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Abstract 

This bachelor’s thesis investigates how the perceived credibility of digital sustainability 

communication influences consumers’ purchase intention in the German cosmetics market 

and to what extent these effects differ across psychographic target groups. The motivation 

for this study arises from the growing strategic relevance of sustainability in the cosmetics 

industry alongside rising consumer scepticism towards greenwashing and sustainability 

claims that are difficult to verify. The research objective is to analyse perceived credibility as 

the central mechanism linking digital sustainability communication to purchase intention, to 

compare the effects of different communication formats, and to derive practical implications 

for targeted communication design. 

Existing research has addressed digital sustainability communication, credibility indicators, 

greenwashing effects, and psychographic drivers of sustainable consumption. However, 

empirical evidence integrating these dimensions within one framework and examining 

psychographic differences remains limited, especially in the German cosmetics market. 

This research draws on a quantitative online survey that measures perceived credibility, 

greenwashing, purchase intention, and sustainability-related psychographic orientation to 

enable group comparisons. Participants evaluated four digital sustainability communication 

stimuli from a fictitious cosmetics brand, covering evidential communication, emotionally 

framed storytelling, and influencer-based communication with differing thematic fit.  

The analyses reveal a supportive role of perceived credibility for purchase intention, 

whereas perceived greenwashing undermines both constructs. Evidential formats and 

collaborations with sustainability-focused influencers are perceived as more credible than 

purely emotional storytelling and endorsements by beauty and lifestyle influencers. 

Psychographic differences are not reflected in overall credibility levels but in format 

sensitivity. Consumers with stronger sustainability orientation differentiate more clearly 

between evidential and emotional communication. The influence of perceived credibility on 

purchase intention remains similarly pronounced in both groups. 

Overall, the results suggest that transparency, verifiability, and perceived expertise 

constitute key success factors for effective digital sustainability communication in the 

cosmetics market. Further research should specify credibility indicators, apply moderation-

based approaches to capture psychographic effects more precisely, and extend analyses to 

real brands and behavioural outcomes. 

Key Words: Digital Sustainability Communication, Perceived Credibility, Purchase 

Intention, Greenwashing, Psychographic Segmentation 
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Gender note 

In this thesis, the generic masculine form is used for reasons of readability. It refers equally 

to male, female, and diverse gender identities. Double or alternative gender-specific 

language is therefore avoided. Unless explicitly stated otherwise, the masculine form is 

intended to include all genders. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Problem Statement and Topic Relevance 

In response to global sustainability pressures such as environmental damage and climate 

change, organisations more systematically integrate ecological and social concerns into 

their strategies alongside economic objectives (Politis & Grigoroudis, 2022, p. 1; Tavanti, 

2023, pp. 2–3, 5, 7). Due to the multifaceted nature and limited verifiability of sustainability 

attributes, sustainability communication becomes crucial for conveying related information 

to consumers (Genç, 2017, p. 514). At the same time, growing scepticism and information 

uncertainty regarding sustainability claims have increased the importance of communicating 

sustainability initiatives in a credible manner, making credibility a prerequisite for consumer 

trust (Bürker, 2025, p. 21, 165). 

The cosmetics industry represents a particularly relevant context given its economic 

relevance and advanced digitalisation. Germany constitutes one of the largest cosmetics 

markets within the European Union (EU) (Turcu et al., 2025, p. 410). In 2025, the German 

cosmetics market generated a combined domestic and export turnover of €26.8 billion, 

reflecting year-on-year growth of 3.4% (Industrieverband Körperpflege- und Waschmittel e. 

V. (IKW), 2025, p. 2). Concurrently, digital technologies are reshaping market structures and 

consumer communication in this sector. A fundamental change in consumption patterns is 

driven by rising sales in online markets, positioning digital channels as increasingly 

important touchpoints within the purchase decision process (Turcu & Brancu, 2025, p. 2274). 

Therefore, digital sustainability communication can be relevant for consumer evaluations 

and related purchase intentions. These developments require brands to continuously adapt 

their communication strategies. Sustainability has become more prominent in brand 

communication, while consumers place greater emphasis on health-related and 

environmental aspects (Park & Hong, 2024, pp. 40, 67). A study conducted by the VKE 

Cosmetics Association indicates that 74% of respondents expect stronger sustainability 

engagement from the cosmetics industry (Telschow et al., 2020, p. 21). Accordingly, 

information disclosure on formulation, production processes and the origin of raw materials 

contributes to credibility (Park & Hong, 2024, p. 67). 

However, sustainability communication faces substantial credibility challenges. Since 

sustainability-related information is often difficult to verify, credible communication becomes 

decisive in forming purchase intentions (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166). Practices described as 

greenwashing can undermine perceived credibility (Bürker, 2025, p. 21; Tavanti, 2023, p. 

134). Regulatory developments reflect these concerns. An EU screening revealed that 
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slightly more than half of the reviewed sustainability statements could be deceptive 

(European Commission: Directorate-General for Environment, IPSOS & Milieu, 2024, p. 12). 

Consequently, measures taking effect in Germany in September 2026 aim to restrict vague 

environmental claims and strengthen verifiability (Bundesministerium der Justiz und für 

Verbraucherschutz, n.d.). Against this background, understanding how consumers evaluate 

digital sustainability communication is highly relevant. Psychographic characteristics are 

considered pivotal for explaining differences in consumer responses (Park & Hong, 2024, p. 

78). Given that credible indicators can mitigate perceived purchase uncertainty when 

sustainability claims cannot be independently confirmed (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166), its effect 

across psychographic segments requires systematic examination. 

1.2 Research Gap 

The growing prominence of digital sustainability communication has increased the 

importance of credibility for understanding consumer evaluations. Although sustainability 

communication and credibility have attracted considerable scholarly attention, existing 

research has primarily examined: 
(1) the effects of specific digital sustainability communication channels and formats on 

consumer responses (Herrada-Lores et al., 2025; Jha & Verma, 2022; Blau et al., 2022), 

(2) credibility indicators in sustainability messages (Lou & Yuan, 2019; E. (Anna) Kim et al., 

2022; Verleye et al., 2023; Vilkaite-Vaitone, 2024), 

(3) the negative consequences of greenwashing (Akturan, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2019; Isac 

et al., 2025), 

(4) and the role of psychographic factors in sustainable consumption (Falke et al., 2022; 

Baltacı et al., 2025; Sharma & Jha, 2017). 

These research strands have largely been investigated in isolation. A lack of empirical 

evidence integrating digital sustainability communication formats, perceived credibility, and 

purchase intention persists. Moreover, insufficient attention has been paid to whether the 

magnitude and direction of these relationships differ across psychographic target segments. 

This gap is particularly evident in the German cosmetics market, where comprehensive, 

integrative analyses remain scarce. 

1.3 Research Question and Objectives 

Building on the identified research gap and the resulting need for further investigation, this 

bachelor’s thesis addresses the following research question: 
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“How does the perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication influence 
consumers’ purchase intention in the German cosmetics market, and to what extent 
do these effects differ between psychographic target groups?” 
This study investigates the impact of different digital sustainability communication formats 

on consumers’ purchase intention in the German cosmetics market. In particular, this thesis 

examines how the perceived credibility of these formats influences purchase intention and 

whether the observed relationships vary across psychographic target groups. 

The analysis integrates communication formats, perceived credibility, and psychographic 

segmentation within a unified framework. It advances existing research, as these 

dimensions have often been examined separately or without market-specific comparison. 

The findings aim to deepen the theoretical and empirical understanding of the behavioural 

implications of sustainability communication. Additionally, they provide recommendations for 

companies on how to design more targeted and credible sustainability communication 

strategies. 

1.4 Methodological Approach and Structure of the Thesis 

To examine the guiding research question, this thesis applies a quantitative research design 

(H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 4). Data are collected using a fully standardised online 

questionnaire (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 174) assessing consumers’ evaluations of four 

different digital sustainability communication formats. The analysis focuses on perceived 

credibility, perceived greenwashing, and purchase intention. In addition, sustainability-

related psychographic characteristics are measured to identify consumer segments and to 

examine potential differences in credibility perceptions and their effects on purchase 

intention across value orientations. 

This thesis is structured into five chapters. Subsequent to this introduction, Chapter 2 

outlines the theoretical foundations of this study. It reviews academic literature and existing 

research on sustainability communication, the cosmetics industry, credibility in corporate 

communication, consumer behaviour, and psychographic segmentation in sustainability 

contexts. Based on this framework, the research hypotheses are developed. Chapter 3 

presents the empirical methodology, including the research design and descriptive results 

of this study. Chapter 4 reports and interprets the findings of hypothesis testing, derives 

practical implications for sustainability communication in the cosmetics market and assesses 

the fulfilment of empirical quality criteria. This thesis concludes with Chapter 5, which 

summarises the key findings and answers the research question. Within this chapter, the 

study’s limitations are critically discussed and avenues for future research are outlined. 
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2 Theoretical Foundations 

The theoretical foundations of this thesis establish the analytical framework for examining 

how the perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication influences purchase 

intention in the German cosmetics market. This chapter introduces central concepts of 

sustainability communication, credibility, consumer decision-making, and sustainability-

related psychographic orientations. These perspectives guide the derivation of research 

hypotheses and provide the conceptual basis for the subsequent empirical analysis. 

2.1 Sustainability Communication in the Cosmetics Industry 

This section defines sustainability communication and outlines key digital formats and 

channels used in the cosmetics industry to communicate sustainability-related information. 

It further highlights industry-specific challenges that shape sustainability messages in this 

market. This contextualisation clarifies the conditions under which perceived credibility 

becomes crucial for shaping consumer responses in the German cosmetics market. 

2.1.1 Definition and Foundations of Sustainability Communication 

Before defining sustainability communication, the underlying understanding of sustainable 

development is outlined. A widely acknowledged foundation is the definition of the 

Brundtland Commission (1987), which frames sustainable development as the 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 41). Since 1992, this principle 

has shaped international discourse and has been reflected in political and institutional 

frameworks (Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, n.d.). 

Sustainability is commonly conceptualised as comprising three interconnected dimensions 

that are equally relevant and closely interlinked for long-term viability (Bundesministerium 

für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, n.d.; Ranisch & Schmiedeknecht, 

2023, p. 25). First, economic sustainability is characterised by maintaining sustained 

economic performance and resilience. Second, social sustainability captures conditions that 

enable individuals to participate in social life and to live in safety and fairness. Third, 

environmental sustainability focuses on safeguarding ecological systems by limiting adverse 

impacts on the environment and resources (Tavanti, 2023, p. 19). These dimensions indicate 

that sustainability permeates organisational practice and gives rise to industry-specific fields 

of action. Table 1 summarises typical corporate topics within each dimension (Ranisch & 

Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 32).  
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Table 1: Sustainability Topics for Companies 

Economic Environmental Social 
Stakeholder value Resource consumption Human rights 
Product quality Energy(-efficiency) Discrimination / diversity / 

equality 
Market presence Emissions Stakeholder engagement 
Procurement practices Waste / recycling Forced labour / child labour 
R&D / innovation Supply chains / transportation Collective bargaining 
Compliance Ecological footprint Health and safety 
Anti-corruption Carbon footprint Work–life balance 
Consumer protection Biodiversity Training and education 
Cause-related marketing Cradle-to-cradle / circular 

economy 
Partnerships / collective action 

Source: Adapted from Ranisch & Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 32, translation by the author 

Given the wide scope of sustainability in organisational practice (Ranisch & 

Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 32), communication is essential for making related intentions, 

actions and outcomes visible to stakeholders. Sustainability communication is part of 

corporate communication as it supports stakeholder dialogue that is pertinent to strategic 

decision-making (Schaefer, 2012, p. 258). It requires clear and coordinated messages that 

reach the right target groups (Meffert et al., 2024, p. 601). Taken together, sustainability-

related initiatives are translated into messages that address various stakeholders and 

communicate organisational activities. 

Literature provides no single commonly agreed definition of sustainability communication. 

Researchers describe it differently and emphasise distinct aspects. An established definition 

of sustainability communication is provided by Michelsen (2007), who describes it as a 

process of societal negotiation and understanding in which sustainability provides 

orientation for shaping long-term progress (Michelsen, 2007, p. 27). Building on this, later 

academic research emphasises that sustainability communication unfolds across diverse 

social settings and is shaped by prevailing societal expectations and value systems 

(Godemann & Michelsen, 2011, p. 6). As stated by Ziemann (2011), communication about 

sustainability involves actors repeatedly negotiating and framing ideas of well-being across 

the three dimensions of sustainability. Therefore, it constitutes an ongoing societal exchange 

on a global scale (Ziemann, 2011, p. 92). In corporate settings, it refers to how organisations 

communicate sustainability activities towards relevant audiences (Brugger, 2010, pp. 3–4). 

Fischer (2019) further distinguishes between explicit sustainability communication (e.g. 

dedicated reports) and broader, implicit communication that relates to sustainability topics 

such as climate change without explicitly referring to the concept itself. Implicit forms require 

additional indicators to assess their actual relevance to sustainability (Fischer, 2019, p. 56). 
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Sustainability communication is typically aligned with long-term objectives to minimise 

unanticipated consequences for consumer relations (Schaefer, 2012, p. 258). Inconsistent 

communication and practice may otherwise undermine stakeholder perceptions. Its goals 

are commonly grouped into three psychological dimensions: cognitive, affective, and 

conative (Bruhn, 2019, p. 162; Grunwald, 2022, pp. 269–270; Schaefer, 2012, pp. 258–259).  

Cognitive goals focus on making sustainability information visible and understandable, so 

that it can be recognised and remembered by stakeholders. Affective goals intend to 

influence emotional responses and attitudes towards the brand which shape how 

sustainability initiatives are interpreted and evaluated. Conative goals target behavioural 

responses, such as purchasing or recommending sustainable products (Bruhn, 2019, p. 

162). Overall, sustainability communication therefore influences both consumer perceptions 

and behavioural intentions. 

Sustainability communication is closely related to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

(Ranisch & Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 29). In the European Commission’s interpretation, 

CSR requires companies to embed societal and environmental considerations, ethical 

standards, and consumer interests in their corporate practices (European Commission, 

2011, p. 6). Although CSR has traditionally emphasised social commitment, recent research 

highlights growing alignment with sustainability communication, as organisations bring 

social and environmental responsibility together in an integrated approach (Ranisch & 

Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 29). Accordingly, this thesis treats CSR communication as a 

functional subset of sustainability communication and uses both terms interchangeably 

when referring to the communication of responsible corporate practices. 

In this thesis, sustainability communication is defined as corporate communication that 

conveys ecological impact, social responsibility, and long-term economic viability to 

consumers. This includes the disclosure of sustainability-related goals, measures, and 

performance to support transparency and credibility.  This working definition synthesises the 

conceptual approaches discussed above and provides the analytical foundation for the 

subsequent analysis. 

2.1.2 Digital Channels and Formats 

Digital communication has become a primary environment in which consumers in Germany 

can encounter information. Data from the ARD and ZDF media study indicate that, in 2025, 

96% of the German population used the internet at least occasionally, while 63% reported 

regular social media use (ARD/ZDF-Forschungskommission, 2025, pp. 47, 56). This 

development is particularly significant for the cosmetics industry, which operates in a digitally 
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mediated market and is characterised by visual content and continuous consumer 

engagement (Park & Hong, 2024, pp. 20, 48–49). The following section outlines key digital 

channels and formats used for corporate sustainability communication and highlights their 

relevance within this industry-specific context.  

 

Corporate Websites 
Corporate websites serve as a central reference point for sustainability communication by 

providing structured access to related information (Heinrich, 2024, p. 92). Many companies 

maintain dedicated sustainability sections that describe environmental and social practices 

in depth (Ajayi & Mmutle, 2021, p. 10). For example, Weleda is a German natural cosmetics 

brand with a dedicated website section titled “Our Responsibility”. This section structures 

sustainability-related information into areas such as sustainability, biodiversity, raw materials 

and packaging. Weleda is referenced here as an objectively identifiable example due to its 

certification under an internationally recognised sustainability standard, which will be further 

outlined in Section 2.2.2 (Weleda, n.d.). In addition, sustainability reports and certifications 

are increasingly integrated into corporate websites to enable traceability and to ensure 

transparency (Ahmad & Müller, 2024, p. 342; Fifka, 2024, p. 107). However, younger 

audiences engage less with extensive website content and prefer more interactive or visually 

oriented formats (Bürker, 2025, p. 337). Building on these insights, corporate websites 

remain relevant for transparency, but their effectiveness is likely to depend on 

complementary formats aligned with contemporary media preferences. 

