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Introducing “Corporate Environmental 
Efficacy” Beliefs: A Stakeholder-Centric 
Perspective on Strategic Sustainability 
Communication

Alexandra Schwinges and Markos Mpadanes

Abstract  One of the fundamental questions in strategic sustainability communica-
tion is how to foster sustainable transformation utilizing purposeful communica-
tion. As stakeholders act in the context of their own perceptions of the capability 
and effectiveness of corporations to tackle the climate crisis, it is vital to approach 
strategic communication from a perceptual perspective in addition to functional, 
managerial, and others. This theoretical contribution proposes “corporate environ-
mental efficacy” as a set of beliefs of the capability (corporate self-efficacy, corpo-
rate efficacy, and corporate responsiveness efficacy) and effectiveness (corporate 
response efficacy) of corporate environmental action. Standing on firm interdisci-
plinary legs, we propose an integrative framework to understand stakeholders’ con-
fidence in sustainable transformation. Key takeaways include a nuanced 
understanding and operationalization of corporate environmental efficacy, as well 
as a communication strategy for corporate efficacy. We suggest that further develop-
ment of an empirical corporate environmental efficacy construct may offer scholars 
and, not least, practitioners a stakeholder-centric framework to constitute, organize, 
and evaluate strategic communication for sustainability. In doing so, corporations 
can effectively engage with stakeholders and reciprocally drive sustainable transfor-
mation—moving beyond strategic communication of sustainability to acknowledge 
that corporate environmental efficacy has the potential to initiate a new cycle of 
stakeholder-driven and, therefore, more resonating communication.
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1 � A Stakeholder-Centric Perspective on Strategic 
Communication for Sustainability

In an era defined by pressing environmental challenges and growing societal 
demands for corporate responsibility, the role of communication in driving sustain-
able transformation has never been more vital. The human-made climate crisis has 
become the severest threat to all living creatures and biodiversity. Multinational 
corporations, in particular, are responsible for a vast amount of carbon emissions 
(Steenbergen & Saurav, 2023) and, thus, bear a special responsibility regarding sev-
eral Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) aspects. Corporations’ role in a 
sustainable transformation process hinges on their stakeholders’ trust in their ability 
to act efficiently. The term “efficacy” captures this belief of being capable of engag-
ing in sustainable action and of doing so effectively. Efficacy beliefs have long been 
recognized in social psychological research on environmental behavior (Bandura, 
1977) but have barely found their way into strategic communication research. In 
this chapter, we introduce “corporate environmental efficacy” as a set of beliefs 
offering an integrated framework to understand and evaluate how corporations can 
strategically communicate on ESG issues; and, by acknowledging the role of stake-
holders and their feedback, ultimately foster sustainable transformation for the bet-
ter of societies. We define corporate environmental efficacy as:

[...] a stakeholder’s set of beliefs relating to a corporation and its capability to substantially 
tackle environmental challenges and respond to stakeholder demands (efficacy), and its 
effectiveness in achieving desired pro-environmental outcomes (response efficacy).

As stakeholders increasingly scrutinize the corporate role in sustainability and 
demand transparency, corporate sustainability communication emerges as a power-
ful tool for fostering climate understanding, engagement, and action (Weder, 2023). 
To address these demands, corporations must strategically communicate their 
efforts to stimulate and meet societal needs and expectations. Mainly on a voluntary 
basis, some corporations have already been making disclosures on environmental, 
social, and government (ESG) aspects. But to tackle the climate crisis more wide-
ranging and substantially, the binding corporate sustainability reporting directive 
(CSRD) was introduced and received final approval from the Council of the 
European Union. The CSRD mandates that since the fiscal year 2024, businesses 
have to publish extensive sustainability information annually. As part of the 
“European Green Deal,” large business entities and listed companies are held more 
accountable, different sustainability standards will be avoided, and the shift to a 
sustainable economy will be made easier (European Commission, 2023a).

