, but rarely initiates brand attachment. Agu et al. (2024) and Du et 

al. (2010), emphasize the role of CSR communication in shaping perception, employees 

highlight that Polestar’s customers expect responsible practices without necessarily requiring 

extensive involvement in sustainability engagement. In this way, Polestar’s communication 

strategy sustains existing brand associations rather than actively defining them, particularly as 

sustainability has become a normalized expectation across the broader industry. 

Personal values continued to influence how customers engage with sustainability 

communication. For instance, customers who prioritized ethical consideration, were more 

likely to respond to sustainability messaging (Gidaković et al., 2022; Saldivar & 

Zolfagharian, 2022). However, for many, sustainability was not a decisive factor in initial 

purchase decisions. Instead, product-related attributes such as design, quality, and 

performance shaped early impressions. Lee et al. (2012), argue that when sustainability 

messaging lacks personal relevance or is not clearly linked to the product experience, it must 

be conveyed in ways that are both meaningful and grounded in tangible brand experiences.  

Sustained interaction with the brand contributed to a gradual refinement of customer 

expectations regarding its sustainability communication. Positive experiences, such as driving 

the car, engaging with brand content and observing consistent messaging, enhanced a 

stronger appreciation of Polestar’s sustainability efforts. These findings align with Du et al. 

(2010) who argue that prior experiences significantly influence how CSR messaging is 

received. When communication aligns with product experience, trust is reinforced, 
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conversely discrepancies between message and experience, such as unmet expectations, 

increase the risk of skepticism (Wang & Anderson., 2011; Hildebrand et al., 2017). 

Customer expectations regarding sustainability communication were also influenced by 

broader market dynamics. RP7 and RP1 emphasized that expectations varied based on market 

maturity. In more mature markets, audiences expected greater transparency and detail, 

whereas in emerging markets, simpler and more intuitive messaging tended to be more 

effective to meet the existing knowledge and interests. Maignan (2001) argues that societal 

values guide how CSR efforts are interpreted, and with Du et al. (2010) and Yang and 

Battocchio (2021), who emphasize the need to adapt sustainability messaging to local norms 

in order to maintain trust. The empirical findings underscore that Polestar needs to tailor the 

communication strategies to distinct customer segments. Adjusting content, tone, and 

complexity ensures that the message remains relevant, resonant, and aligned with customer 

expectations.  

At Polestar, brand interaction extended beyond communication touchpoints, to include direct 

product experience. While initial impressions were often driven by emotional appeal such as 

driving performance or design aesthetic, deeper evaluations emerged through continued 

engagement. Consistent with (Du et al., 2010), prior experiences strongly influenced how 

customers assessed sustainability efforts. Direct product interaction made Polestar 

sustainability efforts more tangible, while customers highlighting specific design elements, 

like vegan interiors, reinforced both environmental messaging and perceived quality. As 

Keller (1993) noted, brand associations are significantly strengthened when symbolic and 

functional attributes converge, enhancing credibility, emotional connection and long-term 

trust. 

Positive product experiences served as validators, reinforcing Polestar’s sustainability claims, 

when these aligned with the customer's direct experience. Conversely, when exceptions were 

unmet, such as through technical issues with the car weakened trust, undermining the 

perceived credibility built through earlier impressions. Wang and Anderson (2011) and 

Hildebrand et al. (2017), conceptualize this dynamic as a gap between brand promises and 

actual customer experience, emphasizing that it is consistency of outcomes, not messaging 

alone, that sustains credibility in sustainability communication (Moreno & Kang, 2020; Islam 

et al., 2021). Additionally external validation through peer reviews and word-of-mouth 

served as an additional lens through which customers assessed the brands authenticity. This 
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aligns with Agu et al. (2024), perspective that brand image is not only shaped by corporate 

messaging, but evolves continuously through social interpretation and validation.  

Polestar’s challenge in translating sustainability into emotionally resonant narratives 

highlights a broader tension in CSR communication, credibility alone is insufficient if 

messages remain disconnected from customer priorities. Despite being transparent, 

sustainability messaging was often viewed as too technical or abstract, gaining relevance only 

after product experience was fulfilled and validated the brands claims (Du et al., 2010; Yang 

& Battocchio., 2021). These findings reframe earlier assumptions (Bhattacharya & Sen, 

2003; Du et al., 2010) that sustainability alone drives brand engagement, and instead 

positions it as a feature that builds meaning over time through validated brand interaction.  