Social Media  
The efficacy of sustainability communication on social media is increased when messages 

are accompanied by dialogic exchange formats. Instead of merely presenting information, 

organisations can include questions and engage users in ongoing conversations through 

comments, links, or calls to action. Content perceived as dialogical tends to elicit stronger 

user engagement, which can enhance consumers’ connection to the brand and purchase 

intention (Herrada-Lores et al., 2025, pp. 317, 319, 326). Jha and Verma (2022) suggest 

that consumers respond positively to corporate sustainability messages on social media 

(Jha & Verma, 2022, p. 736). In the cosmetics sector, social media strongly influences 

consumer evaluation and purchase behaviour, as credible, genuine and personally relevant 

content is easily accessible (Park & Hong, 2024, p. 70). Moreover, consumers rely on social 

platforms to obtain insights into how products are manufactured and sourced (Wagner, 2024, 

p. 161). This development suggests that consumers may increasingly expect credible 

sustainability claims on social media, which could support purchase intention. 
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Digital Storytelling   
Digital storytelling presents complex sustainability topics in an accessible narrative form, 

thereby enhancing understanding and encouraging stakeholder engagement (Blau et al., 

2022, p. 114). In the cosmetics industry, emotionally framed narratives and brand imagery 

are widely used to connect with consumers (Park & Hong, 2024, pp. 19–20). Beyond 

affective effects, storytelling can also support cognitive goals of sustainability 

communication by contextualising sustainability-related topics and presenting them as 

structured narratives. For example, storytelling can incorporate actors, depict challenges, 

and specify outcomes. By aligning with basic cognitive processes storytelling can strengthen 

comprehension and improve recall of sustainability messages (Bruhn, 2019, p. 162; 

Grunwald, 2022, p. 289). However, its impact depends on stakeholder involvement. Low-

involvement audiences may respond well to narrative messages, whereas highly involved 

consumers tend to prefer more evidence-based information in the context of sustainability 

communication (Dhanesh & Nekmat, 2019, pp. 29–30).  

Evidential Formats 
Because consumers can easily search for production processes or sourcing practices online 

(Wagner, 2024, p. 161), sustainability topics increasingly require evidence-based 

communication (Bürker, 2025, p. 337). Many consumers remain sceptical of sustainability 

claims and expect transparent, comparable information (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn et al., 2017, 

p. 104; Lee et al., 2019, p. 426). Empirical findings indicate that vague sustainability claims 

and missing concrete details, such as specific figures concerning materials or energy use, 

foster scepticism and reduce perceived trustworthiness (Margariti et al., 2024, p. 8). This 

suggests that more specific and verifiable information may strengthen credibility. Common 

examples include sustainability reports, precise data and infographics that summarise key 

environmental or social indicators. By providing specific explanations, evidential formats 

make sustainability topics more credible (Bürker, 2020, p. 138, 2025, pp. 337–338).  

Influencer Communication  
Influencer communication differs from corporate-owned channels. In the cosmetics industry, 

consumers increasingly rely on reviews by online personalities when forming purchase 

intention (Park & Hong, 2024, pp. 64, 71). Influencers can strengthen the perceived 

credibility of sustainability communication because they are often regarded as more 

independent communication sources than brands themselves (Bürker, 2025, p. 338). 

Empirical evidence suggests that credible influencers meaningfully affect sustainability-

related behavioural intentions, whereas the perceived relevance of an influencer alone does 

not appear to exert an independent effect (Vilkaite-Vaitone, 2024, p. 10). Against this 
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background, it can be expected that credibility perceptions are shaped not only by message 

characteristics but also by the perceived credibility of the communication source. 

 

Taken together, these digital formats differ in how sustainability information is presented and 

evaluated. Across formats, perceived credibility emerges as a central determinant of 

consumer responses. Accordingly, the digital sustainability communication formats outlined 

above constitute the communication formats investigated in this study for analysing 

perceived credibility. 

2.1.3 Industry-Specific Challenges in the Cosmetics Market 

The cosmetics industry faces distinct sustainability challenges arising from its regulatory 

framework, production processes, and product formulations, which are outlined in this 

section. These conditions limit consumers’ ability to independently assess statements about 

sustainability practices (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166; Ballen et al., 2022, p. 17). 

Cosmetics are legally defined as “any substance or mixture intended to be placed in contact 

with the external parts of the human body […] or with the teeth and the mucous membranes 

of the oral cavity with a view exclusively or mainly to cleaning them, perfuming them, 

changing their appearance, protecting them, keeping them in good condition or correcting 

body odours” (European Union, 2025, p. 3). Due to their direct application to the body, 

companies must comply with strict requirements for safety, production standards, and 

regulatory reporting to ensure consumer health (Bundesamt für Verbraucherschutz und 

Lebensmittelsicherheit, n.d.). At the EU level, the Scientific Committee on Consumer Safety 

assesses cosmetic ingredients based on toxicological data, exposure estimates, and 

validated non-animal testing methods to assess potential health risks (European 

Commission: Directorate-General for Health and Food Safety, 2022, p. 5). Despite these 

safeguards, empirical research reveals that certain product compositions may still contain 

ingredients with potentially harmful impacts. These findings suggest a need for more 

stringent monitoring to meet broader social sustainability expectations (Khan & Alam, 2019, 

p. 5; Ranisch & Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 32). 

Beyond health-related concerns, environmental sustainability has gained significant 

relevance in the cosmetics market. Consumers increasingly scrutinise the environmental 

implications of formulation components and packaging (Amberg & Fogarassy, 2019, p. 6). 

Empirical evidence suggests a growing preference for natural formulations and 

environmentally responsible packaging solutions (Amberg & Fogarassy, 2019, p. 10). In 

response, many organisations have adjusted formulations, developed alternative packaging 
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concepts, and increased disclosure regarding sustainable processes. These steps reflect a 

broader strategic change toward more sustainability-oriented practices within the industry 

(Park & Hong, 2024, p. 29).  

Packaging and ingredient composition represent salient sustainability challenges in the 

cosmetics market. Packaging is highly visible and environmentally impactful, as multi-

layered designs and non-biodegradable plastics contribute substantially to waste generation 

(Bom et al., 2019, p. 276). Consequently, companies are testing recyclable, biodegradable, 

and reusable alternatives (Morel et al., 2024, p. 12). Moreover, certain raw materials are 

increasingly questioned due to environmental concerns and limited availability (Bom et al., 

2019, p. 275). Empirical studies indicate higher environmental impacts for several synthetic 

substances than for plant-based alternatives, while the latter may still entail non-negligible 

burdens (Bom et al., 2020, pp. 6–7).  

These regulatory, compositional, and environmental complexities help explain why 

sustainability-related attributes in the cosmetics market are predominantly credence 

attributes. Many ecological and social product characteristics, such as responsible sourcing 

or environmentally friendly production processes, cannot be directly confirmed or verified by 

consumers. These are known as credence attributes. Consequently, consumers must rely 

on the information provided by companies when forming purchase intention (Balderjahn, 

2021, p. 166; Ballen et al., 2022, p. 17). This information asymmetry increases the risk of 

scepticism (Bürker, 2025, p. 165) and places particular emphasis on the credibility of 

communicated sustainability claims (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166). Consumers require 

specialised knowledge to evaluate credence attributes. Clear and comprehensible 

communication is crucial to render such qualities more assessable (Duong et al., 2024, p. 

997). Certified and substantiated claims can help reduce uncertainty by signalling 

compliance with recognised sustainability standards (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166). This need 

for precision is reinforced by regulatory guidelines. In line with the EU’s common criteria for 

cosmetic claims, statements are required to be truthful, verifiable, and presented in a 

manner that is comprehensible to the ordinary consumer (European Commission, 2013, pp. 

33–34).  

Overall, the limited observability of sustainability attributes in the cosmetics market implies 

a structural reliance on communicated information, making perceived credibility a central 

criterion for evaluating sustainability-related claims and forming purchase intention. 
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2.2 Credibility of Digital Sustainability Communication 

This section examines the perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication. It 

introduces the core dimensions of credibility, discusses key factors shaping the evaluation 

of sustainability claims and addresses greenwashing as a critical risk. Together, these 

approaches establish the theoretical foundation for analysing how credibility shapes 

consumers’ responses to digital sustainability communication. 

2.2.1 Definition and Dimensions of Credibility 

Credibility constitutes an essential criterion for assessing digital sustainability 

communication, particularly in contexts marked by credence attributes and pronounced 

information asymmetries (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166; Bürker, 2025, p. 165). 

In communication research, credibility is typically conceptualised as the degree to which 

audiences regard a communicated message or its sender as believable. Although definitions 

vary slightly, most approaches converge on two core dimensions of trustworthiness and 

expertise (Metzger & Flanagin, 2008, p. 8). Trustworthiness reflects perceptions of honesty 

and sincerity, while expertise captures whether the communicator is regarded as 

knowledgeable and competent in a specific field (Wiedmann & Von Mettenheim, 2021, p. 

709). These dimensions form the foundation of Hovland’s source credibility theory. 

Accordingly, both dimensions substantially influence message evaluation and consumers’ 

receptivity in corporate communication (Röttger, 2022, p. 354). 

This concept has been extended to organisational settings. Corporate credibility refers to 

consumers’ perceptions that a company possesses the expertise to substantiate its claims 

and the trustworthiness to communicate them truthfully (Kotler & Keller, 2016, p. 231; Newell 

& Goldsmith, 2001, p. 235).  

Within sustainability communication, CSR credibility represents a more domain-specific 

form of credibility. It captures consumers’ evaluations of trustworthiness and expertise 

specifically with regard to a company’s environmental and social engagement (Lee et al., 

2019, p. 415). Empirical evidence indicates that CSR communication is frequently met with 

scepticism. When sustainability efforts are demonstrated consistently and communicated 

transparently, consumers can infer both expertise and genuine commitment, thereby 

increasing credibility (Lee et al., 2019, p. 426). 

Overall, credibility is understood as a complex construct that emerges from the evaluation 

of multiple perceptual indicators. These include, for example, the perceived trustworthiness 

and expertise of the communicated information (Röttger, 2022, p. 355). 
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Accordingly, this thesis conceptualises credibility as a perceptual construct based on 

trustworthiness and expertise. It captures how believable the communicated sustainability 

information appears and how competent the respective communicator is perceived to be. In 

the present study, credibility is assessed in relation to the presented digital sustainability 

communication formats (see Section 2.1.2), referring to the perceived trustworthiness and 

expertise attributed either to the brand or to the influencer communicating the message. 

2.2.2 Factors Influencing Credibility 

In digital environments, the credibility of sustainability claims is shaped by multiple, 

interrelated factors, which are discussed in this section. 

 

Message Characteristics 
Message characteristics are widely considered important in credibility assessments. 

Empirical research on green advertising indicates that sustainability-related claims are 

perceived as more credible when they are communicated in comprehensive and specific 

terms and substantiated with concrete evidence. In contrast, vague or generic statements 

undermine credibility and may fuel greenwashing concerns. Providing explanations, data, 

or further evidence enables recipients to better assess claims and reduce scepticism. 

Overall, perceived honesty is the strongest indicator of credibility, indicating whether sources 

or messages are seen as believable (Verleye et al., 2023, pp. 7–9). 
Transparency further strengthens credibility, especially when companies openly address 

corporate benefits associated with sustainability initiatives. Such openness enhances 

consumer acceptance (E. (Anna) Kim et al., 2022, pp. 455–456). Conversely, messages that 

rely predominantly on emotional appeal without sufficient factual grounding, like storytelling 

formats, may appear superficial and weaken credibility (Blau et al., 2022, p. 115). Another 

risk arises when all communicated messages of an organisation place too much emphasis 

on environmental or social risks. Alarmist or exaggerated framing can reduce believability 

when perceived as unrealistic (Grunwald, 2022, p. 287). In conclusion, sustainability 

messages tend to be perceived as more credible when they are communicated with 

specificity, transparency, and a clear factual basis. 

 

Communicator Characteristics 
Credibility is also influenced by perceptions of the communicator. As discussed in Section 

2.2.1, trustworthiness and expertise constitute the core dimensions of credibility (Metzger & 

Flanagin, 2008, p. 8). Attractiveness serves as an additional prerequisite for believable 
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communication. Together, these attributes determine whether communicators are perceived 

as credible (Ohanian, 1990, p. 41). Empirical research confirms that higher source credibility 

increases how credible a message appears to recipients (Jamal et al., 2021, p. 435).  

At the organisational level, credibility increases when communicated sustainability claims 

align with observable corporate behaviour over time (Bruhn & Zimmermann, 2017, p. 16). 

Organisations can act as the sender, but identifiable individuals make sustainability 

communication more relatable and impactful. As credibility perceptions vary across 

audiences and settings, communicators should be selected based on their perceived 

suitability within the target group (Dickel & Kronewald, 2023, p. 252).  

In influencer communication, perceived credibility is essential for sustainability-related 

responses. Accordingly, influencers can contribute to sustainable purchasing behaviour if 

they are perceived as credible (Vilkaite-Vaitone, 2024, p. 10). However, credibility is also 

determined by the perceived topical relevance of the influencer to sustainability. Influencers 

who genuinely engage with sustainability content support this perception (Nygaard, 2024, 

p. 54). For example, sustainability advocates or content creators may be particularly suitable 

communicators in this context (Bürker, 2025, p. 338). Dalla-Pria and Rodríguez-de-Dios 

(2022) further emphasise that credibility is not determined by whether a message is 

communicated by a company or an influencer (Dalla-Pria & Rodríguez-de-Dios, 2022, p. 

549). Building on these findings, credibility can be assumed to depend largely on the 

perceived suitability of the communicator. 

 

Communication Format Characteristics 
The format used to communicate sustainability also affects how credible it appears. 

Academic literature distinguishes between storytelling, evidential formats, and the use of 

third-party voices to enhance believability (Bürker, 2025, pp. 336–338).  

Storytelling can improve perceptions of credibility by providing concrete insights into projects 

or personal accounts from employees or partners. Bürker (2025) argues that this makes 

sustainability initiatives more relatable (Bürker, 2025, p. 336). By contrast, Blau et al. (2022) 

caution that emotional framing without factual substance may make messages appear 

promotional rather than informative, thereby undermining credibility (Blau et al., 2022, p. 

115). Evidential formats, such as reports or infographics, strengthen credibility by providing 

factual depth and transparent information (Bürker, 2020, p. 138, 2025, p. 337). Third-party 

voices, including sustainability experts and content creators, can further increase credibility 

by adding perceived impartial sources. Across formats, credibility increases when 
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information is specific, evidence-based, and openly addresses potential trade-offs (Bürker, 

2025, p. 338). 

 

External Verification  
Independent certifications and external verification help close information gaps by 

converting otherwise non-observable sustainability qualities into standardised indicators that 

can be compared and evaluated (Deconinck & Hobeika, 2023, p. 27). Evidence suggests 

that consumers consider certifications to be more effective in reinforcing credibility than 

endorsements by prominent individuals. This conclusion is drawn from a large-scale, non-

academic consumer survey conducted by the Nuremberg Institute for Market Decisions with 

more than 8,000 participants across eight countries, including Germany (Biró & Neus, 2023, 

pp. 26–27, 39). Certifications such as the B Corp label, are important for establishing 

credibility because they demonstrate that a company’s sustainability practices have 

undergone rigorous external assessment (Paelman et al., 2021, p. 12). Achieving B Corp 

status requires firms to substantiate their social and environmental practices through verified 

evidence and to comply with stringent disclosure requirements, which can enhance 

perceived corporate responsibility (B Lab, n.d.). For example, Weleda has held B Corp 

certification since 2021 and communicates it on online platforms such as websites. This 

illustrates how cosmetics brands use third-party assurance to communicate independently 

evaluated sustainability standards to consumers (Weleda, n.d.). However, even certified 

companies must ensure transparency and present structured documentation to maintain 

credibility. This enables consumers to assess whether stated commitments are reflected in 

organisational practices (Attanasio et al., 2025, p. 3766). 

 

Taken together, the reviewed factors indicate that different digital sustainability 

communication formats may signal credibility in different ways. This supports the 

comparative examination of perceived credibility across formats in the present study. Figure 

1 summarises the key credibility drivers identified in the research discussed in this section.  
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Figure 1: Key Drivers of Perceived Credibility in Digital Sustainability Communication 

Source: Own illustration, based on (Attanasio et al., 2025, p. 3766; Blau et al., 2022, p. 115; Bürker, 2020, p. 

138, 2025, pp. 336–338; Deconinck & Hobeika, 2023, p. 27; Dickel & Kronewald, 2023, p. 252; E. (Anna) Kim 

et al., 2022, pp. 455–456; Metzger & Flanagin, 2008, p. 8; Nygaard, 2024, p. 54; Ohanian, 1990, p. 41; 

Paelman et al., 2021, p. 12; Verleye et al., 2023, pp. 7–9) 

2.2.3 Greenwashing  

Greenwashing describes practices in which organisations present themselves as more 

environmentally responsible than justified by their actual activities (Ranisch & 

Schmiedeknecht, 2023, p. 31; Tavanti, 2023, p. 134). In communication research, it is 

understood as a strategic distortion that creates a favourable environmental reputation in 

the absence of substantive initiatives (Becker-Olsen & Potucek, 2013, p. 1318). 