Sustainability and ESG reporting, as a form of corporate sustainability commu-
nication, belong to the realm of strategic communications, a field of practice aiming 
at informing and influencing public media discourse, policy, and perceptions of 
corporations (Zerfass et al., 2018). Strategic communication for sustainability goes 
beyond simply reporting sustainability-related corporate activities; it aims to cata-
lyze sustainable transformation and cultivate fresh perspectives on sustainability. 
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Our perception of anthropogenic climate change has seen a significant shift over the 
years, leading to different approaches to climate action compared to a few years 
ago. This is where strategic sustainability communication and its ability to inspire 
meaningful action and corporations’ skills and effectiveness in addressing 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) challenges comes in—not only with 
outward-facing messages but also internal communication strategies to engage 
employees with sustainability objectives.

Within strategic sustainability communication, our chapter introduces “corpo-
rate environmental efficacy” beliefs. This innovative notion offers a stakeholder-
centric perspective and bridges the realms of environmental efficacy and corporate 
engagement. Upfront, it is important to stress one careful caveat. Empirical corpo-
rate capability and efficiency are essential, but so are people’s perceptions of these. 
While efficacy typically denotes the ability to produce a desired outcome, our 
framework shifts focus to the subjective perceptions thereof. In essence, it is about 
the beliefs of stakeholders, whether accurate or not, about a corporation’s capability 
and effectiveness in tackling ESG issues. The transformative nature of communica-
tion cultivates new norms like sustainability (Weder & Erikson, 2023) that, inter-
twined with efficacy beliefs, become powerful drivers of sustainable change (Barth 
et al., 2016).

Our stakeholder-centric approach to sustainability communication offers several 
vital contributions. Firstly, we discuss corporate environmental efficacy as a consti-
tutive principle. Through our participative and organizational perspective, we rec-
ognize corporate efficacy beliefs as pivotal in building the capacity for sustainable 
change. By acknowledging individuals as active contributors to the transformative 
process (Weder & Erikson, 2023), we empower them to perceive themselves as 
capable of leading effective, meaningful change. Adopting a stakeholder-centric 
approach enables organizations to tailor messages and practical applications to 
diverse stakeholder groups, thereby stimulating action for impactful change. 
Secondly, we offer corporate environmental efficacy as an organizing principle. Our 
concept is rooted in established theoretical frameworks from related disciplines 
(Bandura, 1977; Groening et al., 2018; Tam et al., 2021). By leveraging strong par-
allels between fields, we aim to integrate corporations as key players into existing 
efficacy typologies (see, e.g., Meijers et al., 2023). This translation introduces cor-
porate efficacy beliefs as vital in aligning corporate action with sustainability goals 
and calls for further organization along interdisciplinary lines. Thirdly, we propose 
corporate environmental efficacy as an evaluative principle and a structured frame-
work to evaluate how corporations actively shape sustainability transformations. 
This facilitates the development of measurable indicators for corporate environmen-
tal efficacy, ensuring effective communication of these metrics as required by, for 
example, the CSRD mandate. Robust measurement and assessment tools are perti-
nent for researchers and practitioners alike.

In the following sections, we delve into the conceptual foundation of corporate 
environmental efficacy, explore its components and dimensions, and discuss how 
organizations can use it as a principle for strategic sustainability communication.
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2 � Corporate Environmental Efficacy as a Driver 
of Sustainable Change

2.1 � The Evolution of Environmental Efficacy Research

To demonstrate the firm theoretical legs that corporate environmental efficacy 
stands on, we offer a brief theoretical detour into environmental psychology and 
critical aspects of environmental efficacy research. Central to fostering sustainable 
transformation is the belief of being capable of engaging in environmental action 
(efficacy) and the confidence in achieving desired outcomes by engaging in these 
(response efficacy; Bandura, 1977). Enhancing efficacy beliefs has shown to be an 
effective strategy to stimulate sustainable action (Hart & Feldman, 2016; Jugert 
et al., 2016): The more individuals believe they can engage in environmental action 
and that it will have a meaningful impact, the more likely they are to do so. While 
there is widespread acknowledgment of climate change and its severe effects on all 
beings, particularly in Europe (European Commission, 2023b), efficacy beliefs 
remain crucial for driving behavior change aimed at mitigating environmental 
threats (Chu & Yang, 2020). Consequently, the focus should shift from debating the 
need for sustainability to devising capable and effective strategies for sustainable 
transformation.

