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40. Sustainable 
marketing

Introduction
This entry theoretically underpins the term 
“sustainable marketing”, focuses on its evo-
lutionary pathway, and considers current and 
future avenues of investigation. Aiming at 
the enhancement of social, environmental 
and economic pillars, sustainable marketing 
serves as an integral part of modern corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) practices, with 
Gordon et al. (2011) arguing that sustain-
able marketing is responsible for market-
ing sustainability. That is, businesses and 
other actors promoting practices that enhance 
awareness, trust and understanding while 
assisting with deviating from apathy on sus-
tainability issues among consumers (p. 145). 
Sustainable marketing has a structural inter-
active relationship with consumers (Su et al., 
2022) and has evolved from marketers adapt-
ing their practices to accommodate emerging 
ethical needs of consumers to promoting 
behaviours that heighten sustainability.

Development and terminology
Organizational profitability relies heavily on 
integrated marketing practices for promoting 
offerings, enhancing brand awareness and 
sustaining competitive advantage (Balmer 
et al., 2006; Kotler and Armstrong, 2020; 
Shams et al., 2020). Research on consumer 
decision-making has been the centre point of 
consumer behaviour sciences, with insights 
from the latter shaping marketing and its 
evolutionary pathway. Initial distinctions that 
position consumers as strict utility-seekers 
were expanded with the identification of 
emotional factors (Kotler, 2011), ethical ful-
filments (Shaw et al., 2010) and ecologi-
cal concerns (Pagiaslis and Krontalis, 2014) 
as additional drivers of decision-making. 
Through these insights, marketers deviated 
from classic marketing practices – and the 
promotion of solely core product utility – 
towards more reflective and sustainable ones. 
Examples of the latter include the promotion 
of new brands that smartly strike a balance 
between utility and sustainability, while chal-
lenging the status quo of social behaviours 
by communicating sustainable alternatives. 
Following this customer-centric (as opposed 

to a product-centric) approach, sustainable 
marketing seeks to create true value for the 
end user and wider society. Thus, goods that 
satisfy the buyer’s core needs and simultane-
ously promote environmental preservation, 
social equity and economic growth create 
value that transcends the unidimensional 
notion of strict utility.

As a term, “sustainable marketing” is 
sometimes used in synonymous ways to 
“green marketing”, yet Gordon et al. (2011) 
propose that it encapsulates the ideas of 
green, social and critical marketing. This 
allows the inclusion of environmental, social 
and economic implications in the defined 
term while maintaining a critical angle of how 
marketing contributes to sustainability and 
its pillars. Katranjiev (2016) juxtaposes this 
view, proposing that sustainable marketing 
serves as a successor to green marketing, with 
the latter being primarily interested in the 
promotion of green, environmentally friendly 
products and less involved in other pillars 
pertaining to social equity, for example. 
Cronin et al. (2011) note that sustainable 
marketing practices are essential for compa-
nies that adhere to the triple bottom line for 
performance evaluation, with Fuxman et al. 
(2022) proposing a similar view that sustain-
able marketing practices reflect the 3Ps of 
Preservation (Environment), Public (Society) 
and Performance (Economy). Academic 
views converge on these three pillars of 
economic, social and environmental sustain-
ability, thus providing leverage to define the 
term as:

Sustainable marketing fosters strategies that 
promote environmental protection, social 
equity and economic development while pre-
serving the viability of the business.

Three dimensions of sustainable 
marketing
Sustainable marketing has a range of appli-
cations, with research positioning the term as 
being responsible for sustainable marketing 
innovations and the shaping of sustainable 
consumption behaviour (Su et al., 2022). 
An important, and currently emerging, new 
dimension relates to customer data and fair 
data management practices that allow protec-
tion of one’s right to privacy (Acquisti et al., 
2015; Lim, 2016). These are analysed below.
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Sustainable marketing innovations
This dimension is interested in the develop-
ment and promotion of offerings by compa-
nies that systematically challenge their eco 
footprints and innovate towards fairly and 
sustainably sourced goods and materials (see 
the entry on social and environmental inno-
vation). For instance, Adidas manufacture 
shoes from recycled ocean plastic, serving 
as a strategy of targeted innovation for envi-
ronmental preservation. Additionally, and 
alleviating the need for recycling altogether, 
companies like Mitsubishi are investing in 
biodegradable and compostable bioplastics 
for their packaging as an alternative to con-
ventional plastic. Approaches like the latter 
ensure environmental protection through 
natural dissolution of material while innova-
tions aim at enhancing the economic viability 
of the option (Wandosell et al., 2021).