Greenwashing often relies on misleading and difficult-to-verify sustainability claims that lack 

specific information or independent evidence. It may also rely on euphemistic framing by 

selectively highlighting positive aspects while obscuring other environmental impacts (Dickel 

& Kronewald, 2023, pp. 247–248). 

Empirical evidence indicates that vague sustainability claims are widespread in digital 

settings. An EU-wide review of online environmental claims across several sectors, including 

cosmetics, indicated that a majority of the assessed claims did not disclose enough details 

for verification. In addition, 42% of the statements were evaluated as potentially misleading 

(European Commission, 2021, p. 1), which can contribute to reputational damage (Nygaard, 

2024, p. 64). These findings underline that greenwashing intensifies scepticism and 

emphasises the importance of credible communication (Bürker, 2025, p. 21).  

Empirical studies demonstrate that perceived greenwashing reduces both credibility and 

positive sustainability-related associations (Akturan, 2018, p. 818). With growing consumer 
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knowledge about sustainability, environmental claims that appear misleading tend to be 

scrutinised more sceptically. This reduces the intention to purchase from the communicated 

brands (Nguyen et al., 2019, p. 11). Rising greenwashing awareness makes it more difficult 

to appear genuine. Credibility improves when companies openly document sustainability 

efforts and cooperate with reputable partners who can confirm the legitimacy of these 

actions (Terchilă, 2025, pp. 124–125).  

Against this background, it can be expected that transparent and verifiable digital 

sustainability communication is crucial for maintaining credibility. To sum up, the discussion 

of greenwashing highlights the fragility of credibility in sustainability communication, 

emphasising its pivotal role in influencing consumer perceptions and behavioural responses. 

2.3 Purchase Intention and Consumer Behaviour in the Cosmetics Market 

This section outlines the purchase decision process and discusses the relevance of 

sustainability communication at different stages. It then reviews theoretical and empirical 

evidence on how perceived credibility relates to purchase intention and introduces 

established consumer behaviour models in sustainable consumption. Together, these 

perspectives provide a conceptual basis for analysing how credible digital sustainability 

communication may shape purchase intention in the cosmetics market. 

2.3.1 Purchase Decision Process 

To analyse responses to sustainability communication in the cosmetics market, it is 

important to consider how consumers form purchase decisions. Therefore, this study draws 

on Kotler’s five-stage model as its conceptual foundation. This model describes how 

decisions evolve through interconnected phases before, during and after the transaction 

itself. The structure of this process is illustrated in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2: Purchase Decision Process 

Source: Adapted from Kotler et al., 2022, p. 287, translation by the author 

Kotler’s model indicates that the entire process must be considered when developing 

effective communication strategies. It provides a useful framework for identifying where 

sustainability communication can influence perceptions and choices (Kotler et al., 2022, p. 

287).  
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Need recognition 
The first phase involves the recognition of a need. This may be shaped by internal or external 

factors. In the context of cosmetics, internal factors may reflect a perceived need to reach a 

desired state, whereas external factors can include digital advertising, social interaction, and 

media exposure (Kotler et al., 2022, pp. 287–288). Needs are closely related to appearance 

concerns and self-confidence, particularly among younger consumers (Park & Hong, 2024, 

p. 52). Sustainability considerations increasingly shape cosmetic consumption, as concerns 

about health and environmental consequences, as well as product composition, influence 

how consumers evaluate and select cosmetic products (Park & Hong, 2024, p. 67).  

 
Information search 
Following need recognition, consumers seek information to reduce uncertainty. The intensity 

of this search depends on the perceived importance and complexity of the purchase. 

Information sources typically include personal recommendations and brand communication. 

Digital environments intensify this phase by providing access to various social media 

reviews and recommendations (Kotler et al., 2022, pp. 288–289). Sustainability-related 

information on social channels supports the development of buying intention for sustainable 

cosmetic products (Nekmahmud et al., 2022, p. 12). In addition, social platforms contribute 

to the formation of environmental attitudes (Pop et al., 2020, p. 9). At this stage, digital 

sustainability communication primarily fulfils a cognitive orientation function by shaping 

consumers’ knowledge base for subsequent evaluations (Bruhn, 2019, p. 162). 

 

Evaluation of options 
In the evaluation stage, consumers compare brands based on relevant attributes. In 

cosmetics, these may include ingredients, price, product quality and brand image. 

Evaluation criteria differ across individuals. Consumers combine analytical reasoning with 

intuitive judgments and assign varying importance to specific qualities when forming their 

preferences (Kotler et al., 2022, pp. 289–291). Social and environmental aspects have 

gained growing importance as criteria influencing consumers’ product choices (Park & Hong, 

2024, p. 67). However, these considerations may complement rather than replace traditional 

criteria. Attributes such as efficacy and price remain central to purchase decisions (Lin et 

al., 2018, pp. 9–10). As many sustainability attributes are credence-based, consumers rely 

on communicated information and certifications to assess their credibility (Balderjahn, 2021, 

p. 166). Accordingly, it can be argued that the perceived credibility of sustainability claims 

likely determines whether such attributes are actually taken into account during evaluation. 
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Purchase decision 
Subsequent to evaluating alternatives, consumers translate preferences into purchase 

intention and choose a brand. This decision remains susceptible to social influence and 

situational constraints such as budget limits (Kotler et al., 2022, p. 292). In the cosmetics 

market, social validation via social media content or recommendations from influencers can 

weaken or reinforce intended choices (Park & Hong, 2024, p. 68). Credible sustainability 

communication can reduce uncertainty about environmental claims and support purchase 

decisions (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166). Empirical research indicates that integrating 

sustainability into corporate communication has a positive effect on purchase decisions (Del 

Pilar Miranda-Guerra et al., 2023, p. 6). 

 

Post-purchase behaviour 
The decision process continues after purchase. Satisfaction depends on whether the 

product experience aligns with consumer expectations, which can foster repeat purchases 

and recommendations. If communicated product attributes do not correspond to the actual 

performance, dissatisfaction occurs. Applied to sustainability communication, perceived 

gaps between sustainability claims and the actual product may therefore amplify 

dissatisfaction (Kotler et al., 2022, pp. 293–294).  

 

Overall, Kotler’s five-stage model suggests that sustainability communication can influence 

cosmetic purchase intention at multiple stages. However, consumers do not necessarily 

engage in every stage, particularly in habitual situations (Kotler et al., 2022, p. 287). Building 

on the preceding evidence, credibility appears particularly important during information 

search and evaluation, as it influences whether sustainability cues are translated into buying 

intentions. 

2.3.2 Relationship Between Perceived Credibility and Purchase Intention 

In markets characterised by credence attributes, purchase intention depends on perceptions 

of communicated sustainability indicators that reduce ambiguity. Therefore, credible 

communication constitutes a key mechanism enabling consumers to develop purchase 

intention (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166). Empirical findings on green advertising suggests that 

several credibility-related attributes (see also Section 2.2.2) substantially contribute to 

consumers’ purchase intention. When sustainability advertising is perceived as reliable and 

informative, purchase intention increases. In addition, the attractiveness of the 

advertisement is also positively associated with consumers’ intention to purchase (W. Kim 
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& Cha, 2021, p. 5). A similar emphasis on credibility can be observed in digital influencer 

communication. Lou and Yuan (2019) argue that the credibility of an influencer comprises 

multiple dimensions. Nevertheless, their results indicate that only perceived trustworthiness 

increases purchase intention, whereas the remaining credibility dimensions are not 

significant predictors. This implies that trustworthiness may constitute the most influential 

component within the broader credibility construct in digital contexts (Lou & Yuan, 2019, pp. 

6, 8). By contrast, when consumers perceive greenwashing, credibility decreases, which in 

turn reduces purchase intention (Akturan, 2018, p. 818). Similarly, Isac et al. (2025) show 

that greenwashing relates to lower purchase intention. This relationship is partly explained 

by weakened trust in the brand’s sustainability-related efforts (Isac et al., 2025, p. 8).  

Taken together, these findings suggest that credibility drivers (see Section 2.2.2) play a 

decisive role in determining whether sustainability communication strengthens or weakens 

purchase intention. For the present study, perceived credibility is therefore understood as a 

key perceptual construct through which digital sustainability communication is expected to 

directly affect purchase intention among German cosmetics consumers. 

2.3.3 Theory of Planned Behaviour 

The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) provides a suitable framework for explaining how 

psychological factors determine intentional behaviour, including sustainable choices (Ajzen, 

1991, p. 188; Bürker, 2025, p. 218). Within TPB, behaviour is predicted by the combined 

influence of attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control (PBC) (Ajzen, 

1991, p. 188). Attitudes represent an individual’s overall assessment of performing a specific 

behaviour. In sustainability contexts, this reflects whether sustainable consumption is 

considered meaningful and worth supporting (Haddock & Maio, 2023, pp. 221–222). 

Empirical studies consistently indicate that favourable attitudes concerning sustainable 

cosmetics are associated with stronger buying intentions (Askadilla & Krisjanti, 2017, pp. 

11; Pop et al., 2020, p. 9).  

Subjective norms describe how strongly an individual perceives social expectations 

surrounding a behaviour. This influence emerges when sustainable practices are socially 

endorsed and individuals are inclined to align their behaviour with these perceived norms 

(Haddock & Maio, 2023, p. 222). These norms affect purchase intention for sustainable 

cosmetics (Askadilla & Krisjanti, 2017, pp. 10–11), and social media content reinforces 

subjective norms by increasing the perceived social relevance of sustainable products (Pop 

et al., 2020, pp. 9–10). 
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PBC describes the perceived ability to carry out a certain behaviour. In sustainable 

consumption, this belief influences the formation of sustainable intentions and, when 

sufficient capabilities are present, can also directly affect related behaviour (Haddock & 

Maio, 2023, pp. 222–223). Empirical evidence from the cosmetics market shows that PBC 

is closely linked to purchase intention (Askadilla & Krisjanti, 2017, pp. 10–11). From a 

communication perspective, TPB implies that sustainable behaviour depends on favourable 

attitudes, perceived social expectations, and ability to take action (Bürker, 2025, p. 218).  

For this thesis, TPB is relevant because it links purchase intention to underlying beliefs, 

thereby clarifying how credibility cues in digital sustainability communication may influence 

intention formation. 

2.3.4 Attitude-Behaviour Gap 

The attitude-behaviour gap refers to “the predictability of attitude to behavior” (Zhuo et al., 

2022, p. 13). In sustainability research, this is commonly termed the “green attitude-

behaviour gap”, indicating that positive sustainability attitudes are not consistently reflected 

in corresponding purchase decisions. This divergence is influenced by situational and social 

factors, including the ease of finding suitable options and social expectations. These factors 

can attenuate the impact of attitudes on behaviour (Joshi & Rahman, 2015, p. 129). Practical 

barriers reinforce this gap. Sustainable options frequently require additional knowledge, 

involve higher financial or time-related costs, and reduce convenience, thereby discouraging 

consistent pro-environmental actions (Kropp, 2019, pp. 17–19). Consequently, sustainability 

considerations tend to be less salient in everyday decision-making, even among consumers 

who recognise their wider social and ecological implications (Kropp, 2019, p. 18). 

Communication-related factors can contribute to intensifying the discrepancy between 

attitudes and behaviour. Empirical evidence shows that perceptions of greenwashing reduce 

the extent to which positive environmental attitudes translate into sustainable purchase 

intention (Margariti et al., 2024, p. 7). Vague or unclear sustainability information regarding 

ingredients and production processes in the cosmetics market reduces the intention to 

choose sustainable products (Margariti et al., 2024, p. 8). Overall, these insights suggest 

that perceived credibility may be crucial for transforming sustainability attitudes into 

purchase intention. 

2.4 Psychographic Segmentation in the Sustainability Context 

Consumers differ substantially in their perceptions of and responses to sustainability. These 

differences are linked to underlying value orientations. This chapter addresses 

psychographic characteristics as a conceptual foundation for capturing such heterogeneity 
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and for structuring consumer groups in a sustainability context. These orientations provide 

the basis for segmenting consumers in this study and for analysing whether the association 

between perceived credibility and purchase intention varies across psychographic target 

groups. 

2.4.1 Psychographic Influences on Sustainable Consumption 

Consumers exhibit distinct sustainability-related psychological orientations. Accordingly, 

they cannot be regarded as a uniform target group (Sahelices-Pinto et al., 2023, p. 237). 

This heterogeneity is supported by empirical findings indicating that specific underlying value 

orientations and motivational drivers are systematically associated with sustainable 

consumption patterns. Individuals prioritise sustainability differently depending on their 

personal orientations. Consumers tend to engage more strongly in environmentally 

responsible consumption when social concern plays a central role in their personal values. 

By contrast, a strong focus on personal independence can weaken this effect, as 

sustainability-oriented practices may be perceived as effortful or incompatible with 

established habits. A preference for maintaining familiar patterns over adapting to social 

expectations can further limit openness to changes in consumption behaviour (Sharma & 

Jha, 2017, pp. 83–84). These psychographic differences are consequential. The influence 

of personal value orientations on behaviour is particularly pronounced when accompanied 

by a favourable environmental attitude (Sharma & Jha, 2017, p. 85). Empirical evidence 

further confirms that psychographic factors significantly shape sustainable purchase 

intention (Falke et al., 2022, p. 916).  Moreover, prior sustainable consumption experiences 

strengthen future intentions, indicating that psychographic decision patterns develop 

cumulatively over time (Falke et al., 2022, p. 918). Sustainability-related behaviour is also 

influenced by the interplay of individual moral standards, affective responses and social 

expectations. Kropp (2019) argues that environmentally harmful actions often occur 

unintentionally, as individuals prioritise competing goals in daily decision-making and do not 

consistently consider ecological consequences (Kropp, 2019, pp. 17–18).  

Research confirms that psychographic characteristics explain sustainable patterns more 

effectively than observable attributes such as socio-demographics (Mathur, 2025, p. 180). 

Psychographic segmentation therefore provides a more suitable basis for understanding 

sustainability-related consumer choices, as it captures deeper motivational structures that 

demographic classifications alone cannot explain. Aligning sustainability communication 

with these structures is associated with stronger consumer engagement and more persistent 

behavioural responses (Bhat et al., 2025, p. 8795). Building on these insights, differences 
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in sustainability-related orientations appear essential for understanding why consumers 

respond differently to sustainability communication. 

2.4.2 Definition and Key Characteristics of Psychographic Segmentation 

Market segmentation aims to structure heterogeneous markets by grouping consumers who 

respond in comparable ways to marketing activities while ensuring that these groups remain 

clearly distinguishable in their behaviour patterns (Meffert et al., 2024, pp. 220–221). 

Demographic segmentation categorises consumers according to observable attributes such 

as age and gender. This provides a basic overview of the market composition. Such 

characteristics remain essential for assessing market potential and evaluating the 

effectiveness of targeting different customer segments (Kotler et al., 2022, p. 350). However, 

even if consumers belong to the same demographic group, their underlying motivations and 

preferences can differ significantly. This limitation highlights the need for segmentation 

criteria that capture deeper behavioural drivers. Psychographic segmentation addresses 

this by grouping individuals according to psychological characteristics (Kotler & Keller, 2016, 

p. 280).  

In marketing theory, psychographic approaches are commonly structured around the 

dimensions of social class, lifestyle and personality. Class-based segmentation assumes 

that different social groups develop distinct consumption patterns and expectations, which 

can be used by firms to design value propositions that align with the norms and preferences 

of each group. Lifestyle segmentation focuses on characteristic ways of living that shape 

consumption choices and are often combined with demographic or behavioural indicators to 

improve segmentation accuracy. Personality-based segmentation draws on psychological 

traits and links them to brand positioning strategies. This approach is particularly relevant in 

markets where identification processes often play a role, such as cosmetics (Kotler et al., 

2022, pp. 352–353).   

In psychographic segmentation, attitudes are especially informative because they indicate 

likely behavioural tendencies. However, broad attitudes remain too abstract to explain 

concrete purchase decisions. For example, a consumer may value sustainability in general 

but still avoid buying a sustainable cosmetic product if the price is too high. Therefore, 

general attitudes need to be complemented by more specific psychographic factors, such 

as lifestyle orientation (Meffert et al., 2024, p. 226). 

In sustainability contexts, psychographic segmentation enables firms to identify consumer 

segments for whom environmental behaviour is personally relevant. In addition, 

psychographic insights make it possible to distinguish between consumers who fail to be 
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sustainable due to a lack of motivation and those whose behaviour is constrained by limited 

knowledge or insufficient information. This differentiation allows companies to focus their 

efforts on developing effective sustainability communication approaches (Nygaard, 2024, 

pp. 145–146). Accordingly, psychographic segmentation provides the conceptual basis for 

examining whether credibility effects differ across consumer groups in this study. 