Many models of sustainable behavior change center around the individual 
(Bandura, 1977; Ajzen, 1991). However, the main factors contributing to and solv-
ing environmental issues primarily lie within groups such as society, organizations, 
and governments rather than with individuals. Climate change is not solvable by the 
individual alone but necessitates collective and organized efforts. Hence, research 
has increasingly considered the importance of collective efficacy beliefs, which 
refer to a social group’s capability to address climate change (Barth et al., 2016; 
Jugert et al., 2016). A substantial body of literature speaks to the vital importance of 
efficacy on both individual level—the belief that the individual is capable and effec-
tive (Tabernero & Hernández, 2011; Huang, 2016; Faraz et al., 2021)— and collec-
tive level—the belief that people as part of a social group are capable and effective 
(Barth et al., 2016; Jugert et al., 2016; Meijers et al., 2023)—for stimulating envi-
ronmental action. Meijers et al. (2023) synthesized a few decades’ worth of environ-
mental efficacy research into a Personal-Collective-Governmental typology (PGG), 
encapsulating seven sub-dimensions of efficacy beliefs related to pro-environmental 
action (see Fig. 1).

While environmental efficacy beliefs, crucial for intentional climate action, have 
long been acknowledged in social psychological research (Bandura, 1977), their 
integration into strategic sustainability communication remains unexplored. 
Therefore, this chapter introduces corporate environmental efficacy, offering a 
highly interdisciplinary perspective.
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Fig. 1  The corporate-personal-collective-governmental (CPCG) typology. Note. This figure illus-
trates the concept of ‘corporate environmental efficacy' developed in this chapter, complementing 
Meijers et al.' (2023) Personal-Collective-Governmental (PCG) typology. The four corporate envi-
ronmental efficacy beliefs are clustered into two dimensions: From top to bottom, the first three 
beliefs in the corporate column are classified as "efficacy," (perceived capability). The last belief 
is classified as "response efficacy" (perceived effectiveness).

2.2 � Introducing Corporate Environmental Efficacy

Based on environmental psychology research, we define corporate environmental 
efficacy as the belief in a stakeholder’s and an organization’s ability to effectively 
address environmental challenges (efficacy dimension; capability) and achieve 
desired environmental outcomes (response efficacy dimension; effectiveness). 
Thereby, we remain consistent with previous conceptualizations of efficacy and 
response efficacy as individual perceptions that influence environmental behavior 
(Bandura, 1977). This chapter complements Meijers et al.’ (2023) typology with a 
corporate level. Organizational efficacy builds on a strong research base (van Vuuren 
et al., 2008; Fearon et al., 2013) and can be applied to corporations and sustainabil-
ity. Our framework (see Fig.  1) differentiates four sub-dimensions of corporate 
environmental efficacy: corporate self-efficacy, corporate efficacy, corporate 
responsiveness efficacy, and corporate response efficacy. In the following, we will 
describe each conceptualized dimension in depth and ground them in existing 
literature.

Corporate self-efficacy closely relates to Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy 
(1977) and, in this instance, describes the belief that oneself is capable of engaging 
in pro-environmental action as a stakeholder of or within the organization. This 
concept requires a nuanced interpretation of corporate stakeholders, defined here as 
any person who is affected by or has an interest, concern, or investment in a corpo-
ration’s activities, decisions, and outcomes of a corporation. Stakeholders 
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encompass a multifaceted array of roles, such as employees, customers, sharehold-
ers, suppliers, and the local community. This self-efficacy belief is grounded in the 
confidence that the individual stakeholder has the necessary skills, resources, and 
strategies to perform desired environmental behaviors and achieve positive out-
comes related to the corporation, which are crucial for understanding an individu-
al’s role toward an organization (van Vuuren et  al., 2008). Self-efficacy has also 
been shown to be essential for change management within organizations (Paglis & 
Green, 2002). The majority of literature on external stakeholders describes the role 
of environmental self-efficacy beliefs of green consumers, showing that confidence 
in their ability to engage in green consumption led to more green consumption 
(Nguyen et al., 2019; Testa et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2023). Toward a corporation, 
these beliefs can capture more macro aspects of individual functioning (van Vuuren 
et al., 2008). Still, they can also regard beliefs about specific actions as simple as 
purchasing a more sustainable product option or more complicated workplace 
behaviors, such as the empowered feeling of an employee to implement sustainabil-
ity initiatives within their workplace.