Importantly, sustainable products need to 
be readily available in the market, providing 
reasonable accessibility in terms of price, 
design and location to people that wish to 
obtain them. One of the major challenges 
of this is that reduced product performance, 
asymmetrically higher costs compared to 
unsustainable alternatives and inconvenience 
can result in consumers quickly switching to 
less sustainable but more accessible options 
(Luchs et al., 2015). There is also a growing 
need for innovations to not be limited to the 
design of sustainable products but expand 
to practices which reduce costs of manu-
facturing and enhance distribution coverage, 
thus reaching more willing buyers. Abiding 
to these growing demands by stakeholder 
groups must not compromise sustainability 
of other aspects of the business: for example, 
the maintenance of fair labour conditions and 
avoidance of exploitation (Caruana et al., 
2018).

Promotion of sustainable consumption 
behaviour
Sustainable marketing seeks to shape sus-
tainable attitudes with the aspiration of tran-
scending these to actual behaviours (Shaw 
et al., 2010). Accurate, representative and 
non-harmful information to the wider soci-
etal structure needs to be projected through 
advertisements setting the par for ethical (and 
legal) marketing practices. Sustainable mar-
keting’s second dimension takes a step further 
and seeks to promote green consumption 

that enhances sustainability. This includes 
the encouragement of fair trade products for 
societal equity, nudging consumers towards 
products that bear eco-friendly labels (i.e. 
Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade, Certified 
Humane) and in certain cases challenging 
consumption altogether. Patagonia’s “Don’t 
buy this jacket” campaign prompts consum-
ers to re-evaluate their needs prior to purchas-
ing clothes and now serves as an archetypical 
example for promoting reduction of con-
sumption as opposed to overconsumption of 
sustainably sourced products. It is imperative 
to note that sustainable marketing innova-
tions and their promotion directly influence 
sustainable consumption behaviour (Luchs et 
al., 2015; Su et al., 2022).

Sustainable customer data management
This third dimension pertains to a cur-
rently evolving part of the literature which 
is interested in the practices of customer 
data management, privacy and big data syn-
thesis, with academics recognizing the role 
and potential of sustainable marketing in 
this data-driven domain (Lim, 2016). The 
organizational benefits of customer data 
range from tailored micro-targeting of rele-
vant offerings to acquired feedback for new 
product development and existing product 
refinement (Themistocleous, 2018; Witell et 
al., 2014). As consumer data are transform-
ing businesses there is a growing need for 
the promotion of sustainable data usage and 
protection of privacy. Companies through 
their marketing strategies need not only to 
abide by existing privacy legislations (i.e. 
the General Data Protection Regulation), but 
employ practices that actively seek to bridge 
information asymmetry gaps in relation to 
exact use of acquired data and conditions 
under which data are shared with trusted third 
parties. A prime example relating to breach 
of privacy and the socioeconomic fallout 
that followed – the Facebook/Cambridge 
Analytica scandal – led to $50 billion loss 
of market capitalization for the former and 
the shutdown of the latter, all while leaving 
87 million users exposed (Kozlowska, 2018).

Sustainable marketing must employ 
and promote transparency of a company’s 
data management practices while guiding, 
informing and improving consumers’ 
decision-making of what to disclose, to 
whom and by how much. Albeit a difficult 
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task, research demonstrates that communi-
cating information about the specific uses 
of data improves disclosure decision-making 
(Zimmer et al., 2010). Contextual stimuli, like 
website design, also need to nudge consum-
ers towards less risky disclosure decisions 
(Acquisti et al., 2015; Themistocleous et 
al., 2014); rejecting in the process malicious 
interface designs for unsustainable disclosure 
behaviours (Conti & Sobiesk, 2010). As data 
practices are currently essential and projected 
to only be more prevalent in the future for 
companies, the aforementioned elements pin-
point towards current and future directions 
for sustainable marketing and what the term 
encapsulates.