 

5.3 Adaptive Communication 

The effectiveness of sustainability communication is contingent on the customer’s ability to 

process and interpret the message. The empirical findings revealed that customers engage 

with sustainability information at different levels of familiarity, requiring tailored 

communication strategies. While some valued comprehensive disclosure, others preferred 

simplified messaging that made sustainability concepts more accessible. Du et al. (2010) 

argue that when sustainability information becomes hard to grasp, it can lead to skepticism 

and potentially diminish perceived trustworthiness in the message. This may, in turn, reduce 

the overall credibility of the sustainability communication (Yang & Battocchio, 2021). This 

concern was reflected in the interviews, where Polestar representatives expressed that the 

technical framing of sustainability messaging often acted as a barrier for customers to fully 

understand or engage with the content. In line with Gupta et al. (2013) and Moreno and Kang 

(2020), clarity was considered essential to making complex information easier to grasp. 

Customers emphasized the need for clear communication, as it made them feel more 

confident in the message, when communication became overly complicated, customers 

perceived it as a lack of transparency. This highlights that sustainability, while inherently 

complex, must be communicated in a way that is adapted to the customer's level of 

understanding, ensuring the message resonates rather than disengages.  

Cultural differences emerged in empirical findings, significantly influencing how 

sustainability messages are interpreted. What is perceived as credible, relevant, or engaging 
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varies across markets, shaped by local norms, societal values and sustainability maturity. For 

Polestar this means a need to adapt culturally responsive communication strategies, while the 

literature only briefly addresses these dynamics, the interviews underscore their central role 

in message acceptance. Gidaković et al. (2022) highlight that how messages are received is 

heavily influenced by cultural context and customer expectations.  

In markets where sustainability holds stronger environmental and social significance, 

customers tend to respond more positively to sustainability communication. Although CSR 

messages are generally perceived positively (Maignan, 2001), cultural and societal factors 

shape how these messages are evaluated. Recognizing that geographical and cultural context 

vary significantly in how they frame sustainability messages. Insight from the interviews 

further supported this, revealing that certain markets demonstrate a higher level of 

engagement with sustainability-related content. Polestar adapts its communication strategies 

to reflect these cultural differences, adjusting messages to align with the sustainability 

priorities of each target market. This strategic adaptation does not compromise the core 

identity. Instead, Polestar maintains a consistent brand identity across different markets, while 

adjusting how the messages are communicated. By tailoring each customer's levels of 

understanding, the company ensures that sustainability communication remains accessible 

and trustworthy across diverse markets. This communication strategy becomes more effective 

when it is both locally resonant and globally consistent.  

How customers are engaged has a central role in the effectiveness of sustainability 

communication. According to Polestar employees, engagement is essential not only for 

capturing attention, but also for ensuring that the message is received and interpreted as 

intended. Without engagement, it becomes difficult to assess whether the communication is 

understood by the audience. While Gidaković et al. (2022) and He and Lai (2014) explained 

that CSR messaging can foster customer engagement, the empirical findings indicate that 

sustainability, in itself, is rarely a primary motivator for most customers. Instead, the 

combination of abstract content and technical complexity of the information often hinders 

emotional connection, making it difficult to engage the customers.  

Polestar employees emphasized that customers are more likely to engage with 

communication that is visually accessible, emotionally appealing and interactive as long as it 

remains grounded in factual content. This underscores the importance of not only what is 

communicated, but also how it is conveyed. Although much of the literature focuses on what 
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is communicated, the empirical findings highlight a critical but often overlooked factor, the 

format and delivery channel. The empirical findings suggest that effective sustainability 

communication requires varied channel strategy and content variation, making it easier for 

customers to consume that content. Gupta et al. (2013), emphasize this by saying that 

customers are more likely to engage with content that incorporates storytelling techniques, 

which make complex information easier to understand and more personally relevant. This 

aligns with employee observations of emotionally resonant and entertaining content, 

particularly in visual and interactive formats, increasing the likelihood that sustainability 

messages are both received and positively interpreted, leading to a positive brand image. 