Corporate efficacy describes the stakeholder’s belief that the corporation, as a 
whole, is capable of engaging in corporate environmental action. It denotes the 
individual’s confidence in the corporation’s ability to influence environmental issues 
and enact significant sustainable transformation. Here, we borrow and translate a 
concept from organizational studies. Within this field, organizational efficacy is 
defined as “a generative capacity within an organization to cope effectively with the 
demands, challenges, stressors, and opportunities it encounters within the business 
environment. It exists as an aggregated judgment of an organization’s individual 
members about their (1) sense of collective capacities, (2) sense of mission or pur-
pose, and (3) a sense of resilience” (Bohn, 2002, p. 65). Again, the concept can 
denote macro beliefs about corporate functioning (van Vuuren et  al., 2008) and 
overall capabilities and organizational goals (Fearon, McLaughlin and Morris, 
2013) or more specific corporate actions. Also taking a stakeholder-centric approach, 
Lee (2020) proposed the related concept of perceived sustainability, denoting stake-
holder’s perceptions of the “strength” (stakeholder beliefs about a firm’s expertise 
in sustainability), “magnitude” (an individual’s belief in a firm’s sustainability), and 
“mobilizability” (the perceived ability of an organization to motivate stakeholders 
to engage in environment-protective behavior). Similar to efficacy beliefs, this con-
struct would positively affect consumer behavior, such as “brand resonance” and 
“purchase intention.” Aiding the assessment of a corporation’s capability on a more 
general level, also “perceived corporate ability,” i.e., perceptions of a company’s 
competence or ability to produce an intended output (Lin et al., 2011), has shown to 
be an important antecedent of “product purchase intention.” Inspired by these con-
cepts, our conceptualization captures the belief in a corporation’s capability to meet 
its objectives, a shared sense of collective capability in engaging in corporate sus-
tainability. These corporate actions can range from investing in renewable energy 
sources to reduce its carbon footprint, implementing and actually adhering to green 
policies and practices, to creating new technologies to mitigate environmental 
impact. It requires corporations to not only set ambitious sustainability goals but 
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also demonstrate their capacity to achieve them through concrete actions and resil-
ient strategies.

Corporate responsiveness efficacy labels the belief that a corporation will 
respond to both the general public’s as well as specific stakeholder demands con-
cerning the environment. We see parallels in strategic CSR management, where the 
fulfillment of consumer expectations toward CSR and perceived corporate ability 
has been shown to bring strategic advantage (Lin et al., 2011; Kuokkanen & Sun, 
2020). In today’s business landscape, there is a noticeable shift toward prioritizing 
sustainability practices, driven partly by heightened consumer awareness and expec-
tations. Consumers increasingly view the protection of stakeholder interests, includ-
ing environmental concerns, as integral factors when making purchasing decisions, 
as noted by Hur et al. (2016). Stakeholder theory shows that corporations need to 
strategically and interdependently engage with stakeholder interests to create value 
(Freeman et al., 2010). Overall, corporate responsiveness efficacy underscores the 
increasing interconnectedness between stakeholders and corporations—also fos-
tered by technology—in addressing environmental concerns and advancing sustain-
ability goals. By prioritizing stakeholder responsiveness, corporations can foster 
sustainable relationships necessary for the corporation’s long-term survival. In prac-
tice, these beliefs are, among other things, potentially related to stakeholders’ 
beliefs that they can form an opinion on the environmental matter, that the corpora-
tion pays attention to these opinions, and can thus influence corporate change.