Conclusions
“Sustainable marketing” is a term that serves 
as an amalgam of previous marketing forms, 
including green, social and critical market-
ing. The explored dimensions here capture 
ideas relating to the promotion of social, 
environmental and economic sustainability. 
Sustainable marketing’s three main dimen-
sions of investigation relate to sustainable 
marketing innovations that contribute to the 
above pillars while aiming towards the pro-
motion and shaping of society’s sustainable 
consumption behaviours. The future of the 
term, and thereby CSR, can be linked to the 
emerging significance of big data for market-
ing purposes and thus sustainable customer 
data management. This new dimension of 
investigation relates to the employment and 
promotion of sustainable data governance 
practices which are imperative for CSR and 
assist with the avoidance of social harm in the 
inevitable personalization–privacy trade-off 
faced by consumers.

Evidence from Ernst & Young’s (2020) 
global consumer privacy study indicates that 
60 per cent of consumers have a neutral or 
distrusting stance on data governance prac-
tices by retail companies and 49 per cent for 
financial companies. Findings here provide 
emerging avenues for future CSR agendas. 
Positioning data protection as a key strategy 
rather than a base-line compliance to respec-
tive legislations can assist with improving the 
aforementioned statistics. In turn, sustainable 
marketing strategies can communicate these 
new CSR directions to consumers and instil 
much-needed trust, influencing behaviours 

pertaining to safer disclosures and alleviating 
understandable customer concerns.

As technology continues to evolve, inno-
vations come with social, environmental 
and economic caveats. Based on the present 
definition of the term, sustainable market-
ing’s aims and responsibilities are labelled 
but clearly expanding to address emerging 
unsustainable practices, within the domain 
of marketing, while promoting sustainable 
alternatives.

Christos Themistocleous

References
Acquisti, A., Brandimarte, L., & Loewenstein G. 

(2015). Privacy and human behaviour in the age 
of information. Science, 347 (6221): 509–14.

Balmer, J., John, M.T., & Greyser, S.A. (2006). 
Corporate marketing: Integrating corporate 
identity, corporate branding, corporate com-
munications, corporate image and corporate 
reputation. European Journal of Marketing, 40 
(7/8): 730–741.

Caruana, R., Crane, A., & Ingram, C. (2018). 
Modern slavery: The role of prototypes in cat-
egorizing extreme labor exploitation. Academy 
of Management Annual Meeting Proceedings. 
https:// journals .aom .org/ doi/ abs/ 10 .5465/ 
AMBPP .2018 .40.

Conti, G., & Sobiesk, E. (2010). Malicious inter-
face design: Exploiting the user. Proceedings 
of the 19th International Conference on World 
Wide Web. https:// dl .acm .org/ doi/ 10 .1145/ 
1772690 .1772719.

Cronin, J.J., Smith, J.S., Cleim, M.R., Ramirez, 
E., & Martinez, J.D. (2011). Green marketing 
strategies: An examination of stakeholders and 
the opportunities they present. Journal of the 
Academy of Marketing Science, 39: 158–74.

Ernst & Young (2020). EY Global Consumer 
Privacy Survey. https:// assets .ey .com/ content/ 
dam/ ey -sites/ ey -com/ es _es/ topics/ resilient 
-enterprise/ ey -global -consumer -privacy -study 
-2020 -single -pages .pdf.

Fuxman, L., Mohr, I., Mahmoud, A.B., & 
Grigoriou, N. (2022). The new 3Ps of sus-
tainabilty marketing: The case of fashion. 
Sustainable Production and Consumption, 31: 
384–96.

Gordon, S., Carrigan, M., & Hastings, G. (2011). 
A framework of sustainable marketing. 
Marketing Theory, 11 (2): 143–63.

Katrandjiev, H. (2016). Ecological market-
ing, green marketing, sustainable marketing: 
Synonyms or an evolution of ideas? Economic 
Alternatives, 22 (1): 71–82.