Since sustainability is often framed as a technical or abstract topic, such an approach can 

reduce perceived complexity while enhancing customer understanding and engagement.  

 

5.4 Brand Trust 

The extent to which sustainability communication influences a company’s brand image 

depends not only on the content of the communication but critically on how messages are 

interpreted through the lens of customer experiences and expectations. Prior research 

identifies transparency, credibility, authenticity and consistency emerge as central dimensions 

in building trust through sustainability communication (Du et al., 2010; Fritz et al., 2017; 

Yang & Battocchio, 2021). However, the empirical findings suggest that these elements do 

not function independently. Instead, their influences depend on how they interact with 

customer perceptions shaped by personal values, prior experience, expectations and how the 

brand is interpreted.  

The findings reveal that customers do not assess sustainability communication based on 

specific campaigns or statements, but rather how the company conveys a broader and 

coherent long-term commitment. Trust was more likely to develop when Polestar’s 

messaging was seen as aligned with its action over time. This supports Du et al. (2010), who 

argue that credibility arises when stated values align consistent with a company's long-term 

actions as previously described.  

Several customers highlighted the public disclosure of product-level emission data and 

sustainability reports as a strong indication of the company’s transparency and accountability 

(Parris et al., 2016; Yang & Battocchio, 2021). Gidaković et al. (2022) argue that openly 

communicating both progress and ongoing challenges foster legitimacy and strengthen trust. 
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This was reflected in how customers responded positively when Polestar acknowledged the 

ongoing progress. Customers described this openness as a reason for trusting the brand, while 

customers emphasized that trust increased when sustainability claims matched their product 

experiences. Similarly, employees noted that communicating ongoing sustainability 

challenges is both expected by customers and essential for preserving credibility, particularly 

in a complex and often misunderstood industry like automotive.  

However, transparency alone was not always seen as sufficient. Some customers noted that 

the information was presented in highly technical or abstract terms, making it difficult to 

understand and relate to. Although this level of openness signaled accountability, it did not 

always resonate if the communication lacked relevance to their personal experience. As Yang 

and Battocchio (2021), emphasized, transparency is not only about disclosure but also about 

ensuring that information is clear and relatable for the perceived audience. When 

communication becomes overly complex or saturated with detail, it can lead to confusion or 

disengagement, rather than foster trust. Although the information overload and lack of 

accessibility can act as equally important barriers to credibility, even when the intention is to 

be open. This highlights a risk as Yang and Battocchio (2021) and Gupta et al. (2013) argue, 

if transparency is not carefully structured tailored and, it can alienate or confuse the 

customers, ultimately having the opposite effect of what was intended. Trust, therefore, 

depends not only on what is disclosed but also on how effectively the information is 

communicated and understood. 

Throughout the interviews, it became evident that maintaining consistency in messaging over 

time and across different channels was essential for strengthening both the communication 

itself and the brands overall credibility. For instance, consistency was interpreted as a signal 

of long-term commitment, especially when sustainability messaging reflected an ongoing 

commitment. Similarly, customers argue that credibility strengthened when such messaging 

were consistently over time, rather than appearing in response to shifting trends. This link to 

what Gupta et al. (2013) and Bhattacharya and Sen (2003), emphasized that consistency plays 

a central role in building trust, particularly when messages are sustained and coherent across 

platforms.  

However, the interview also revealed that consistency was not just about how often a 

message appeared, but whether it reflected the company values and actions. Gidaković et al. 

(2022) argue that when the company's stated value and action are aligned it reduces the risk 

66 



 

of conflicting narratives that can undermine the trust. At the same time, the risks of 

inconsistency were closely linked to doubts or misconceptions about credibility. According to 

Fritz et al. (2017), credibility is reinforced when sustainability claims are supported by 

concrete and verifiable actions. This was evident in the empirical findings as one customer 

stated that trust increased when communication aligned with their personal experience of the 

product, while other customers emphasized the importance of consistency between claims 

and outcomes. Internally, employees underlined that all public statements from the company 

must be backed by reliable data and remain traceable and highlighted that transparency alone 

is not enough without accountability.  