Corporate response efficacy is the belief that a corporation’s actions are effective 
in realizing pro-environmental change. Put simply, while corporate responsiveness 
efficacy relates to stakeholder beliefs on a corporation being capable of—and actu-
ally—responding to demands, corporate response efficacy relates to beliefs on the 
effectiveness of the response; this sub-dimension hinges on the stakeholder’s goal to 
positively impact the environment through their actions within the corporate sphere. 
The primary focus of previous research positions stakeholders as consumers, explor-
ing communicative interventions to promote sustainable product consumption 
(Young et al., 2010; Cojuharenco et al., 2016). Termed perceived consumer effec-
tiveness (PCE) (Antil, 1984), consumers’ beliefs about the impact of their product 
choice moderate green consumption (Nguyen et al., 2019): The stronger their belief 
in their choice’s effectiveness, the more likely they are to consume green products. 
Confidence in the ability to contribute to environmental improvement through eco-
friendly choices aligns consumers’ actions with their intentions. Consumers’ collec-
tive response efficacy beliefs—the belief that all together, the masses of consumers 
can make a difference—are associated with environmentally conscious purchasing 
behavior (Cojuharenco et al., 2016). The belief that a corporate product itself will 
make a difference is captured in another related concept. Drawing from business 
research, the concept of product efficacy pertains to inferences about a product’s 
functional performance and quality (Zeithaml, 1988). Conversely, Young et  al. 
(2010) demonstrated that when information about a product’s performance is lack-
ing, consumers are less inclined to engage in green consumption. This underscores 
the importance of effectively communicating about the effectiveness of corporate 
action for sustainability.

Introducing “Corporate Environmental Efficacy” Beliefs: A Stakeholder-Centric…
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2.3 � Examples of Audience Engagement in Corporate 
Sustainability Through Corporate Efficacy

Building on this theoretical foundation, we offer an exemplary exploration of vari-
ous stakeholder groups and their corporate environmental efficacy beliefs to start an 
academic debate to further develop analytical criteria and operationalizable dimen-
sions for empirical work in the future.

Employees may experience a high sense of corporate self-efficacy when they 
perceive their capacity to actively participate in office environmental campaigns, 
such as reducing waste or implementing energy-saving measures. However, they 
might question whether their efforts will elicit a response from the company and 
lead to meaningful changes in organizational management practices, exemplifying 
low corporate responsiveness efficacy beliefs. Nonetheless, employees might rec-
ognize that these actions can significantly contribute to improving the company’s 
overall environmental footprint (indicating high “corporate response efficacy”). 
Some corporations have recognized the power that employees hold and have devel-
oped so-called corporate green teams. A green team consists of a group of employ-
ees who are engaged in advancing sustainability within an organization. Consulting 
partners like Planetgroups, a not-for-profit consulting, support employees in cli-
mate action at the workplace. They strategically appeal to individuals’ “responsibil-
ity in their own workplace to build truly sustainable, successful and value-creating 
companies”, thereby stressing how a company’s response efficacy depends on its 
employees’ efficacy.

 

Meanwhile, a consumer may feel empowered to choose the sustainable version 
of a product over the less sustainable one, demonstrating high corporate self-
efficacy. In doing so, they might perceive that this choice actively contributes to the 
environment, thus driving change and indicating high “personal response efficacy.” 
Alternatively, an impassioned consumer might express dissatisfaction by leaving 
critical feedback in the product review section, believing that such action can influ-
ence sustainable transformation as they anticipate the company’s responsiveness to 
their concerns (highlighting “corporate responsiveness efficacy”). For example, 
recent years have seen a surge in plant-based meat substitutes, often advertised 
using clear efficacy appeals. Companies like Beyond Meat follow the mission to 
„[…] feed a better future […]“ as “[…] the positive choices we make every day—no 
matter how small—can have a great impact on our world”). These appeals shall 
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motivate consumers’ response efficacy by highlighting how even the smallest 
actions can drive meaningful impact.