2.4.3 Psychographic Dimensions of Sustainability-Related Orientation 

Several psychographic dimensions are important for differentiating consumer segments in 

sustainability contexts. The key factors include environmental concern, sustainability-related 

values and broader environmental worldviews. These worldviews capture how individuals 

generally view environmental responsibility within the broader public. Environmental 

concern refers to the combination of awareness and affective reactions to related issues, 

which together influence environmentally responsible behaviour (Mathur, 2025, p. 179). 

Personal values represent a key dimension of psychographic influences. Individuals who 

emphasise compassion, acceptance and a sense of connectedness to others tend to prefer 

sustainable options. These values enhance the personal relevance of acting sustainably and 

therefore support its integration into behaviour. Universalism is particularly important 

because it reflects concern for the welfare of others and for the nature. However, not all 

value orientations foster pro-environmental behaviour. Individuals who prioritise self-

direction tend to value independence and personal choice. As a result, they are less 

responsive to social expectations, thereby reducing the willingness to adopt more 

sustainable patterns. Values are closely linked to environmental attitudes, which influence 

how strongly these are reflected in actual behaviour. Research indicates that personal 

priorities including self-enrichment encourage sustainable action primarily when individuals 

also hold favourable attitudes (Sharma & Jha, 2017, pp. 83–85). In the cosmetics sector, 

consumers who perceive environmental responsibility as part of their self-concept and 

believe in their ability to act accordingly show more consistent sustainable consumption 

patterns (Singhal & Malik, 2021, p. 516). 

Another important dimension concerns individuals’ environmental approaches. An 

ecocentric orientation assigns intrinsic value to the environment and emphasises 

responsibility for its protection. Consumers with this perspective are more likely to prefer 

environmentally sustainable products. In contrast, an anthropocentric orientation centres on 

human benefits and tends to weaken concern for long-term environmental consequences. 

Their consumption decisions are therefore primarily guided by self-interest (Baltacı et al., 

2025, pp. 4–5). 



Theoretical Foundations 24 

Lifestyle patterns and habits further shape sustainability-related decisions. Consumers often 

rely on prior product experiences when developing attitudes. Negative experiences with 

products marketed as sustainable can reduce openness towards green alternatives. 

Consumers who prioritise performance or price assign less importance to environmental 

attributes in their product choices (Lin et al., 2018, p. 10). Conversely, a health-oriented 

lifestyle is associated with higher openness toward natural cosmetics and a stronger 

readiness to accept higher prices for related ingredients and packaging (Amberg & 

Fogarassy, 2019, p. 10).  

Future orientation has emerged as another relevant psychographic dimension. Empirical 

evidence indicates a positive link between future-oriented thinking and environmentally 

conscious behaviour. The findings suggest that stronger consideration of long-term 

consequences tends to coincide with more sustainable consumption (Naderi & Van 

Steenburg, 2018, p. 287). 

In recent years, green scepticism has gained particular importance as a differentiating factor. 

Research consistently indicates that greenwashing heightens consumer scepticism, which 

subsequently reduces purchase intention. This is especially pronounced among consumers 

with greater environmental knowledge and information (Nguyen et al., 2019, pp. 7, 10). 

Environmental beliefs also shape sceptical responses. Individuals who care deeply about 

ecological impacts tend to react more critically to greenwashing and may develop negative 

reactions towards brands (Khandai et al., 2025, pp. 14, 17). Purchase intention decreases 

as greenwashing increases, and consumers’ environmental knowledge affects the 

magnitude of this effect (Isac et al., 2025, p. 8). Empirical findings indicate that precise 

communication results in more positive evaluations, particularly among consumers with 

strong environmental attitudes, whereas vague claims increase scepticism and lower 

consumers’ price acceptance. Among consumers with weaker environmental attitudes, 

critical responses tend to differ less across claim specificity. Therefore, individuals with 

strong sustainability orientations may evaluate specific sustainability communication more 

favourably (Pham & Barretta, 2024, pp. 25–27). They are less inclined to assume that 

sustainability messages are purely promotional and more likely to attribute competence to 

them (Magee, 2022, p. 548). Against this background, it can be assumed that the 

perceptions of sustainability communication differ across psychographic orientations. 

In this study, sustainability-related psychographic orientation is used to describe recurring 

patterns across several interrelated characteristics discussed in this section. These 

characteristics include sustainability-related personal values, environmental concern, 

attitudes, approaches, as well as related lifestyle and future-oriented tendencies. This 
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concept serves as an analytical framework for capturing systematic differences in how 

consumers perceive digital sustainability communication. In this thesis, the extent to which 

these characteristics are pronounced is likely to influence how personally relevant 

sustainability issues are to an individual. Accordingly, respondents are assumed to differ in 

terms of a relatively weaker or stronger sustainability orientation, which is expected to 

influence how credibility cues are processed and translated into purchase intention. Figure 

3 summarises six psychographic dimensions outlined above that shape sustainability-

related orientation. 

 
Figure 3: Psychographic Dimensions Influencing Sustainability-Related Orientation 

Source: Own illustration, based on (Amberg & Fogarassy, 2019, p. 10; Baltacı et al., 2025, pp. 4–5; Lin et al., 

2018, p. 10; Mathur, 2025, p. 179; Naderi & Van Steenburg, 2018, p. 287; Sharma & Jha, 2017, pp. 83–85; 

Singhal & Malik, 2021, p. 516) 

2.5 Research Hypotheses 

Hypotheses are testable assumptions about expected relationships between variables 

(Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 131). Building on the state of research outlined in Chapter 2, this 

study derives relationship and difference hypotheses (H1-H8) to address the investigated 

research topic (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 132). The hypotheses are tested in the empirical 

analysis presented in Section 4.1. Table 2 summarises the research hypotheses and relates 

each one to the key theoretical arguments discussed in the preceding sections. 

 

In empirical research, hypothesis testing contrasts a null hypothesis (H0) with an alternative 

hypothesis (H1). While H0 assumes no systematic relationship or difference between the 

investigated variables, H1 assumes that an effect is present. If H0 is rejected, the results 

are considered statistically significant, providing evidence in favour of H1. If H0 is not 

rejected, the results do not provide adequate statistical evidence to infer that an effect exists. 

Hypothesis testing evaluates whether the available data provide sufficient evidence to reject 

H0. Thus, it aims to reject H0 and thereby supports the alternative hypothesis (Berger-

Grabner, 2022, pp. 131–132).  

 

 

Sustainability-related 
Psychographic Orientation

Personal 
Values

Environmental 
Concern

Environmental 
Attitudes

Environmental 
Approaches

Lifestyle 
Orientation

Future 
Orientation



Theoretical Foundations 26 

Table 2: Derivation of the Research Hypotheses 

Hypotheses on the perceived credibility of sustainability communication formats 

H1 
Evidential sustainability communication formats are perceived as more credible 
than emotionally framed sustainability storytelling formats. 

Reference 

Sustainability claims largely relate to credence attributes and information asymmetry and 

are difficult to verify directly. Evidential formats provide specific, transparent, and verifiable 
information, thereby reducing uncertainty and supporting credibility judgements. By 

contrast, emotionally framed storytelling without sufficient factual grounding may be 

perceived as less substantive in sustainability contexts and can therefore weaken credibility 

perceptions. Accordingly, it is assumed that evidential sustainability communication is 

perceived as more credible than emotionally framed sustainability storytelling formats. 

 

Relevant sections: 2.1.2, 2.1.3, 2.2.2 

H2 
Digital sustainability communication featuring a sustainability-focused influencer is 
perceived as more credible than communication featuring a beauty and lifestyle 
influencer. 

Reference 

Credibility is primarily based on trustworthiness and expertise. In influencer communication, 

perceived suitability and topic fit also influence credibility. Therefore, sustainability 

communication featuring a sustainability-focused influencer is expected to be perceived as 

more credible than the same communication featuring a beauty and lifestyle influencer. 

 
Relevant sections: 2.1.2, 2.2.1, 2.2.2 

Hypothesis on the impact of greenwashing on perceived credibility and purchase intention 

H3 
The higher the perceived greenwashing in digital sustainability communication, the 
lower the perceived credibility of the communication. 

Reference 

Greenwashing involves vague or deceptive sustainability claims that increase scepticism 

and undermine credibility. Because credibility depends on perceived expertise as well as 

specific, transparent and evidence-based communication, it is assumed that higher 

perceived greenwashing reduces the perceived credibility of sustainability communication. 

 

Relevant sections: 2.2.2, 2.2.3 
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H4 
The higher the perceived greenwashing in digital sustainability communication, the 
lower consumers’ purchase intention for products of the communicated brand. 

Reference 

Perceived greenwashing increases scepticism and reduces purchase intention. 

Accordingly, higher perceived greenwashing in digital sustainability communication is 
expected to lower consumers’ purchase intention for products of the communicated brand. 

 

Relevant sections: 2.2.3, 2.3.2 

Hypothesis on the impact of credibility on purchase intention 

H5 
The higher the perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication, the 
higher consumers’ purchase intention for products of the communicated brand. 

Reference 

When sustainability information is perceived as credible, consumers tend to integrate this 

information into evaluation processes and use it to reduce uncertainty surrounding 

sustainability claims. This is positively associated with purchase intention. Therefore, H5 

assumes that higher perceived credibility leads to increased purchase intention. 

 
Relevant sections: 2.1.3, 2.2.2, 2.3.1, 2.3.2, 2.3.4 

Hypothesis on the differences between psychographic orientations 

H6 
Perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication differs between 
psychographic consumer segments with a stronger sustainability-related 
orientation and those with a weaker sustainability-related orientation. 

Reference 

Consumers are described as heterogeneous in sustainability contexts. Differences in 

environmental concern, approaches, values, attitudes, lifestyle patterns and future-oriented 

thinking influence how personally relevant sustainability aspects are perceived and how 

sustainability-related communication is evaluated. Therefore, perceived credibility of digital 

sustainability communication is expected to differ between more and less sustainability-

oriented psychographic segments.  

 
Relevant sections: 2.4.1, 2.4.2, 2.4.3 

H7 

Consumers with a stronger sustainability-related psychographic orientation 
perceive evidential sustainability communication as more credible than emotionally 
framed sustainability communication, compared with consumers with a weaker 
orientation. 

Reference 

Credibility is strengthened by specificity, transparency, and evidence-based information, 

whereas emotionally framed sustainability messages without sufficient factual substance 
may appear superficial. Consumers with stronger sustainability orientations tend to process 

sustainability information more critically. Precise communication leads to more positive 
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credibility evaluations. Therefore, H7 assumes that consumers with a stronger 

sustainability-related orientation perceive evidential formats as more credible than 

predominantly emotional sustainability storytelling formats, compared with weaker 

orientation groups. 

 

Relevant sections: 2.1.2, 2.2.2, 2.4.3 

H8 
The positive effect of perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication 
on purchase intention is stronger for consumers with a stronger sustainability-
related psychographic orientation than for consumers with a weaker orientation. 

Reference 

Perceived credibility can support purchase intention by reducing uncertainty and scepticism 

regarding sustainability claims. At the same time, consumers differ in the personal relevance 

they attribute to sustainability, which shapes how sustainability information is processed and 

translated into intention formation. Building on these considerations, it is expected that 

credibility cues in digital sustainability communication are more consequential for purchase 

intention among consumers with a stronger sustainability-related orientation than among 
those with a weaker orientation. 

 

Relevant sections: 2.3.2, 2.3.3, 2.3.4, 2.4.1, 2.4.3 

Source: Own illustration 

 



Empirical Study 29 

3 Empirical Study 

This chapter presents the empirical study. It outlines the selected research method, 

discusses key empirical quality criteria, and describes the research design, including the 

questionnaire structure and pretest. Finally, the results are presented and analysed. 

3.1 Selection of the Research Method 

To address the research objective of this thesis, an approach is required that links theoretical 

assumptions to observable evidence. In communication research, this entails the systematic 

and transparent collection of data to safeguard the comprehensibility and reproducibility of 

the findings. This method is referred to as empirical research (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, pp. 

1–3). The present study follows an empirical research logic. Accordingly, it not only captures 

how credible consumers perceive digital sustainability communication by cosmetics brands 

but also assesses whether these perceptions are associated with purchase intention and 

whether the strength of these relationships varies across psychographic target groups. 

Empirical research commonly distinguishes between qualitative and quantitative 

methodological approaches, depending on the research objective (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, 

pp. 4–5). Qualitative methods aim to gain deep insights into individual perceptions and 

interpretations. Accordingly, they typically employ open and flexible forms of data collection, 

such as interviews or group discussions. Because the objective is depth rather than 

numerical comparison, qualitative studies typically rely on small, purposive samples. This is 

especially useful when prior knowledge is limited, as it supports exploring complex 

relationships and theory development (Berger-Grabner, 2022, pp. 127–128; H.-B. Brosius 

et al., 2022, pp. 4–5).  

In contrast, quantitative research focuses on measuring selected aspects of a research topic 

using numerical data. To enable comparison, multifaceted issues are operationalised into 

clearly defined variables and examined across large samples (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 

4). Researchers use a standardised data collection protocol and provide identical conditions 

for all participants. This increases comparability as well as objectivity and allows for 

hypothesis testing. Quantitative research examines the relationships between variables, for 

example through surveys, panels, and experiments (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 127).   

Given the research focus of this thesis, a quantitative approach was selected to statistically 

test the relationship between perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication and 

purchase intention. Collecting standardised numerical data from a larger sample enables 

systematic comparisons across communication formats and psychographic groups and 
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supports a hypothesis-driven analysis of the proposed relationships and differences (see 

Section 2.5). 

A standardised survey constitutes an appropriate quantitative data collection method. 

Surveys often follow a clearly defined structure, including consistent question wording and 

closed-ended answer formats to enhance comparability across respondents (Berger-

Grabner, 2022, p. 174). Therefore, surveys suit market-related research that relies on 

information obtained directly from participants (Bruhn, 2024, p. 91). In this context, 

researchers focus on specific attributes relevant to the research aim and treat participants 

primarily as carriers of these attributes rather than as fully individual cases (H.-B. Brosius et 

al., 2022, p. 86). 

In the present study, this standardised survey is implemented as an online questionnaire, 

representing a written survey (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 114). Respondents receive the 

questionnaire digitally, for instance by opening a link provided via email (Berger-Grabner, 

2022, p. 177), and complete it independently without direct interaction with an interviewer. 

This minimises interviewer effects and allows researchers to conduct ongoing analyses 

during data collection (Bruhn, 2024, p. 94). Digital survey tools (e.g. Limesurvey) support 

the automated recording of responses and their direct export into data-processing 

environments like Microsoft Excel, thereby facilitating subsequent statistical analysis. Given 

appropriate digital infrastructure, a broad distribution of the survey enables a substantial 

number of responses within a limited time frame (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 177). However, 

online surveys entail limitations. Participation is typically based on self-selection and can 

therefore distort the composition of the sample. Accordingly, it is difficult to ensure 

representativeness (Bruhn, 2024, p. 94). In addition, researchers have limited control over 

completion conditions and respondent identity, potentially influencing data quality (H.-B. 

Brosius et al., 2022, p. 115). 

3.2 Empirical Quality Criteria 

The quality of empirical findings depends strongly on how data are collected and measured. 

In quantitative research, this is commonly assessed using three interrelated criteria: 

objectivity, reliability, and validity (Berekoven et al., 2009, pp. 80, 83).  

Objectivity describes that a measurement method delivers results which are independent of 

the researcher conducting the study. Under identical procedural conditions, results should 

be replicable across different researchers (Berekoven et al., 2009, p. 80; Berger-Grabner, 

2022, p. 173). This is ensured by limiting subjective influences during the administration, 

evaluation, and interpretation of the measurement process. Administration objectivity is 
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achieved when the survey is carried out with minimal personal interaction, thereby reducing 

the risk that respondents are affected by the researcher’s presence or behaviour. Evaluation 

objectivity is ensured when responses are analysed according to clearly defined and 

standardised rules, limiting subjective judgments during processing the data. Interpretation 

objectivity exists when separate investigators derive the same conclusions. This can be 

assessed using an objectivity coefficient by comparing outcomes from independent 

administrations of the identical measurement approach (Berekoven et al., 2009, p. 80). 

Reliability captures how strongly results remain consistent when researchers repeat the 

measurement under the identical conditions (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 173). Differences 

may arise because external circumstances change, the instrument yields imprecise 

measurements or respondents’ attitudes fluctuate. In addition, repeated exposure to the 

same items may produce learning or familiarity effects that influence subsequent responses 

(Berekoven et al., 2009, p. 81). 