 

5.5 Revised Conceptual Model  

The conceptual theoretical model, as illustrated in figure 1, was developed to demonstrate 

how sustainability communication influences brand image through the alignment between 

brand identity and customer perception. The initial conceptual model emphasized, through 

the understanding of the literature, that the communication strategies must be grounded in 

credibility, transparency, consistency and authenticity. These dimensions were seen as 

essential to reducing customer skepticism and enhancing message reception (Du et al., 2010; 

Gupta et al., 2013).  

However, the empirical findings suggest a more complex and dynamic understanding of how 

commutation is received. The revised model highlights that customers do not passively 

receive sustainability messages. Instead, they interpret and evaluate these messages through 

the lens of their personal values, expectations, experiences and broader social and cultural 

context. While the role of customer interpretations was acknowledged in the initial model, the 

empirical findings indicate that it plays a far more decisive role than previously assumed in 

shaping how the message is received and how trust in the brand is formed.  

The empirical findings indicated that trust occurs when the sustainability communication 

resonates with what the customer deem relevant and is presented in a way they can easily 

absorb. In contrast, skepticism arises when the message feels disconnected from customer 

priorities or is communicated in a way that is overly technical or abstract. This creates 

barriers to interpretation and weakens engagement. Even when the information is transparent, 

it may still fail to foster trust if it is difficult to process or lack relevance. Therefore, clarity 
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and simplicity emerge as essential for making sustainability communication credible and 

trustworthy.  

Moreover, the revised model also expands the understanding of authenticity. Customers do 

not assess authenticity by messaging alone. Instead they evaluate whether the communication 

is backed by action. Trust is built when sustainability efforts are visible and tangible, and not 

just stated. Sustainability claims only hold meaning when they are consistently supported by 

demonstrable efforts. In this way, customers' perception of the brand is shaped more by what 

the company does than by what it says.  

When sustainability communication is supported by visible and consistent actions and also 

resonates with the customer’s values, it builds trust and strengthens both brand image and 

brand loyalty. In contrast, when the message feels disconnected from the customer's 

experience and does not meet their expectations, it can lead to skepticism. This not only 

weakens credibility but also limits the brands ability to position itself a distinctive and trusted 

brand.  

 

 

Figure 4. Revised Conceptual Theoretical Model. Compiled by the authors.  
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6.​ Conclusion  
 

The following chapter addresses the research purpose by synthesizing insights from the 

empirical findings and theoretical framework. Furthermore, the chapter outlines practical 

implications valuable for the case company, including concrete takeaways to support 

strategic decisions. Lastly, recommendations for future research are presented to provide a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon.  
 

This study aimed to examine how sustainability communication shapes brand image, by 

exploring how customers interpret and respond to such messaging. The research was guided 

by the question: How does sustainability communication impact a company's brand image? 

Alongside, the addressed sub-question: What key factors influence customer perception of 

sustainability communication?  

Using Polestar as a case study, the analysis integrates both Polestar communication strategy 

and customer perception to identify the factor shaping the message reception and brand trust.  

The findings revealed that credibility is not derived from messaging alone, but from 

alignment with tangible product experience and observable brand behavior. Customers were 

more likely to perceive sustainability claims as trustworthy when these were substantiated by 

demonstrable features and consistent actions. In contrast, perceived inconsistencies between 

communicated intent and actual performance undermined trust and made messages difficult 

to interpret.  

Clarity was a critical factor in effective communication. Messages framed in overly technical 

or abstract language tended to reduce engagement, whereas clear, concise, and 

well-structured communication aligned with the brands values and actions, improved 

comprehension, minimized misinterpretation, and enhanced message relevance.  

Customer interpretation varied based on individual values, expectation and level of 

engagement with sustainability communication. Although some customers actively engaged 

with sustainability messaging, others prioritized attributes such as design, performance, or 

functionality. Still trust was most influenced by the perceived alignment between 

communicated values and brand experience. Passive formats, such as reports or press releases 
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had limited impact unless customers already regarded Polestar’s actions as credible and 

authentic.  

One of the greatest challenges in communicating sustainability lies in overcoming the 

inherent customer skepticism. The findings highlight four interrelated dimensions, credibility, 

transparency, consistency, and authenticity, as crucial factors in reducing skepticism and 

building trust. Together, these elements reinforce the alignment between the company’s 

identity and the customers’ perception of the brand. However, interpretation is not governed 

by these factors alone. Instead customers actively filter sustainability messages through the 

lens of their personal context, which ultimately determines how communication efforts 

influence the brand image. 