 

The dimension of “corporate self-efficacy” for investors/shareholders could be 
seen in their belief in their own ability to influence environmental outcomes through 
their investment decisions. This includes their confidence in choosing environmen-
tally responsible companies or divesting from those with poor environmental prac-
tices. Investors with high “corporate self-efficacy” may actively seek out investment 
opportunities that align with their environmental values and advocate for sustain-
able business practices within their investment portfolios. High “corporate respon-
siveness efficacy” involves their confidence that their engagement, whether through 
shareholder activism, proxy voting, or direct communication with corporate man-
agement, can influence corporate behavior toward more environmentally sustain-
able practices. Investors with high “corporate responsiveness efficacy” may engage 
in dialogues with companies, submit shareholder proposals related to environmen-
tal issues, or support resolutions that call for improved environmental performance. 
Shareholders with high “corporate response efficacy” believe that a corporation’s 
environmental initiatives, such as setting emissions reduction targets or implement-
ing sustainable supply chain practices, are effective in realizing sustainable trans-
formation. An example of sustainability-focused investing is exchange-traded funds 
(ETF), which allow investors to diversify their portfolios by investing in a collection 
of stocks or bonds that meet specific ESG criteria. This type of investment not only 
contributes to the global movement toward sustainable development but also offers 
investors a way to contribute to positive social and environmental outcomes. At the 
macro level, the European NGO Finance Watch advocates reform of financial regu-
lation to give society, and thus individual investors, a strong voice. In addition, 
organizations such as Sustainalytics evaluate the ESG statements of listed compa-
nies to help investors make more informed investment decisions. What both exam-
ples have in common is that they increase the knowledge and confidence of financial 
actors, ideally helping them to make environmentally sound decisions.
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The digital transformation of media production led journalists to develop new 
forms of journalistic reporting. For example, the current trend toward more 
solutions-oriented journalism embraces evidence of a solution’s success or solu-
tion. While alarming news about climate change dominates the news, solutions-
oriented journalism shifts focus on how corporations aid sustainable transformation. 
By showcasing successful corporate initiatives or strategies, they help imagine a 
desirable, sustainable future led by organizations (Atanasova, 2019). This can build 
confidence among stakeholders—both within and outside the organization—that 
the corporation has the capability, commitment, and effectiveness to achieve sus-
tainable transformation (Thier & Namkoong, 2023). This article by the Guardian 
provides its readers with “reasons to be hopeful” by presenting corporate develop-
ments and initiatives in key sectors as part of the solution to tackle the climate crisis. 
This form of constructive style of journalism is increasingly being institutionalized. 
For example, the US-based nonprofit Solutions Journalism Network aims to inspire 
readers to engage in pro-environmental engagement by supplying its readers with 
stories that have led to meaningful change, showcasing the capability and effective-
ness of corporate action.

 

There are also opportunities to reach stakeholders with important information 
about corporate activities or planned measures outside of tried-and-tested or new 
forms of journalistic storytelling. Corporate influencers and corporate ambassa-
dors (Hudders et al., 2021) skillfully blend authenticity, intimacy, and knowledge to 
forge robust bonds with their audience (Enke & Borchers, 2019). They influence 
followers’ pro-environmental and sustainable behavior (Breves & Liebers, 2022), 
for example, sustainable consumption (Kapoor et al., 2023) or environmental activ-
ism (Knupfer et al., 2023). According to the latest report from the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), scientists affirm that “social influencers and 
thought leaders have the potential to enhance the uptake of low-carbon 
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technologies, behaviors, and lifestyles.” Corporate influencers, for example, under 
the successful #ecotok, do so by modeling and normalizing sustainable action for 
the individual, demonstrating that they can eat, buy, or travel sustainably to 
#savetheworld—claiming that so can everyone else. Notably, corporate influencers 
are also crucial in internal communication since they co-create corporate culture 
and a brand’s meaning (Hesse et al., 2021).

 

To summarize, these are the first examples of five key stakeholders and a brief 
application of the corporate environmental efficacy concept as first thoughts to start 
academic debates. Journalists provide assessed and processed information, 
resources, and platforms for engagement, empowering stakeholders in advancing 
sustainable practices and driving positive impact at both organizational and societal 
levels. In the realm of corporations and sustainability issues, research on the persua-
siveness of online influencers toward their audiences is conclusive. What is largely 
missing, however, is what kind of information influencers receive, how they receive 
it, how they evaluate it, and how information is produced for influencers in the first 
place. Therefore, more research is needed on corporate strategic environmental 
communication, including the distinct professional communication practices of 
such large organizations, such as media relations or community-building activities.