Validity examines whether a measurement actually captures the intended construct and is 

not systematically affected by unrelated factors (Berekoven et al., 2009, p. 82; Berger-

Grabner, 2022, p. 173). A common distinction is made between two different types of validity. 

Internal validity indicates whether observed effects result from the variables of interest rather 

than from confounding influences. External validity captures the generalisability of research 

results. It indicates whether results obtained from the sample can be applied to the target 

population or to the intended application context (Berekoven et al., 2009, p. 82).  

3.3 Research Design 

3.3.1 Framework 

The research question defines the scope of the survey by specifying the target population 

to which the findings are intended to generalise. The population (N) comprises all individuals 

that the research intends to describe or make inferences about. Because surveying an entire 

population is typically infeasible, empirical studies examine only a subset of the population 

(H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, pp. 61–62), namely a sample (n) (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 

63). The sample should closely reflect the target population with respect to attributes that 

are pertinent to the research objective. The more representative the sample, the more 

generalisable the findings to the target population (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 212). Whether 

a sample can be considered representative depends largely on the sampling procedure (H.-

B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 63). Sampling can be random, purposive, or convenience-based 

(H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 69).  
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The present study primarily targets younger generations. However, older participants were 

also included for reasons of research economy. Accordingly, the population of this thesis 

comprises cosmetic consumers living in Germany. For this investigation, a sample size of 

approximately 150 study participants (n = 150) was targeted. This number was chosen to 

enable statistically meaningful hypothesis testing and to support comparisons across 

psychographic consumer groups.  

Random or purposive selection of participants was not possible, as the target population 

could not be accessed under controlled conditions. Therefore, this study relied on a 

convenience selection, meaning participation depended on whether individuals encountered 

the survey link and voluntarily filled out the questionnaire. Although this recruitment 

approach enabled the collection of a sufficient number of responses for the planned 

analyses, it limits representativeness and, therefore, constrains the generalisability of the 

findings (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, pp. 69–70). 

The questionnaire was developed using the online survey tool LimeSurvey. Distribution was 

conducted via several channels to ensure broad reach within the target population. The 

survey link was shared via social media (WhatsApp, LinkedIn, Instagram), where recipients 

were also asked to forward it within their personal network. In addition, the link was shared 

via the University of Applied Sciences Neu-Ulm (HNU) email distribution list, reaching 

students of all degree programmes and semesters. Participation was voluntary and 

anonymous, and respondents completed the questionnaire independently, without any 

contact with an interviewer. 

3.3.2 Structure of the Questionnaire 

When designing a questionnaire, researchers should ensure that the content is appropriate 

and that the instrument follows a clear structure and format to support accurate completion 

(Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 206). Therefore, this study uses closed-ended items to implement 

a fully standardised online questionnaire and to support consistent measurement and 

comparability across respondents (Döring, 2023, p. 399). The instrument was designed by 

aligning layout, content and wording with the research question and hypotheses, and by 

considering functional aspects such as thematic categories, a logical item order, and filter 

routing (Berger-Grabner, 2022, pp. 202–207; Döring, 2023, p. 404). The selection of 

questions and response options was guided by the theoretical foundations and the derived 

research hypotheses presented in Chapter 2. At the beginning of the empirical study, the 

items were refined, the wording finalised and the questionnaire structured into a logical 

sequence. The final version of the questionnaire is presented in Appendix 2. 
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Overall, the questionnaire comprises 13 questions and is divided into four main sections: 

screening questions, evaluation of digital sustainability communication formats, 

psychographic characteristics, and sociodemographic information. 

 

At the starting point, respondents received a brief overview outlining the purpose of this 

study and the relevance of participation, including assurances of anonymity and practical 

details such as the expected completion time (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 207). 

The survey then begins with some icebreaker questions, which are simple to answer and 

help respondents enter the survey situation (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 105). These 

questions also serve a screening function by restricting the analytical sample to respondents 

who meet the predefined inclusion criteria (H.-B. Brosius et al., 2022, p. 106). First, 

participants are asked about their country of residence, with only respondents living 

predominantly in Germany proceeding. Second, the participants indicate how frequently 

they purchase cosmetic products for themselves. Multiple response options are given, 

ranging from at least once a week to never, including two to three times a month, once a 

month, and less than once a month. Respondents who never purchase cosmetics are 

excluded, as it is assumed that they would not be able to contribute any valuable insights to 

the study. Third, participants state whether they at least occasionally search online for 

information about cosmetic products or brands before making a purchase. This screening 

question ensures that the sample has experience with digital information environments. Only 

respondents meeting all criteria continue to the subsequent questions.  

A fourth question assesses whether respondents had encountered online sustainability-

related communication by cosmetic brands within the last twelve months. This item is not 

used as a screening question, but it is included to capture contextual information that 

supports the interpretation of the results. 

Next, the central part of the questionnaire assesses how different forms of digital 

sustainability communication are perceived. Respondents view four stimulus-based 

Instagram posts from a fictitious cosmetics brand to minimise potential brand-related bias 

and to ensure that evaluations focus on the communication format itself.  

Two stimuli represent company-owned formats: evidential sustainability communication and 

emotionally framed sustainability communication. The other two stimuli depict brand-

influencer collaboration formats and differ in the influencer’s positioning. One influencer was 

presented as primarily creating sustainability-related content, while the other was 

characterised as focusing mainly on beauty and lifestyle topics. All four stimuli follow the 

same Instagram mockup design to avoid visual inconsistencies as a confounding factor and 
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to support direct comparisons across formats. The visuals were created specifically for this 

study by generating images with ChatGPT and assembling the final mockups in Canva (see 

Figure 4). The stimuli do not depict real individuals and do not contain any copyrighted brand 

elements. A larger representation of the stimuli is included in Appendix 1.  

  

  
Figure 4: Digital Sustainability Communication Stimuli 

Source: Own illustration, created for this study using AI-generated images (ChatGPT) and assembled in Canva 

After viewing each stimulus, respondents rate standardised statements on a four-point rating 

scale (Döring, 2023, p. 247). Perceived credibility is captured through the dimensions of 

trustworthiness and expertise, while perceived greenwashing indicators are assessed via 

perceptions of exaggerated, euphemistic, vague or difficult-to-verify claims. In addition, 

purchase intention is measured, and the personal appeal of the sustainability information is 

considered to gain further insight into the type of message that resonates best with the target 

sample. 

To identify psychographic differences between respondents, the questionnaire includes a 

block of statements on sustainability-related attitudes and values. Participants rate their 

agreement on a four-point rating scale (Döring, 2023, p. 247). The measured items capture 

environmental and social responsibility, personal concern regarding environmental and 

climate issues, the relevance of sustainability in purchase decisions, and an ecocentric 

mindset, complemented by health consciousness and long-term thinking. 
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The questionnaire concludes with sociodemographic questions, which are typically placed 

at the end to keep respondents’ full attention for the core measures (Berger-Grabner, 2022, 

p. 203). These include age, gender, highest educational qualification, and current main 

occupation with predefined response options. Although sociodemographic characteristics 

are not the primary focus of this analysis, they provide essential information on the sample 

structure and support the contextual interpretation of the results (Döring, 2023, p. 402). 

 

The icebreaker and screening questions at the beginning use single-choice categorical 

responses. Country of residence (Q1), online information behaviour (Q3), and exposure to 

sustainability communication (Q4) are measured on a nominal scale. Purchase frequency 

(Q2), in contrast, is collected using ordered categories ranging from at least once a week to 

never and is therefore treated as an ordinal variable (Berger-Grabner, 2022, pp. 133–134). 

The evaluation of four sustainability communication stimuli as well as psychographic items 

are measured using four-point bipolar rating scales with verbal anchors. These scales range 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree (strongly disagree, rather disagree, rather agree, 

strongly agree) (Döring, 2023, p. 247). An even number of response categories is 

deliberately chosen to avoid a neutral midpoint and to encourage a clear evaluative 

tendency (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 209). Despite being formally ordinal, the scale points 

are typically treated as approximately interval-scaled, as the symmetric and evenly spaced 

response format supports the assumption of equidistant intervals (Döring, 2023, p. 246). 

The sociodemographic variables are collected using single-choice categorical items. Age 

group and educational qualification are measured on an ordinal scale. Gender and current 

main occupation are treated as nominal variables (Berger-Grabner, 2022, pp. 133–134). 

3.3.3 Pretest 

Before launching the developed online survey, a pretest is conducted to identify potential 

weaknesses and assess comprehensibility. A few participants who resemble the target 

population complete the survey under conditions comparable to the main study (Berger-

Grabner, 2022, pp. 124, 202). After completing the questionnaire, participants provide 

feedback on the overall structure of the survey, item clarity, and the adequacy of the 

response options (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 202). The pretest also helps detect practical 

issues, such as overly demanding questions, problems in the filter logic, and the actual time 

needed to complete the survey (Berger-Grabner, 2022, p. 124; Schnell et al., 2018, p. 317).  
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The pretest was conducted with seven participants (n = 7) aged 22 to 60 years. The 

feedback obtained provided the basis for targeted refinements before the main data 

collection. When completing the survey on mobile devices, the stimulus visualisations were 

not fully visible at first glance. Therefore, the images were optimised for smartphone display, 

as the survey is expected to be completed primarily on mobile devices. Another revision 

concerned the response option “The brand (Q5 and Q6) or person (Q7 and Q8) appears 

competent in terms of sustainability”, which participants perceived as insufficiently precise. 

To enhance conceptual clarity, the item was reworded as “The brand (Q5 and Q6) or person 

(Q7 and Q8) appears professionally competent in the field of sustainability”. In addition, 

several participants were unfamiliar with the certification shown in the first stimulus. 

Consequently, a clearer explanation was added. The caption of the emotional format was 

also revised, as it was not interpreted as intended in relation to sustainability. To strengthen 

this link, the sustainability aspect was emphasized more explicitly. Finally, participants 

indicated that the influencer collaboration was not clearly identifiable in the initial 

presentation. The stimulus was adjusted to clearly show the content is a joint publication by 

the company and the influencer. Overall, the questionnaire received very positive feedback. 

Participants particularly highlighted the clarity and coherence of the questionnaire structure 

and question sequencing. The estimated completion time (seven to ten minutes) was 

considered appropriate, and the visual design was perceived as appealing. 

3.4 Analysis and Presentation of Research Results 

For the analysis of the research results, survey data were exported from LimeSurvey and 

subsequently processed in Microsoft Excel and IBM SPSS Statistics for statistical 

evaluation. For improved clarity and to facilitate subsequent analyses and calculations, all 

variables and their respective response categories were numerically coded in LimeSurvey 

prior to data processing (Schnell et al., 2018, p. 388). The rating scales used to assess the 

digital sustainability communication formats as well as sustainability orientation (see Section 

3.3.2) are treated as interval-level measures (Döring, 2023, p. 246). Accordingly, the verbal 

scale anchors were translated into numeric codes (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = rather 

disagree, 3 = rather agree, 4 = strongly agree). A complete overview of the coding scheme 

is provided in the accompanying document (Survey_Variable_Coding_LucaGail.pdf). 

Additionally, suitable visual representations and frequency tables were created for the 

evaluation. Frequency tables report the proportion of observations in each category of a 

variable within the sample (Schnell et al., 2018, pp. 403–404). The resulting cleaned dataset 

(final sample) is documented in the Excel file 02_Cleaned_Survey_Data_LucaGail.xlsx. 
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The online survey was conducted from 16 January 2026 to 2 February 2026. In total, 192 

individuals started the survey, and 162 of them completed the questionnaire. This represents 

a completion rate of 84.4%, while 30 responses were incomplete, resulting in a dropout rate 

of 15.6%. To ensure that the dataset reflected the predefined target population, different 

screening criteria were applied. Overall, 46 respondents were excluded based on the 

screening questions (see Section 3.3.2), representing 24.0% of all survey starts. Most 

exclusions occurred at the third screening stage (Q3: 40 respondents; 20.8%), whereas Q1 

and Q2 each accounted for 3 exclusions (1.6% each). The final dataset used for the 

statistical analyses included 116 respondents (n = 116), as only complete questionnaires 

meeting the inclusion criteria were considered (see Table 3).  
Table 3: Survey Participation and Sample Composition 

Survey starts 192 Participation rate 100% 

Completed surveys 162 Completion rate 84.4% 

Incomplete surveys 30 Dropout rate  15.6% 

Screened-out cases 46 Screen-out rate 24.0% 
Q1 3 Screen-out rate Q1 1.6% 

Q2 3 Screen-out rate Q2 1.6% 

Q3 40 Screen-out rate Q3 20.8% 

Final analytical sample (n) 116 Final sample rate 60.4% 
Source: Own illustration 

3.4.1 Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

Age 
The age distribution of the final analytical sample is concentrated in younger age groups. 

Almost half of respondents (49.1%) are aged 18-24 years, followed by 37.9% in the 25-34 

years age group. Accordingly, the 18-24 years category constitutes the modal age group. 

Older age groups are substantially less represented: 35-44 years account for 4.3%, 45-54 

years for 3.4%, and 55 years or older for 5.2%. In total, participants aged 35 years and 

above comprise 12.9% of the sample (see Table 4). 
Table 4: Frequency Distribution of Age Groups 

Age groups Absolute frequencies (fₖ) Relative frequencies (hₖ) 
18 - 24 years 57 49.1% 

25 - 34 years 44 37.9% 

35 - 44 years 5 4.3% 

45 - 54 years 4 3.4% 

55 years or older 6 5.2% 

Total 116 100% 
Source: Own illustration 
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Gender 
In total, 99 respondents identify as female, whereas 17 respondents identify as male. This 

corresponds to a dominant female proportion of 85.3% and a low male proportion of 14.7%. 

No respondents reported identifying as diverse (see Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5: Gender Distribution of the Sample 

Source: Own illustration 

 
Educational background 
The largest proportion of respondents has obtained a “(Fach-)Abitur” (41.4%). A substantial 

share of the sample has completed tertiary education, with 25.9% having a bachelor’s 

degree and 9.5% having a master’s degree. In addition, 21.6% of respondents have 

completed vocational training, while 1.7% (n = 2) hold a “Hauptschulabschluss”. Taken 

together, the educational profile of the sample reflects a comparatively high level of formal 

qualification. Notably, no respondent reported holding a “Realschulabschluss” as highest 

educational background. 

 

Main occupation 
The occupational profile of the sample is dominated by respondents currently in education. 

Nearly two-thirds of respondents (62.9%) are enrolled as students, whereas approximately 

one-third (32.8%) are in employment, either salaried or self-employed. The remaining 

categories are only marginally represented, including respondents who are not employed 

(1.7%), retired (1.7%), and school pupils (0.9%). In addition, the sample does not comprise 

respondents in an apprenticeship or vocational education programme. 
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3.4.2 Market-Related Characteristics and Prior Exposure 

Country of residence 
Given the study’s focus on the German cosmetics market, residence in Germany constituted 

an inclusion criterion. Accordingly, the final analytical sample (n = 116) consists exclusively 

of respondents residing in Germany. 

 

Purchase frequency of cosmetic products 
Purchase frequency within the final analytical sample (n = 116) reflects regular consumption 

of cosmetic products. 38.8% of respondents purchase cosmetics approximately once per 

month (n = 45), representing the most frequently reported category. 37.9% purchase 

cosmetics two to three times per month (n = 44), accounting for an almost equally large 

share. A smaller proportion of respondents (12.1%) purchase cosmetics at least once a 

week (n = 14), while 11.2% purchase cosmetics less than once per month (n = 13). Overall, 

88.8% of respondents (n = 103) purchase cosmetic products at least once per month. 

Respondents who never purchase cosmetics for themselves were excluded from the 

analytical sample. Figure 6 visualises this distribution. 

 
Figure 6: Purchase Frequency of Cosmetic Products in the Sample 

Source: Own illustration 

 

Online pre-purchase information behaviour 
Online information behaviour was applied as a screening criterion. Consequently, all 

respondents in the final analytical sample (n = 116) inform themselves online about cosmetic 

products or brands at least occasionally prior to purchase. Therefore, no variance is 

observed for this variable within the final analytical sample. 
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Prior exposure to online sustainability-related communication by cosmetic brands 
A total of 83.6% of respondents reported having been exposed to online sustainability-

related statements or content from cosmetic brands within the last twelve months (n = 97), 

constituting the predominant response category. By contrast, 16.4% reported no exposure 

during this period (n = 19). Figure 7 illustrates this distribution. 

 
Figure 7: Prior Exposure to Online Sustainability Communication by Cosmetic Brands 

Source: Own illustration 

3.4.3 Digital Sustainability Communication Formats 

This study assesses digital sustainability communication using latent constructs measured 

indirectly through indicators (Döring, 2023, p. 226), namely perceived credibility, perceived 

greenwashing, and purchase intention. These constructs were operationalised using 

unidimensional psychometric scales consisting of at least two indicator items (Döring, 2023, 

p. 270). Accordingly, respondents rated several statements for each stimulus on a four-point 

rating scale, which was numerically coded for analysis. 