These dynamics are captured in the revised conceptual model, which emphasizes that 

customers are not passive recipients of sustainability communication. Instead, they actively 

interpret sustainability messaging through the lens of personal context and perceived 

alignment between brand promises and actions.  

In conclusion, the effectiveness of sustainability communication lies not only on message 

design but on how it aligns with product experience, clarity, and perceived consistency 

between stated values and brand behavior. Customers evaluate sustainability messaging 

through direct interaction with the brand rather than passive formats, and are more likely to 

trust communication that is clear, substantiated, and coherent. As sustainability becomes an 

industry norm, companies must ensure their messaging reflects authentic action. Polestar’s 

case demonstrates that credibility is built through strategic alignment, when communication, 

brand actions, and customer perception reinforce one another to strengthen brand image. 

 

 
6.1 Theoretical Implications 

This study contributes to the existing literature on brand image and CSR communication by 

offering a holistic perspective that considers both the potential and the limitations of 

communication regarding sustainability. By integrating viewpoints from the company and its 

customers, the study adds a nuanced understanding of how CSR communication is received, 

interpreted, and internalized by consumers. This twofold perspective highlights the dynamic 

interplay between intention and perception, showing not only how communication strategies 

can shape brand image, but also how the interpretation occurs in ways that extend beyond the 
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company’s control. This aligns with Fetscherin & Heinrich (2015) view that customer 

interpretation is not passive but actively shaped by interconnected personal, social, and 

cultural dimensions.  

Moreover, this study deepens the theoretical understanding of how sustainability 

communication shapes brand image by emphasizing that its effectiveness depends not only 

on the content of the message, but also on its relevance and perceived credibility in the eyes 

of the customers. In doing so, it complements and extends prior research that often focuses on 

one-sided communication.  

 

6.2 Future Research 

Given the holistic viewpoint this study contributes to, future research is encouraged to further 

explore the evolving boundaries of corporate influence over brand image, particularly in the 

context of sustainability communication. The findings confirm that company-driven 

messaging can enhance brand image by reducing skepticism and reinforcing credibility. They 

also underscore the interpretative power of customers, who filter these messages through 

their own lens. This interplay highlights the limitation of corporate control and calls for a 

more nuanced exploration of how meaning is constructed in practice.  

Future studies should consider the temporal dimension of CSR communication, 

differentiating between short-term impacts on brand perception and long-term development 

of trust and loyalty. Longitudinal research design could provide valuable insights into how 

sustainability messaging is internalized over time and how sustained engagement, or lack 

thereof shaped the brand image.  

Furthermore, cross-market comparative studies would enrich the field by investigating how 

customer’s interpretation of sustainability messaging differs across cultural contexts where 

sustainability holds varying levels of societal importance. For example, examining brand 

perception in markets where sustainability is highly institutionalized versus markets where it 

is a lower consumer priority could uncover how contextual norms moderate message 

reception. Such comparative insights would help companies tailor their strategies with greater 

cultural sensitivity and impact.  

 

71 



 

 
6.3 Practical Implications 

This study offers several practical implications for Polestar, in its efforts to strengthen its 

brand image through sustainability communication. The findings highlight the importance of 

recognizing that sustainability communication is only one of several factors influencing the 

customers perception of the brand. Although communication can be clearly stated and 

conveyed, customers interpret sustainability messages through the lens of prior experiences, 

expectations, personal values, and their broader cultural and social context. This highlights 

that communication alone has limited impact, especially when customers are not in a 

receptive position to engage with the message.  

Nevertheless, Polestar can influence certain aspects of customer perception by employing 

diverse strategies and tailoring their messages carefully, in order to minimize the barriers to 

how the communication is received. The results of this study suggest that Polestar should 

continue investing in transparent, consistent, authentic, and credible communication, not only 

to build trust, but also to reduce skepticism, which emerged as one of the most significant 

barriers to effective sustainability communication.  