As a first step, studies could analyze the content of strategic communications 
explicitly aimed at opinion leaders—also in comparison to content targeting the 
general public or specific groups such as investors. Another conceivable line of 
research could be to examine the individual recipients of media-based corporate 
communication, such as consumers. Future studies could focus on how the cogni-
tive process of information evaluation works using, for example, eye-tracking to 
capture (sub)conscious attention and information processing. It would be worth-
while to analyze which communication tools and channels lead to an increase or 
maintenance of the level of corporate environmental efficacy and how. To this end, 
we propose longitudinal studies that link corporate communication activities to sur-
vey measurement points.

Ultimately, these are rudimentary first ideas for future research projects and an 
attempt to evaluate strategic communication efforts. This is a challenging task, 
given that it has been, and probably will continue to be, an ongoing challenge for 
practitioners for decades. All the more reason, we believe, to consider not only the 
dimensions of producers and content but also the cognitive processes of individuals 
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as recipients or intermediaries of strategic environmental corporate 
communication.

3 � Communication Is Key: How Strategic Communication 
for Sustainability Becomes Reality

The aim of this chapter was to bring a stakeholder or a media reception perspective 
to the corporate lens that is represented in most of the chapters in this handbook. We 
have discussed why all the scientific evidence points to the need to think about com-
munication and sustainable change in a holistic way. Therefore, we have derived the 
theoretical concept of corporate environmental efficacy beliefs from decades of 
interdisciplinary research in media psychology and the latest developments in the 
field of environmental communication (see Meijers et al., 2023) and adapted it to 
the corporate context. Yet the various dimensions of corporate environmental effi-
cacy are by no means to be understood as mere addenda. Only in its entirety can the 
concept deliver its full value for societies.

Sustainable transformation emerges through sustainable actions. The necessity 
of this transformation process being a joint effort by both organizations and their 
stakeholders becomes apparent when considering the complexity of the rapid fight 
against the climate crisis. Communication is key here, but it is also a reciprocal 
process of co-creating reality, with its accompanying challenges. A cultural change 
in corporations is crucial, as they emit vast amounts of greenhouse gases. It would, 
therefore, be easy if they simply reduced or even abolished emissions. At the same 
time, it often seems as if these multinational business conglomerates would only be 
responding to external pressure. Looking back more than two decades, the public’s 
demands for ecological accountability led to the first corporate sustainability reports 
in Europe. Today’s climate movement was one of the catalysts for the new CSDR 
EU directive on mandatory extensive sustainability reporting. The question now is, 
what impact will its implementation have on individual and collective stakeholders? 
After all, it would be most desirable if strategic communication of Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria led to informed, sustainable stakeholder 
decisions. However, it remains to be seen whether this will stay a pipe dream or 
become a reality.

We are convinced that the concept of Corporate Environmental Efficacy will play 
a decisive role in the scientific and practical accompaniment of the sustainable 
transformation of the economic sector at large and initiatives such as the European 
Green Deal. As a constitutive principle, all those involved in strategic sustainability 
communication—be it corporate employees, legislators, or researchers, among oth-
ers—must finally direct their attention to the micro-level psychological perspective. 
It is an organizing principle that makes it possible to combine approaches, theories, 
models, and methods from different academic fields. Because, ultimately, there will 
not be the one and only right solution; to systematically gain knowledge, here as 
well, communication will be key. And lastly, as an evaluative principle to monitor 
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the implementation and impact of, for example, the new CSDR directive. Future 
research must first (1) empirically operationalize and validate a corporate environ-
mental efficacy measure. Subsequently, cross-sectional and then longitudinal sur-
vey studies must be carried out to (2) assess whether sustainability reports as 
strategic corporate communication of sustainability lead to a formation and increase 
of individual and collective corporate environmental efficacy belief scores. Next, it 
must be investigated whether these scores associated with sustainability reports (3) 
are followed by sustainable behavior (changes). This triad of corporate environmen-
tal efficacy then has the potential for strategic communication of sustainability mor-
phing to strategic communication for sustainability—because companies will react 
to the sustainable behavior of their stakeholders with further sustainability mea-
sures, starting a new loop of this reciprocal communicative process.