 

Reliability Analysis (Cronbach’s Alpha) 
To ensure measurement precision and appropriateness for subsequent statistical analyses, 

the internal consistency of the scales was investigated in SPSS. Cronbach's alpha was used 

as a measure of reliability for this purpose (Döring, 2023, pp. 438–439). When interpreting 

alpha, it must be noted that the coefficient is influenced by both the number of items and the 

magnitude of inter-item correlations (Döring, 2023, p. 462). According to Brosius (2018), 

values of α ≥ .80 are regarded as indicating sufficient reliability, whereas α ≥ .70 may also 

be considered acceptable (F. Brosius, 2018, p. 951). As identical items were applied across 

the four sustainability communication formats, alpha was calculated for each construct 

across all stimuli (see Table 5). Appendix 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 contain the calculated alpha values 
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for all constructs, as well as the associated inter-item correlations and the improved value if 

items were excluded. 
Table 5: Reliability Statistics for Perception Constructs 

Construct Items Cronbach’s α 
Perceived Credibility 12 .767 

Perceived Greenwashing 8 .641 

Purchase Intention 8 .753 
Source: Own illustration 

Perceived Credibility 

The credibility scale consisted of 12 items (three items per stimulus) and yielded a value of 

α = .767, indicating acceptable internal consistency (F. Brosius, 2018, p. 951). Corrected 

item-total correlations were predominantly within the acceptable range (r > .30) (Döring, 

2023, p. 473), expected three items. Since the exclusion of individual items did not result in 

a substantial increase of the reliability coefficient and all items operationalise theoretically 

relevant facets of credibility, the scale was retained for subsequent analyses (Döring, 2023, 

p. 274). 

Perceived Greenwashing 

The perceived greenwashing scale comprised eight items (two items per stimulus). The 

reliability analysis resulted in a value of α = .641, which is slightly below the commonly used 

threshold for acceptable internal consistency (F. Brosius, 2018, p. 951). The corrected item-

total correlations were mixed: several items showed acceptable values (r ≥ .30), while others 

were lower (Döring, 2023, p. 473). This pattern is plausible, as the scale consists of only two 

items per stimulus (Döring, 2023, p. 462) and covers different aspects of greenwashing (e.g., 

exaggeration vs. vagueness), which can reduce item homogeneity. As item exclusion did 

not meaningfully improve internal consistency and all items were theoretically justified, the 

scale was retained (Döring, 2023, p. 274). Results for this construct are therefore interpreted 

with caution. 

Purchase Intention 

The construct of purchase intention was measured using eight items (two items per 

stimulus). The scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (α = .753) (F. Brosius, 

2018, p. 951). Corrected item-total correlations were consistently positive and exceeded r > 

.37 (Döring, 2023, p. 473), and item exclusion did not improve internal consistency (Döring, 

2023, p. 274). The scale was therefore considered suitable for the computation of composite 

scores and hypothesis testing. 
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Descriptive Results 
For each respondent (n = 116), construct scores were computed as the mean of the 

corresponding item responses (Döring, 2023, p. 270). Subsequently, arithmetic means (M) 

and standard deviations (SD) were calculated across all respondents based on these 

individual construct-level indices (Backhaus et al., 2025, p. 8). Given the four-point rating 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), the scale midpoint is 2.5. 

Values above the scale midpoint indicate a tendency towards agreement, whereas values 

below the midpoint indicate a tendency towards disagreement. For perceived greenwashing, 

higher values reflect stronger perceptions of exaggerated or vague sustainability 

communication. Descriptive results for all constructs across the four digital sustainability 

communication formats are presented in Table 6. 
Table 6: Descriptive Statistics for Digital Sustainability Communication Formats 

 Credibility Greenwashing Purchase 
Intention Personal Appeal 

Format M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Evidential 2.89 0.65 2.55 0.74 2.64 0.84 2.77 0.85 

Emotional 2.49 0.76 2.71 0.83 2.31 0.75 2.46 0.94 
Sustainability 
Influencer  2.62 0.84 2.47 0.72 2.56 0.81 2.54 0.89 

Beauty and Lifestyle 
Influencer 1.78 0.69 3.06 0.69 1.90 0.66 1.74 0.75 

Source: Own illustration 

Perceived Credibility 

Perceived credibility varied noticeably across the four sustainability communication formats. 

Evidential sustainability communication received the highest credibility ratings (M = 2.89, 

SD = 0.65), corresponding to the response category rather agree. The comparatively low 

standard deviation suggests limited variation in responses within the sample (Backhaus et 

al., 2025, p. 23). Sustainability influencer communication ranked second with a mean 

credibility score of M = 2.62 (SD = 0.84), also reflecting overall agreement, though less 

pronounced. Emotional sustainability communication showed a lower mean (M = 2.49, SD 

= 0.76), placing the average evaluation close to the scale midpoint and thus indicating a 

more ambivalent evaluation. By contrast, beauty and lifestyle influencer communication was 

perceived as least credible (M = 1.78, SD = 0.69), reflecting a clear tendency toward 

disagreement with credibility-related statements. 

Perceived Greenwashing 

Regarding the perception of greenwashing, a distinct pattern emerges. The highest 

greenwashing perception is observed for beauty and lifestyle influencer communication, with 
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a value of M = 3.06 (SD = 0.69). This finding indicates a clear tendency to agree with 

greenwashing statements. The comparatively low standard deviation suggests limited 

variability in responses across the sample (Backhaus et al., 2025, p. 23). Emotional 

sustainability communication also showed elevated perceived greenwashing (M = 2.71, SD 

= 0.83), reflecting a similar tendency towards agreement, albeit with greater variability. In 

comparison, evidential sustainability communication yielded a slightly lower mean value of 

M = 2.55 (SD = 0.74). It is positioned just above the scale midpoint and thus suggests a 

moderate inclination towards agreement. By contrast, sustainability influencer 

communication exhibited the lowest perceived greenwashing (M = 2.47, SD = 0.72). 

Accordingly, the mean value reflects a more neutral assessment close to the midpoint rather 

than clear agreement or disagreement, indicating a cautious evaluation of greenwashing. 

Purchase Intention 

Evidential sustainability communication yielded the highest mean purchase intention (M = 

2.64, SD = 0.84), suggesting that respondents tended to express agreement with statements 

assessing purchase intention. A similar pattern was observed for sustainability influencer 

communication (M = 2.56, SD = 0.81) likewise reflecting a tendency toward agreement. In 

contrast, emotional sustainability communication yielded a lower mean value of M = 2.31 

(SD = 0.75), corresponding to a tendency toward disagreement and indicating a 

comparatively lower purchase intention. The lowest purchase intention was reported for 

beauty and lifestyle influencer communication (M = 1.90, SD = 0.66), indicating a tendency 

towards disagreement. The comparatively low standard deviation suggests that this 

assessment is largely homogeneous within the sample (Backhaus et al., 2025, p. 23).   

Personal Appeal 

Ratings of personal appeal differed across the four communication formats. Evidential 

sustainability communication received the highest mean score (M = 2.77, SD = 0.85), 

indicating that respondents generally agreed that this format was personally appealing. 

Sustainability influencer communication yielded a mean score of M = 2.54 (SD = 0.89). 

Given its proximity to the scale midpoint, this result suggests a more ambivalent evaluation 

rather than pronounced agreement. Emotional sustainability communication showed a 

comparable mean (M = 2.46, SD = 0.94), also close to the midpoint and therefore indicating 

no clear tendency towards agreement or disagreement. The relatively high standard 

deviation points to considerable heterogeneity in individual perceptions (Backhaus et al., 

2025, p. 23). Beauty and lifestyle influencer communication was rated least appealing with 

an average score of M = 1.74 (SD = 0.75). This result indicates that respondents tended to 

disagree that this communication format was personally appealing. 
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3.4.4 Psychographic Sustainability Orientation of the Sample 

Psychographic sustainability orientation is a latent construct and was therefore 

operationalised using a unidimensional psychometric scale, from which an aggregated 

score was computed (Döring, 2023, pp. 226, 270). To capture sustainability orientation, six 

items were measured using a rating scale, which was subsequently converted into numerical 

values for statistical analysis. The overall score was derived as the mean across all six items 

(Döring, 2023, p. 270) with higher scores representing a stronger orientation. 

 

Reliability Analysis (Cronbach’s Alpha) 
Cronbach’s alpha was computed in SPSS to examine the reliability of the scale (Döring, 

2023, pp. 438–439). The six-item scale demonstrated good reliability (α = .813) (F. Brosius, 

2018, p. 951), supporting the aggregation of the items into a composite score. Corrected 

item-total correlations further support the reliability of the scale (see Table 7). Corrected 

item-total correlations ranged from r = .357 to r = .763, suggesting overall acceptable to high 

item discriminability (Döring, 2023, p. 473). Moreover, Cronbach’s alpha if item deleted 

varied between α = .735 and α = .823 (see Table 7). Although excluding the item with the 

lowest corrected item-total correlation would slightly increase alpha (α = .823), the 

improvement is marginal compared to the reliability of the full scale (α = .813). Therefore, all 

items were retained, as internal consistency was already sufficient and item removal would 

have reduced content validity (Döring, 2023, p. 274). Appendix 3.4 presents the calculated 

alpha values for this construct, including the related inter-item correlations and the improved 

value if items were excluded. 
Table 7: Item-Level Reliability Statistics of the Sustainability Orientation Scale 

Items Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 

Deleted 
It is important to me to take responsibility for the environment 
and society through my actions. .588 .782 

Environmental and climate issues concern me personally. .687 .758 

Sustainability plays an important role in my purchasing 
decisions. .763 .735 

Nature should be protected even if I do not gain any direct 
benefit from it. .357 .823 

A health-conscious lifestyle is important to me. .474 .803 

I also consider long-term consequences when making decisions. .602 .782 

Source: Own illustration 
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Descriptive results 
For each respondent, a psychographic sustainability orientation value was calculated by 

computing the arithmetic mean of the six item responses (Döring, 2023, p. 270). 

Subsequently, descriptive statistics were computed across all respondents based on these 

aggregated scale scores (see Table 8). Psychographic sustainability orientation within the 

final analytical sample (n = 116) was generally pronounced. The aggregated scale score 

yielded a mean of M = 3.17 (SD = 0.50), indicating an overall tendency toward agreement 

with sustainability-oriented statements. Observed scores ranged from a minimum of 1.83 to 

a maximum of 4.00, indicating that although sustainability orientation was predominantly 

strong, a minority of respondents reported comparatively weaker orientations. The median 

is 3.17, corresponding to the mean.  
Table 8: Descriptive Statistics for Psychographic Sustainability Orientation 

n M SD Min Max Median 
116 3.17 0.50 1.83 4.00 3.17 

Source: Own illustration 

For group-based comparisons, respondents were divided into weaker vs. stronger 

sustainability orientation using a median split to enable interpretable contrasts between 

psychographic target groups (Döring, 2023, p. 261). Respondents scoring below the median 

(3.17) were assigned to the weaker sustainability-related orientation group, representing 

41.4% (n = 48) of the sample. Respondents scoring at or above the median are assigned to 

the stronger sustainability-related orientation group, comprising 58.6% (n = 68). Figure 8 

visualises this distribution. This segmentation serves as the analytical basis for comparing 

outcome measures between psychographic target groups in the subsequent hypothesis 

tests. As a relative classification, it captures systematic differences in sustainability 

orientation within the sample rather than absolute categorisations.  

 
Figure 8: Distribution of Psychographic Sustainability Orientation Groups 

Source: Own illustration 
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4 Discussion of Research Findings 

In this chapter, the proposed research hypotheses (H1-H8) are tested based on the results 

reported in the previous chapter. Subsequently, the findings are interpreted and practical 

implications for sustainability communication of cosmetic brands in the German market are 

derived. The chapter concludes with an evaluation of the empirical quality criteria. 

4.1 Testing of the Research Hypotheses 

To test the proposed hypotheses, statistical procedures were used to analyse observed 

differences and relationships within the sample. Each alternative hypothesis was contrasted 

with a corresponding null hypothesis (H0). The significance level was uniformly set at α = 

0.05, and p denotes the probability of error. If p < 0.05, the statistical result is significant and 

provides evidence against H0. Thus, the observed relationship is assumed to also exist in 

the population. If p ≥ 0.05, H0 fails to be rejected, indicating insufficient statistical evidence 

in support of the alternative hypothesis (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 33, 36; Döring, 2023, p. 

603). In this study, a t-test is used to calculate p (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 39–41). To 

assess relationships between variables, covariance cov and correlation coefficient r are 

calculated. Negative covariances indicate negative relationships and positive covariances 

positive ones. As the covariance is not directly interpretable, r is used to measure how 

strongly variables are related. Following Backhaus et al. (2025), r ≥ 0.7 indicates a strong 

and r ≤ 0.3 a weak relationship (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 25–29). For the statistical 

analyses, responses on the four-point rating scale (Q5-Q9) were numerically coded and 

treated as approximately interval-scaled (see Section 3.3.2). All subsequent analyses were 

based on the final sample (n = 116). Due to the scope of the dataset, the detailed calculation 

basis for the following hypothesis tests is documented in the accompanying Excel file 

(04_Hypothesis_Testing_LucaGail.xlsx).  

 

H1: Evidential sustainability communication formats are perceived as more credible 
than emotionally framed sustainability storytelling formats. 
The null hypothesis H01 is contrasted with H1 and states that evidential sustainability 

communication is not perceived as more credible than emotionally framed sustainability 

storytelling. To examine this assumption, perceived credibility scores were compared for the 

evidential and emotional formats (Credibility_Evidential vs. Credibility_Emotional). 

Perceived credibility served as the dependent variable, whereas communication format 

constituted the independent variable.  
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Descriptive results (see Table 9) show that evidential sustainability communication is 

generally considered to be more credible (M = 2.89, SD = 0.65) than emotional sustainability 

storytelling (M = 2.49, SD = 0.76). The mean difference amounts to MD = 0.40, indicating 

that respondents rated the evidential format 0.40 scale points higher in perceived credibility 

than the emotional format. 
Table 9: Descriptive Statistics for H1 

Format n M SD 
Credibility_Evidential 116 2.89 0.65 
Credibility_Emotional 116 2.49 0.76 
Mean Difference  0.40 - 

Source: Own illustration 

As each respondent assessed both communication formats, a within-subjects design is 

present (Döring, 2023, p. 211). To assess the statistical significance of the identified mean 

difference, a one-tailed t-test was applied (Backhaus et al., 2025, p. 39; Schnell et al., 2018, 

p. 412). The t-test yields p = 0.00005, which is well below the predefined significance level 

of α = 0.05. However, the findings warrant a restrained interpretation, given that the sample 

is not representative (see Section 3.3.1). This limitation also applies to all subsequent 

interpretations. Nevertheless, the difference is statistically significant. Consequently, H01 

can be rejected. As the mean values also differ in the expected direction (evidential > 

emotional), H1 is supported.  

H2: Digital sustainability communication featuring a sustainability-focused influencer 
is perceived as more credible than communication featuring a beauty and lifestyle 
influencer. 
To assess H2, perceived credibility ratings were compared between the two influencer-

based sustainability communication formats (Credibility_SustainabilityInfluencer vs. 

Credibility_LifestyleInfluencer). The corresponding null hypothesis H02 states that 

sustainability-focused influencer communication is not perceived as more credible than 

communication featuring a beauty and lifestyle influencer. Perceived credibility constituted 

the dependent variable, whereas influencer type represented the independent variable. 

Descriptive results (see Table 10) indicate a substantial difference between the two 

conditions. Communication featuring a sustainability-focused influencer received higher 

credibility ratings (M = 2.62, SD = 0.84) than communication featuring a beauty and lifestyle 

influencer (M = 1.78, SD = 0.69). The mean difference (MD = 0.84) suggests that the 

sustainability-focused influencer format was rated 0.84 scale points higher on average. 
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Table 10: Descriptive Statistics for H2 

Format n M SD 
Credibility_SustainabilityInfluencer 116 2.62 0.84 
Credibility_LifestyleInfluencer 116 1.78 0.69 
Mean Difference  0.84 - 

Source: Own illustration 

Consistent with H1, a within-subjects design is present as each respondent evaluated both 

influencer sustainability communication formats (Döring, 2023, p. 211). A one-tailed t-test 

was performed to statistically evaluate the significance of the mean difference in perceived 

credibility between the two influencer-based formats (Backhaus et al., 2025, p. 39; Schnell 

et al., 2018, p. 412). The t-test yields p = 0.00000000000000005, which is well below α = 

0.05. Thus, the difference is statistically significant. Consequently, H02 can be rejected. As 

the mean difference also aligns with the hypothesised direction (sustainability influencer > 

beauty and lifestyle influencer), H2 is supported. 