Additionally Polestar needs to consider who the communication is aimed at, as customers 

differ in how they relate to and engage with sustainability messaging. Through gaining a 

deeper understanding of how customers emotionally interpret CSR communication, Polestar 

can adapt their tone, content, and channels to improve relevance and resonance. This 

increases the likelihood that the communication will be received in the way the company 

intends, strengthening the connection to Polestar's identity. It is crucial however, that these 

messages remain aligned with the company’s core identity and actual practices to make sure 

that the company stays authentic in the communication as that is one of the factors at play, 

making customers have an easier time connecting with the communication. If there is a 

mismatch between what the company communicates, how customers interpret it, and how the 

company actually behaves, the credibility of the message may be undermined. To effectively 

influence brand image through sustainability communication, credibility is essential. 
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8.​ Appendix  

Appendix A - Interview Guide for Polestar Employees 

Opening 

1.​ Could you briefly describe your role at Polestar and how sustainability impact your 
day-to-day tasks? 

 
2.​ How would you describe how Polestar positions and presents itself as a brand, both 

internally and externally?  
 

 
​
Sustainability 

3.​ What role does sustainability play in Polestar’s overall brand strategy? 
 

4.​  How does Polestar ensure that sustainability values are integrated into the company’s 
identity and across the entire organization? 

 

Communication strategy 

5.​ What approach do you use when communicating on various platforms? 
 

6.​ What message do you aim to communicate on different platforms, and why? 

7.​  Does Polestar adapt its sustainability communication for different markets and 
customer segments? If so, how?​
 

8.​ How does Polestar ensure that sustainability communication remains consistent across 
different channels and markets?​
 

 
Challenges 

9.​ What are the biggest challenges in communicating sustainability effectively? 
 

10.​What challenges do you see in making customers fully understand and engage with 
your sustainability communication?  
 

11.​How does Polestar ensure that sustainability communication is perceived as credible? 
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12.​ Have customers ever questioned Polestar’s sustainability initiatives or the 
communication about them? If so, how has the company addressed such concerns?  

13.​ How do you work to prevent customer skepticism toward Polestar’s sustainability 
messaging? 

 

Customer perception 
  

14.​How do you think customers perceive Polestar’s sustainability communication, and 
how does this impact the customers perception of the brand? 

 
15.​How do you approach building relationships with your customers, both new and 

existing? 
 

16.​How do you ensure customer loyalty to the brand? 
 

 

External influences influencing the communication 

17.​How is Polestar’s sustainability communication influenced by external factors such as 
customer trends, social norms, and cultural shifts?  

 
 

Closing 

18.​Is there anything else you think is important to highlight regarding Polestar’s 
sustainability communication and its impact on customer perception on the brand? 
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Appendix B - Interview Guide for Polestar Customers 

Opening 
 

1.​ Can you tell me a little about yourself and your experience with Polestar? (e.g., 
owner, potential buyer, interested in EVs) 
 

2.​ What attracted you to Polestar as a brand? 
 

3.​ Did Polestar’s sustainability efforts influence your decision to consider or purchase a 
Polestar vehicle?​
 

 
Perceptions of Polestar sustainability communication 
 

4.​ How would you describe Polestar as a brand?​
 

5.​ Can you tell me about how your own experiences with Polestar have shaped your 
perception of the brand? 
 

6.​ To what extent does sustainability communication influence the way you perceive a 
brand? 

 
7.​ How does your perception of a company change based on what you hear or learn from 

others?  
 

8.​ In your opinion, how well does Polestar communicate its sustainability efforts, and 
what makes it effective or not in your eyes? 
 

 
 
Clarity and Transparency in sustainability communication  
 

9.​ How important is transparency around sustainability efforts to you when it comes to 
how you view a company? Why is that? 
 

10.​Are there aspects of Polestar’s sustainability communication that you think could be 
improved or are currently missing? 

 
 
 
Trust and authenticity 

11.​What makes you trust a company's sustainability communication? Why?  

82 



 

12.​Is there anything that would cause you to lose trust in a company’s sustainability 
communication? 

13.​What in a company's sustainability communication makes you perceive it as credible 
or not? Why?  

14.​What role does consistency in sustainability communication play for you, and why is 
it important?" 
 

 
Closing 

15.​Is there anything else you think is important to mention that we have not touched on 
yet? 
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