Christos Themistocleous - 9781800880344
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 01/31/2024 09:50:55AM by

cthemistocleous@gmail.com
via CHRISTOS THEMISTOCLEOUS

https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/AMBPP.2018.40
https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/AMBPP.2018.40
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/1772690.1772719
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/1772690.1772719
https://assets.ey.com/content/dam/ey-sites/ey-com/es_es/topics/resilient-enterprise/ey-global-consumer-privacy-study-2020-single-pages.pdf
https://assets.ey.com/content/dam/ey-sites/ey-com/es_es/topics/resilient-enterprise/ey-global-consumer-privacy-study-2020-single-pages.pdf
https://assets.ey.com/content/dam/ey-sites/ey-com/es_es/topics/resilient-enterprise/ey-global-consumer-privacy-study-2020-single-pages.pdf
https://assets.ey.com/content/dam/ey-sites/ey-com/es_es/topics/resilient-enterprise/ey-global-consumer-privacy-study-2020-single-pages.pdf


218 Concise encyclopedia of corporate social responsibility

Christos Themistocleous

Kotler, P. (2011). Reinventing marketing to 
manage the environmental imperative. Journal 
of Marketing, 75: 132–5.

Kotler, P., & Armstrong, G. (2020). Principles of 
Marketing. 18th edition. Hoboken, NJ: Pearson.

Kozlowska, I. (2018). Facebook and data privacy 
in the age of Cambridge Analytica. Henry M. 
Jackson School of International Studies Online. 
https:// jsis .washington .edu/ news/ facebook -data 
-privacy -age -cambridge -analytica/ .

Lim, W.M. (2016). A blueprint for sustainability 
marketing: Defining its conceptual boundaries 
for progress. Marketing Theory, 16 (2): 232–49.

Luchs, M., Phipps, M., & Hill, T. (2015). Exploring 
consumer responsibility for sustainable con-
sumption. Journal of Marketing Management, 
31: 1449–71.

Pagiaslis, A., & Krontalis, A.K. (2014). Green con-
sumption behavior antecedents: Environmental 
concern, knowledge, and beliefs. Psychology & 
Marketing, 31 (5): 335–48.

Shams, R., Vrontis, D., Thrassou, A., 
Themistocleous, C., & Christofi, M. (2020). 
Stakeholder dynamics of contextual ambidex-
trous capabilities and authenticity: A concep-
tual synchronisation of competitive advantage. 
Journal of General Management, 46 (1): 26–35.

Shaw, D., Shiu, E., & Clarke, I. (2000). The con-
tribution of ethical obligation and self-identity 
to the theory of planned behaviour: An explora-
tion of ethical consumer. Journal of Marketing 
Management, 16 (8): 879–94.

Su, M., Fang, M., Kim, J., & Park, K. (2022). 
Sustainable marketing innovation and con-

sumption: Evidence from cold chain food 
online retail. Journal of Cleaner Production, 
340: 1–19.

Themistocleous, C. (2018). Customer Data: 
Contemporary Issues of Privacy and Trust. 
In Vrontis, D., Weber, Y., Thrassou, A., 
Shams, R., & Tsoukatos, E. (2018). Innovation 
and Capacity Building: Cross Disciplinary 
Management Theories for Practical 
Applications. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Themistocleous, C., Wagner, C., & Smith, A. 
(2014). The ethical dilemma of implicit vs 
explicit data collection: Examining the factors 
that influence the voluntary disclosure of infor-
mation by consumers to commercial organ-
izations. IEEE on Ethics in Social Sciences 
and Technology. https:// ieeexplore .ieee .org/ 
document/ 6893403.

Wandosell, G., Parra-Meroño, M.C., Alcayde, A., 
& Baños, R. (2021). Green packaging from con-
sumer and business perspectives. Sustainability, 
13(3): 1356.

Witell, L., Gustafsson, A., & Johnson, M. (2014). 
The effect of customer information during new 
product development on profits from goods and 
services. European Journal of Marketing, 48 
(9): 1709–30.

Zimmer, J.C., Arsal, R., Al-Marzouq, M., 
Moore, D., & Grover, V. (2010). Knowing 
your customer: Using a reciprocal relationship 
to enhance voluntary information disclosure. 
Decision Support Systems, 48: 395–406.

Christos Themistocleous - 9781800880344
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 01/31/2024 09:50:55AM by

cthemistocleous@gmail.com
via CHRISTOS THEMISTOCLEOUS

https://jsis.washington.edu/news/facebook-data-privacy-age-cambridge-analytica/
https://jsis.washington.edu/news/facebook-data-privacy-age-cambridge-analytica/
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/6893403
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/6893403