H3: The higher the perceived greenwashing in digital sustainability communication, 
the lower the perceived credibility of the communication. 
The null hypothesis H03 contrasts H3 and states that no relationship exists between 

perceived greenwashing and perceived credibility in digital sustainability communication. To 

examine this relationship, the independent variable perceived greenwashing 

(Greenwashing_Overall) and the dependent variable perceived credibility 

(Credibility_Overall) were analysed. For this purpose, aggregated construct scores were 

calculated at the individual respondent level by computing arithmetic means across all four 

digital communication formats. To assess this relationship, covariance cov and correlation 

coefficient r were calculated (see Table 11).  
Table 11: Covariance and Correlation for H3 

Variables n Covariance cov Correlation coefficient r 
Greenwashing_Overall, Credibility_Overall 116 -0.11 -0.55 
Source: Own illustration 

The covariance is negative (cov = -0.11), suggesting a negative relationship. The correlation 

coefficient amounts to r = -0.55, indicating a moderate negative relationship between 

perceived greenwashing and perceived credibility. Thus, the correlation is interpretable in 

the expected direction. Higher perceived greenwashing (independent variable) is related to 

lower perceived credibility (dependent variable) (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 25–29). 

Accordingly, H03 can be rejected and H3 is supported. The regression equation y = 3.8876 

- 0.5345x further indicates that if perceived greenwashing increases by one scale point, 

perceived credibility decreases by the regression coefficient b = -0.5345. Moreover, the 
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coefficient of determination r2 = 0.30 implies that perceived greenwashing accounts for about 

30% of the observed variation in perceived credibility, consistent with a moderate linear 

relationship (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 66–68, 89–91). 

H4: The higher the perceived greenwashing in digital sustainability communication, 
the lower consumers’ purchase intention for products of the communicated brand. 
The alternative hypothesis H4 was examined by analysing the relationship between the 

independent variable perceived greenwashing (Greenwashing_Overall) and the dependent 

variable purchase intention (PurchaseIntention_Overall). The corresponding null hypothesis 

H04 assumes that no relationship exists between perceived greenwashing and purchase 

intention in digital sustainability communication. The analysis relies on overall construct 

indices across all formats. To assess the relationship between both variables, covariance 

cov and correlation coefficient r were calculated (see Table 12). 
Table 12: Covariance and Correlation for H4 

Variables n Covariance cov Correlation coefficient r 
Greenwashing_Overall, PurchaseIntention_Overall 116 -0.10 -0.48 

Source: Own illustration 

The covariance (cov = -0.10) indicates a negative relationship. The correlation coefficient (r 

= -0.48) further confirms a moderate negative relationship. As perceived greenwashing 

increases, consumers’ purchase intention decreases (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 25–29). 

Given that the observed direction aligns with H4, H04 can be rejected and H4 is supported. 

To further specify the relationship the regression equation was calculated (y = 3.7754 - 

0.5274x). This indicates that an increase of one scale point in perceived greenwashing is 

related with a decrease of b = 0.5274 scale points in purchase intention. Additionally, the 

coefficient of determination (r2 = 0.23) suggests that perceived greenwashing explains 

approximately 23% of the variance in purchase intention, which reflects a moderate linear 

relationship (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 66–68, 89–91). 

H5: The higher the perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication, the 
higher consumers’ purchase intention for products of the communicated brand. 
H5 contrasts the null hypothesis H05. H05 states that no relationship exists between the 

perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication and purchase intention for the 

communicated brand. To examine this relationship, the independent variable perceived 

credibility (Credibility_Overall) and the dependent variable purchase intention 

(PurchaseIntention_Overall) were analysed. Overall construct indices were computed at the 

respondent level by averaging scores across all four digital communication formats. The 
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results of calculating the covariance cov and the correlation coefficient r indicate a clear 

tendency in the hypothesised direction (see Table 13). 
Table 13: Covariance and Correlation for H5 

Variables n Covariance cov Correlation coefficient r 
Credibility_Overall, PurchaseIntention_Overall  116 0.16 0.75 

Source: own illustration 

The covariance is positive (cov = 0.16), suggesting a positive relationship. With r = 0.75, the 

variables show a strong positive correlation. Accordingly, higher perceived credibility is 

related to higher purchase intention (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 25–29). Consequently, H05 

can be rejected and H5 is supported. By determining the regression equation y = 0.2814 + 

0.8469x, it can be stated that an increase of one scale point in perceived credibility leads to 

an increase of 0.8469 scale points in purchase intention. Moreover, the coefficient of 

determination r2 = 0.56 suggests that perceived credibility explains approximately 56% of 

the variance in purchase intention, evidencing a strong linear relationship (Backhaus et al., 

2025, pp. 66–68, 89–91). 

H6: Perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication differs between 
psychographic consumer segments with a stronger sustainability-related orientation 
and those with a weaker sustainability-related orientation. 
The null hypothesis H06 contrasts H6 and states that perceived credibility of digital 

sustainability communication does not differ between consumers with a stronger 

sustainability-related orientation and those with a weaker orientation. To examine this 

assumption, perceived credibility (Credibility_Overall) was compared across the two 

psychographic segments derived in Section 3.4.4 (weaker vs. stronger sustainability-related 

orientation). Perceived credibility constituted the dependent variable, while sustainability-

related orientation served as the independent grouping variable. 

Descriptive results (Table 14) indicate slightly higher perceived credibility among 

respondents with weaker sustainability-related orientation (M = 2.53, SD = 0.43) compared 

to respondents with stronger orientation (M = 2.38, SD = 0.42). The resulting mean 

difference amounts to MD = 0.15.  
Table 14: Descriptive Statistics for H6 

Orientation segment n Credibility_Overall (M) Credibility_Overall (SD) 
Weaker sustainability orientation 48 2.53 0.43 
Stronger sustainability orientation 68 2.38 0.42 
Mean Difference  0.15 - 

Source: Own illustration 
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Because H6 is formulated non-directional (“differs”) and does not specify the expected 

direction of the assumption, a two-tailed t-test was applied (Backhaus et al., 2025, pp. 34, 

228). The analysis yields p = 0.059. As this value exceeds the predefined significance level 

of α = 0.05, the observed difference is not considered statistically significant. Accordingly, 

H06 cannot be rejected. While a small descriptive difference is observed, there is insufficient 

statistical evidence within the examined sample to conclude that sustainability-related 

orientation is associated with differences in perceived credibility. Therefore, H6 is not 

supported. 

H7: Consumers with a stronger sustainability-related psychographic orientation 
perceive evidential sustainability communication as more credible than emotionally 
framed sustainability communication, compared with consumers with a weaker 
orientation. 
H7 examines whether the credibility advantage of evidential over emotionally framed 

sustainability communication is more pronounced among consumers with a stronger 

sustainability-related orientation than among those with a weaker orientation. The 

corresponding null hypothesis H07 assumes that this credibility advantage is not greater in 

the stronger-orientation group than in the weaker-orientation group. To test this assumption, 

an individual difference score was computed for each respondent (Diff = 

Credibility_Evidential - Credibility_Emotional) to operationalise the credibility advantage of 

evidential over emotional communication. These credibility difference scores were 

compared between the two independent psychographic segments (weaker (n = 48) vs. 

stronger (n = 86) sustainability-related orientation). The difference score constituted the 

dependent variable, whereas sustainability-related orientation served as the independent 

grouping variable. 

Descriptive results (Table 15) show that the credibility advantage of evidential over emotional 

sustainability communication is considerably larger among respondents with a stronger 

sustainability-related orientation (M = 0.65, SD = 1.11) than among respondents with a 

weaker orientation (M = 0.05, SD = 0.90). The observed mean difference between segments 

amounts to MD = 0.60 scale points. 
Table 15: Descriptive Statistics for H7 

Orientation segment n M SD 
Weaker sustainability orientation 48 0.05 0.90 
Stronger sustainability orientation 68 0.65 1.11 
Mean Difference  0.60 - 

Source: Own illustration 
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A one-tailed t-test assessed the statistical significance of the mean difference (Backhaus et 

al., 2025, p. 39; Schnell et al., 2018, p. 412). The test yields p = 0.00087, which is well below 

the predefined significance level of α = 0.05. The difference can therefore be considered 

statistically significant. Accordingly, H07 can be rejected. Given that the mean values also 

differ in the assumed direction (stronger > weaker), H7 is supported. 

H8: The positive effect of perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication 
on purchase intention is stronger for consumers with a stronger sustainability-related 
psychographic orientation than for consumers with a weaker orientation. 
In contrast to H8, the null hypothesis H08 states that the positive effect of perceived credibility 

on purchase intention is not more pronounced among consumers with stronger 

sustainability-related orientation than among those with a weaker orientation. To examine 

this assumption, the relationship between perceived credibility (Credibility_Overall) and 

purchase intention (PurchaseIntention_Overall) was analysed separately for the two 

segments (weaker vs. stronger sustainability-related orientation). In both cases, perceived 

credibility served as the independent variable, whereas purchase intention constituted the 

dependent variable. Within the final dataset, analyses were performed separately for the 

weaker- (n = 48) and stronger-orientation segments and (n = 68). To quantify the association 

within each segment, covariance cov and correlation coefficient r were calculated (see Table 

16). 
Table 16: Covariance and Correlation for H8 

Orientation segment n Covariance cov 1 Correlation coefficient r 1 
Weaker sustainability orientation 48 0.17 0.78 
Stronger sustainability orientation 68 0.14 0.72 

1 Credibility_Overall, PurchaseIntention_Overall 
Source: Own illustration 

The covariances indicate a positive relationship in both groups (cov_weak = 0.17; 

cov_strong = 0.14). This pattern is confirmed by the correlation coefficients, which suggest 

a strong positive relationship in both groups (r_weak = 0.78; r_strong = 0.72) (Backhaus et 

al., 2025, pp. 25–29). However, H8 assumes that the positive effect of perceived credibility 

on purchase intention is more pronounced among consumers with a stronger sustainability-

related orientation. The comparison of the correlation coefficients does not provide evidence 

for this assumption, as the relationship is slightly stronger in the weaker-orientation group 

(0.78 > 0.72). Thus, the results do not indicate that stronger sustainability-related orientation 

amplifies the credibility-purchase intention relationship. Accordingly, H08 cannot be rejected, 

and H8 is not supported. 
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4.2 Interpretation of the Findings 

When interpreting the empirical findings, the composition of the sample must first be 

considered. The final analytical sample (n = 116) is predominantly composed of younger 

respondents. Almost 87% are aged between 18 and 34, and 85.3% identify as female. Older 

age groups and male consumers are therefore underrepresented. This may reflect a 

stronger involvement of younger women with cosmetic products. Furthermore, students 

represent the largest occupational group (62.9%), reflecting the recruitment channels used. 

As participation was voluntary and self-selective, these distributions could not be fully 

controlled. Consequently, the findings mainly reflect the perceptions of younger, female 

consumers and are not fully generalisable to the entire German cosmetics market.  

Sustainability-related orientation within the sample is generally pronounced (M = 3.17), 

indicating that sustainability is personally relevant to most respondents. They value 

assuming responsibility for the environment and society, engage with environmental and 

climate issues, and consider sustainability an important factor in purchase decisions. In 

addition, respondents support protecting nature even without direct personal benefit and 

place high importance on a health-conscious and future-oriented lifestyle. Given the median-

split segmentation, weaker and stronger sustainability-related orientation groups represent 

relative differences within the sample rather than absolute consumer categories.  

Moreover, 83.6% reported prior exposure to digital sustainability communication by cosmetic 

brands within the past twelve months. Sustainability communication can therefore be 

considered a familiar topic for most participants.  

Communication Format Effects 
Across all four communication formats, a coherent evaluation pattern emerges across 

perceived credibility, greenwashing, purchase intention, and personal appeal. Evidential 

sustainability communication consistently received the most favourable evaluations. It 

achieved the highest credibility (MD = 0.40 compared to emotional communication) and 

purchase intention and was also perceived as most appealing, while greenwashing 

perceptions were comparatively lower. These findings support the theoretical assumption 

that sustainability claims, as credence attributes, require transparent and verifiable 

information to reduce uncertainty (Balderjahn, 2021, p. 166). By addressing this information 

asymmetry (Bürker, 2025, p. 165), evidential formats appear to strengthen both perceptive 

evaluations and behavioural intentions through specific and measurable information. 

Emotionally framed communication was assessed more ambivalently. Compared with 

evidential communication, it showed lower perceived credibility (H1), higher perceived 

greenwashing, weaker purchase intention and appeal. This suggests that emotional 
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storytelling alone may be insufficient in sustainability contexts unless it is substantiated by 

credible evidence. In contexts characterised by heightened scepticism (Bürker, 2025, p. 21), 

emotionally framed claims may be perceived as offering less factual content and resembling 

promotional messaging (Blau et al., 2022, p. 115). 

A comparable pattern emerges for influencer communication (H2). Communication featuring 

a sustainability-focused influencer yields significantly higher perceived credibility (MD = 0.84 

compared to beauty and lifestyle influencer) and higher purchase intention, while eliciting 

lower greenwashing perceptions. Beauty and lifestyle influencer communication performed 

weakest across all constructs. These findings underline the relevance of perceived suitability 

and thematic fit (Dickel & Kronewald, 2023, p. 252; Nygaard, 2024, p. 54). Consistent with 

credibility theory, trustworthiness and expertise are central dimensions shaping the 

perceived credibility of sustainability claims (Metzger & Flanagin, 2008, p. 8). Notably, 

personal appeal largely mirrors the credibility pattern. Formats rated as more credible are 

also perceived as more appealing, suggesting that appeal is partly driven by perceived 

transparency and expertise within the sample. 

Credibility as a Central Mechanism 
The most pronounced association emerges between perceived credibility and purchase 

intention. The correlation is strongly positive (r = 0.75), with credibility explaining 56% of the 

variance in purchase intention. Accordingly, credibility emerges as the central explanatory 

construct linking digital sustainability communication to behavioural intention. Trustworthy 

sustainability messages from credible sources tend to be integrated into consumers’ 

evaluations and contribute to higher purchase intention. 

Greenwashing and Behavioural Effects 
Perceived greenwashing shows an inverse relationship with both perceived credibility (H3, 

r = -0.55) and purchase intention (H4, r = -0.48). In other words, when sustainability 

communication is perceived as exaggerated or vague, consumer responses become less 

favourable. Regression analyses further indicate that greenwashing perceptions account for 

a substantial share of variance, explaining 30% of credibility and 23% of purchase intention. 

This highlights their analytical relevance for understanding consumer evaluations. Whereas 

credibility emerges as a central mechanism underlying purchase intention, greenwashing 

reflects an opposing perception that erodes credibility and may attenuate the positive effects 

of sustainability communication. Overall, these findings align with existing research that 

greenwashing undermines credibility and entails behavioural consequences (Akturan, 2018, 

p. 818; Nguyen et al., 2019, p. 11). Notably, even evidential communication exhibited slightly 

elevated greenwashing perceptions. This may indicate a generally cautious baseline attitude 



Discussion of Research Findings 55 

toward sustainability communication within the sample. Given the high prior exposure to 

sustainability messaging, respondents may have developed increased sensitivity toward 

potentially exaggerated or insufficiently substantiated claims. The inclusion of greenwashing 

as an explanatory construct thus proved analytically meaningful, as it highlights the fragility 

of credibility in sustainability communication contexts. 

Psychographic Differences 
Contrary to initial expectations, overall perceived credibility does not differ significantly 

between consumers with stronger and weaker sustainability-related orientations (H6). 

Although respondents with weaker orientations reported slightly higher credibility 

perceptions on a descriptive level, this difference was not statistically significant. This 

suggests that credibility operates as a general evaluation criterion across consumer 

segments rather than being inherently higher among more sustainability-oriented 

individuals. Therefore, cosmetic brands should tailor their communication strategies to both 

target groups. However, sustainability orientation influences how communication formats 

are perceived. H7 shows that the credibility advantage of evidential over emotionally framed 

sustainability communication is more pronounced among consumers with a stronger 

sustainability-related orientation than among those with a weaker orientation (MD = 0.60). 

Thus, stronger sustainability-oriented consumers may be not necessarily more trusting or 

more sceptical overall. Instead, they tend to respond more strongly to substantiated 

communication and evaluate emotionally framed messages more critically. This pattern 

aligns with the assumption that stronger environmental concern leads more rigorous 

evaluation (Nguyen et al., 2019, p. 10; Pham & Barretta, 2024, pp. 25–27). Furthermore, 

sustainability orientation does not strengthen the credibility-purchase intention relationship 

(H8). The association remained strong in both segments and does not differ in the 

hypothesised direction. Thus, credibility appears behaviourally relevant across consumer 

groups rather than being confined to more strongly sustainability-oriented individuals. 

 
Taken together, the findings show that the impact of digital sustainability communication in 

the German cosmetics market is primarily driven by perceived credibility. Formats that 

increase transparency and signal expertise strengthen perceived credibility, purchase 

intention, and appeal, whereas greenwashing erodes credibility and reduces purchase 

intention. While sustainability orientation shapes format sensitivity, credibility remains the 

decisive mechanism translating sustainability communication into purchase intention. 
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4.3 Practical Implications and Recommendations for Brand Communication 

Building on the findings of this study, this section derives practical recommendations for 

digital sustainability communication by cosmetic brands operating in the German market. 

These recommendations outline how sustainability can be embedded effectively in brand 

communication and support the development and implementation of strategies that enhance 

perceived credibility, minimise greenwashing perceptions, and strengthen purchase 

intention. 

1) Prioritise Verifiability and Transparency: Sustainability communication should be 

grounded in concrete, verifiable, and structured information. Consumers rely on 

substantiated claims to reduce uncertainty about sustainability attributes. Brands should 

therefore communicate measurable sustainability indicators (e.g., quantified emission 

reductions or material composition data), provide transparent explanations of sourcing, 

production, packaging practices, and integrate recognised certifications or independently 

verifiable standards into digital communication. Structured formats such as concise 

sustainability fact sheets, infographics, or ingredient traceability tools can enhance 

information clarity while maintaining coherence with brand aesthetics. Informational 

transparency should form the structural foundation of sustainability communication. 

2) Avoid Greenwashing Signals: Sustainability communication should avoid vagueness 

or exaggeration to minimise greenwashing perceptions and maintain credibility and 

purchase intention. Greenwashing increases scepticism, which undermines credibility 

and limits the positive impact of sustainability messaging. Brands are therefore advised 

to avoid misleading or undefined claims such as “eco-friendly” or “natural” without 

contextual clarification, refrain from exaggerated or absolute environmental statements, 

and transparently communicate limitations, trade-offs, or ongoing improvement efforts. 

In a market characterised by increasing regulatory scrutiny and consumer awareness, 

clear communication strategies may enhance authenticity. Positioning sustainability as a 

continuous process rather than a completed achievement may strengthen perceived 

credibility and long-term trust. 

3) Select Communicators Based on Expertise and Congruence: Influencer 

collaborations should prioritise thematic competence and expertise over lifestyle appeal. 

Cosmetic brands should therefore collaborate with creators who demonstrate consistent 

sustainability engagement, establish longer-term partnerships that signal genuine 

commitment, and ensure strong alignment between the influencer profile and the 

communicated sustainability initiatives. Collaborations with beauty and lifestyle 
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influencers lacking sustainability credentials may elevate greenwashing perceptions, 

thereby weakening message credibility. 

4) Combine Emotional Storytelling with Substantiated Content: While evidential 

communication enhances credibility, emotional resonance remains relevant in the 

cosmetics sector due to its symbolic and identity-related character. However, emotionally 

framed communication without factual grounding is less persuasive, particularly among 

stronger sustainability-oriented consumers who differentiate strongly between 

substantiated and non-substantiated claims. Brands should therefore connect emotional 

storytelling to concrete evidence by linking narratives to measurable sustainability data, 

combining behind-the-scenes insights with documented performance indicators, and 

embedding product stories (e.g., sourcing or packaging innovation) within transparent 

environmental metrics. These hybrid formats help maintain emotional engagement 

without compromising credibility. 
5) Apply a Layered Communication Strategy: Cosmetic brands should adopt a layered 

approach to digital sustainability communication that addresses varying information 

needs and levels of consumer involvement while maintaining transparency. Evidence-

based information is particularly valued by more sustainability-oriented consumers, while 

credibility remains relevant across segments. Concise sustainability messages can 

serve as accessible entry points. More detailed information such as extended 

explanations, downloadable reports, or interactive digital tools should be readily 

available for consumers seeking verification. When implemented consistently across 

digital touchpoints, this structure supports coherent messaging and may reduce 

scepticism arising from perceived ambiguity. 

4.4 Evaluation of Empirical Quality Criteria 

This section critically examines the extent to which the empirical quality criteria are fulfilled 

within the present research design. 

Objectivity 
Administration objectivity is achieved because the questionnaire was conducted as a fully 

standardised online survey without personal interaction between researcher and 

respondents. All participants received identical stimuli (four standardised communication 

formats) and instructions. This minimises potential interviewer effects and prevents the 

researcher from influencing responses. Evaluation objectivity is ensured through a clearly 

defined coding scheme and standardised statistical procedures. Construct indices were 

calculated consistently across respondents, limiting subjective judgment during data 
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processing. Interpretation objectivity was pursued through transparent reporting of 

descriptive and inferential statistics. However, no objectivity coefficient was calculated as no 

parallel measurements by different researchers were conducted. 

Reliability 

Full standardisation and automated administration of the online questionnaire ensure 

consistent measurement conditions and would allow comparable results under repeated 

application. Therefore, reliability can be considered largely fulfilled. The psychometric scales 

used to measure perceived credibility (α = .767), purchase intention (α = .753), and 

psychographic sustainability orientation (α = .813) demonstrate acceptable to good internal 

consistency. These values indicate that the items within each construct are sufficiently 

reliable. The perceived greenwashing scale yields a lower alpha (α = .641), which is slightly 

below commonly used reference values. Nevertheless, given that the scale consists of 

relatively few items and captures conceptually distinct aspects of greenwashing (e.g., 

exaggeration and vagueness), the internal consistency is considered acceptable for the 

purpose of this study. But findings involving this construct should be interpreted with caution. 

Differences in measurement results may arise because respondents’ attitudes are not fully 

stable and can change over time, particularly for constructs such as sustainability-related 

orientation. Moreover, since participants evaluated multiple sustainability communication 

formats using similar questionnaire items, slight familiarity or habituation effects cannot be 

entirely excluded and may therefore lead to slight deviations in the measured results. 

Validity 
Internal validity is supported, as the research question guided the derivation of hypotheses 

as well as the development of the questionnaire items and stimuli. Moreover, using a 

fictitious cosmetics brand and a standardised mock-up design helps to minimise potential 

confounding effects, such as prior brand attitudes or visual influences. According to the 

findings, differences in perceived credibility, perceived greenwashing, and purchase 

intention can largely be attributed to the communication formats used. However, it cannot 

be assumed with absolute certainty that all respondents interpreted the stimuli exactly as 

intended, which can lead to measurement errors and weaken the observed effects. External 

validity is limited due to the convenience-based selection procedure and the sample size (n 

= 116). As participation was voluntary and recruitment occurred primarily through online 

distribution, the sample cannot be considered representative of the population of cosmetics 

consumers in Germany. Therefore, the findings are only generalisable with caution, and it 

cannot be concluded with certainty whether the observed relationships also exist in the 

broader population. 
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5 Conclusion 

5.1 Summary and Answer to the Research Question  

This thesis examined how the perceived credibility of different digital sustainability 

communication formats affects consumers’ purchase intention in the German cosmetics 

market and assessed whether these effects differ across psychographic target groups. 

Against the backdrop of increasing regulatory scrutiny, heightened consumer scepticism, 

and the structural information asymmetry associated with sustainability-related credence 

attributes, the study investigated the following research question: 

“How does the perceived credibility of digital sustainability communication influence 
consumers’ purchase intention in the German cosmetics market, and to what extent 
do these effects differ between psychographic target groups?” 

To investigate this research question, a quantitative online survey was conducted with a final 

analytical sample of 116 respondents (n = 116). Four stimulus-based formats of digital 

sustainability communication were integrated into a single analytical framework comprising 

perceived credibility, perceived greenwashing, purchase intention, and sustainability-related 

psychographic orientation. 

The empirical findings provide a clear answer to the first part of the research question. 

Perceived credibility emerges as the decisive explanatory mechanism linking digital 

sustainability communication to consumers’ purchase intention. A substantial positive 

correlation (r = 0.75) indicates that higher credibility evaluations systematically coincide with 

higher purchase intention towards the communicated brand, with credibility explaining a 

considerable proportion of variance in behavioural intention (r² = 0.56). Digital sustainability 

communication therefore influences purchase intention primarily when it is perceived as 

trustworthy and substantively supported. 

Conversely, perceived greenwashing constitutes a significant inhibiting factor. Higher 

greenwashing perceptions are associated with lower credibility (r = -0.55) and lower 

purchase intention (r = -0.48), demonstrating that exaggerated, vague or difficult-to-verify 

claims undermine not only message believability but also behavioural intention.  

Systematic differences were observed across communication formats. Formats that 

included verifiable content and credible expertise cues received higher credibility 

evaluations and were likewise associated with higher purchase intention. Accordingly, 

evidential communication and sustainability influencer collaboration emerge as 

comparatively persuasive approaches. In contrast, purely emotional storytelling and beauty 
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and lifestyle influencer communication were evaluated less favourably on both outcomes 

and therefore appear less suitable for strengthening credibility in sustainability 

communication. The alignment of credibility and purchase intention across formats 

underlines the behavioural relevance of perceived credibility in shaping consumer 

responses. 

 

Regarding the second part of the research question, differences between psychographic 

target groups were overall limited. General credibility perceptions did not differ significantly 

between consumers with stronger and weaker sustainability-related orientations. This 

suggests that credibility functions as a broadly relevant evaluative criterion rather than being 

confined to stronger sustainability-oriented consumers. However, sustainability orientation 

affected the relative evaluation of the communication formats rather than overall credibility 

levels. Specifically, consumers with a stronger sustainability-related orientation differentiated 

more clearly between evidential and emotionally framed communication and evaluated 

substantiated formats more positively. The impact of perceived credibility on purchase 

intention remained strong in both segments, indicating that once credibility is established, 

its behavioural relevance applies across psychographic groups. 

 

Taken together, the research question can be answered as follows: 

Perceived credibility has a significant influence on consumers’ purchase intention in digital 

sustainability communication within the German cosmetics market. Communication formats 

that are evidence-based and demonstrate sustainability expertise can increase the 

perceived trustworthiness of sustainability claims and the perceived expertise of the brand. 

This strengthens credibility and contributes to higher purchase intention. In contrast, 

perceived greenwashing weakens both credibility and behavioural intention. Psychographic 

differences are mainly reflected in the extent to which consumers differentiate between 

specific communication formats. However, perceived credibility remains a stable and 

substantial predictor of purchase intention across both segments, indicating that its 

behavioural relevance is largely independent of weaker or stronger sustainability-related 

orientation. 

5.2 Critical Reflection and Limitations 

This thesis provides valuable insights into the conditions under which digital sustainability 

communication in the German cosmetics market is perceived as credible and how perceived 

credibility translates into purchase intention. At the same time, several limitations warrant 
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critical consideration to appropriately contextualise the interpretive value, scope, and 

contribution of the findings. 

A key limitation pertains to the composition of the final analytical sample. Although a target 

sample size of approximately 150 respondents was initially intended, the final sample 

comprised 116 participants due to distribution reach, incomplete responses and the 

exclusion of responses not meeting the predefined inclusion criteria. Additionally, the 

resulting sample is predominantly female and largely composed of students, with younger 

age groups being clearly overrepresented. This skewed distribution constrains the diversity 

of perspectives captured. Consequently, the findings cannot be readily generalised to the 

broader population of cosmetics consumers in Germany, especially to sociodemographically 

different segments. 

A further methodological limitation relates to the operationalisation of psychographic 

segmentation. Although a median split was applied to differentiate between weaker and 

stronger orientation groups, both segments represent relative differences within an overall 

sustainability-aware sample. While this approach facilitates interpretable group 

comparisons, it reduces variance by transforming a continuous construct into categorical 

groups and may obscure more nuanced attitudinal differences. In addition, the self-reported 

sustainability orientation measure may be susceptible to social desirability effects, leading 

respondents to answer in line with perceived normative expectations. Moreover, 

sustainability-related attitudes may fluctuate depending on situational or societal influences, 

limiting their representation of stable dispositions. 

Methodological constraints also arise from the survey design. The use of a fictitious brand 

and standardised Instagram mock-ups was intended to minimise confounding effects 

attributable to prior brand attitudes. However, it cannot be fully ensured that all respondents 

interpreted the formats as intended.  

All central constructs were assessed within a single questionnaire using similar rating 

scales. This may have amplified common response tendencies and thereby strengthened 

the observed associations, most notably between perceived credibility and purchase 

intention. 

Additionally, data were collected in a single measurement phase, limiting temporal inference 

and the study measures behavioural intention rather than observed purchasing actions. 

Accordingly, the findings indicate associations rather than definitive causal relationships.  

Finally, the study focuses exclusively on the German cosmetics market. Cultural, regulatory 

and market-specific characteristics may influence credibility perceptions and sustainability 

expectations. The transferability of the findings to other industries or countries is therefore 
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restricted. Despite limited generalisability, the findings align with key assumptions in the 

literature and provide market specific insights that can inform further research. 

5.3 Outlook and Directions for Future Research 

The findings of this study provide a structured foundation for further research on digital 

sustainability communication in the cosmetics market. Several aspects identified within this 

thesis highlight promising avenues for further investigation. 

Future empirical studies could move beyond broad format comparisons and examine which 

concrete message elements most effectively strengthen credibility. Relevant elements may 

include quantified sustainability indicators, sustainability reporting, transparent explanations 

of trade-offs, and independent verification cues such as certifications. This helps to clarify 

which information cues most reliably reduce greenwashing perceptions and enhance 

credibility. 

Further investigations may also refine the analysis of psychographic differences by treating 

sustainability-related orientation as a continuous construct within moderation models rather 

than using categorical group splits. This would enable a more precise assessment of 

whether credibility effects systematically increase with stronger sustainability orientation.  

Furthermore, subsequent research could broaden the contextual scope by examining 

whether the identified patterns extend to other digital touchpoints (e.g., online shops or 

short-form video platforms).  

Comparative studies across industries or countries may further clarify whether the observed 

credibility patterns are specific to the German cosmetics market or generalise to other 

markets characterised by credence attributes. In addition, incorporating real brands would 

allow for an assessment of how prior brand trust and established reputations interact with 

sustainability communication. 

Finally, future research could incorporate additional constructs that may shape the 

effectiveness of sustainability communication, such as green scepticism or prior brand trust.  

 

Overall, future investigations should build on the central finding of this thesis that credibility 

is fundamental to effective sustainability communication. By extending methods, contexts, 

and behavioural measures, subsequent research can further specify how sustainability 

communication can be designed to remain effective across different consumer segments 

and digital environments. 
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Appendix 1: Digital Sustainability Communication Stimuli 

Appendix 1.1: Evidential Format 

 
Figure 9: Evidential Sustainability Communication Stimulus 

Source: Own illustration, created for this study using AI-generated images (ChatGPT) and assembled 

in Canva 
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Appendix 1.2: Emotional Format 

 
Figure 10: Emotional Sustainability Communication Stimulus 

Source: Own illustration, created for this study using AI-generated images (ChatGPT) and assembled 

in Canva 
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Appendix 1.3: Sustainability Influencer Format 

 
Figure 11: Sustainability Influencer Communication Stimulus 

Source: Own illustration, created for this study using AI-generated images (ChatGPT) and assembled 

in Canva 
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Appendix 1.4: Beauty and Lifestyle Influencer Format 

 
Figure 12: Beauty and Lifestyle Influencer Communication Stimulus 

Source: Own illustration, created for this study using AI-generated images (ChatGPT) and assembled 

in Canva 
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Appendix 2: Survey 
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Appendix 3: Cronbachs Alpha 

Appendix 3.1: Perceived Credibility 
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Appendix 3.4: Sustainability Orientation 

 
 
 

 

  



Appendix XXXIII 

Appendix 4: Tools Used 

All sources cited in this bachelor’s thesis were independently identified and researched 

by the author. In addition, several tools were used to support the writing process and 

the production of questionnaire materials. The final manuscript, the substantive focus 

of the work, and all academic decisions, evaluations, interpretations, and 

recommendations were developed independently and responsibly by the author. 

The tools used are listed below: 

 
1. ChatGPT 5.2 (OpenAI): Used to support the linguistic refinement of formulations, 

to improve sentence structure and clarity, and to check grammar. Additionally, 

ChatGPT was used to generate visual material for the stimuli included in the 

questionnaire. All prompts were developed independently by the author based on 

the theoretical framework of the study. 

2. DeepL: Used to translate selected text passages from sources where necessary 

and to support the linguistic quality of English formulations. 

3. Canva: Used to create the Instagram mock-ups for the stimuli included in the 

questionnaire. Layout and design elements were developed independently by the 

author. 

4. Turnitin: The plagiarism detection software by the university was used to ensure 

the originality of the thesis. 

 