Recommendations for Future Reading:
	1.	 Industry and the Green Deal
	2.	 The World Economic Forum (weforum.org)

References

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes, 50(2), 179–211. https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T

Antil, J. H. (1984). Socially responsible consumers: Profile and implications for public policy. 
Journal of Macromarketing, 4(2), 18–39. https://doi.org/10.1177/027614678400400203

Atanasova, D. (2019). Moving society to a sustainable future: The framing of sustainability in a 
constructive media outlet. Environmental Communication, 13(5), 700–711. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/17524032.2019.1583262

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological 
Review, 84(2).

Barth, M., Jugert, P., & Fritsche, I. (2016). Still underdetected – Social norms and collective effi-
cacy predict the acceptance of electric vehicles in Germany. Transportation Research Part F: 
Traffic Psychology and Behaviour, 37, 64–77. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2015.11.011

Bohn, J.  G. (2002). The relationship of perceived leadership behaviors to organizational 
efficacy. Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 9(2), 65–79. https://doi.
org/10.1177/107179190200900206

Breves, P., & Liebers, N. (2022). #Greenfluencing. The Impact of Parasocial Relationships with 
Social Media Influencers on Advertising Effectiveness and Followers’ Pro-environmental 
Intentions. Environmental Communication, 16(6), 773–787. https://doi.org/10.1080/1752403
2.2022.2109708 

Chu, H., & Yang, J. Z. (2020). Risk or efficacy? How psychological distance influences climate 
change engagement. Risk Analysis, 40(4), 758–770. https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13446

Cojuharenco, I., Cornelissen, G., & Karelaia, N. (2016). Yes, I can: Feeling connected to others 
increases perceived effectiveness and socially responsible behavior. Journal of Environmental 
Psychology, 48, 75–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2016.09.002

Enke, N., & Borchers, N. S. (2019). Social media influencers in strategic communication: A con-
ceptual framework for strategic social media influencer communication. International Journal 
of Strategic Communication, 13(4), 261–277. https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2019.1620234

European Commission. (2023a). Financial markets: Corporate sustainability reporting. Accessed 
March 12, 2024, from https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/
company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en

Introducing “Corporate Environmental Efficacy” Beliefs: A Stakeholder-Centric…

https://www.weforum.org/
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.1177/027614678400400203
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1583262
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1583262
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2015.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1177/107179190200900206
https://doi.org/10.1177/107179190200900206
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2022.2109708
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2022.2109708
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13446
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2016.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2019.1620234
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en


174

European Commission. (2023b). Special Eurobarometer 538 Climate Change  - Report 538. 
European Union. Accessed March 12, 2024, from https://doi.org/10.2834/653431

Faraz, N.  A., et  al. (2021). The interplay of green servant leadership, self-efficacy, and intrin-
sic motivation in predicting employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Environmental Management, 28(4), 1171–1184. https://doi.org/10.1002/
csr.2115

Fearon, C., McLaughlin, H., & Morris, L. (2013). Conceptualising work engagement: An indi-
vidual, collective and organisational efficacy perspective. European Journal of Training and 
Development, 37(3), 244–256. https://doi.org/10.1108/03090591311312723

Freeman, R. E., et al. (2010). Stakeholder theory: The state of the art. Cambridge University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511815768

Groening, C., Sarkis, J., & Zhu, Q. (2018). Green marketing consumer-level theory review: A com-
pendium of applied theories and further research directions. Journal of Cleaner Production, 
172, 1848–1866. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.12.002

Hart, P. S., & Feldman, L. (2016). The influence of climate change efficacy messages and efficacy 
beliefs on intended political participation. PLoS One, 11(8), e0157658. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0157658

Hesse, A., Schmidt, H. J., & Baumgarth, C. (2021). How a corporate influencer co-creates brand 
meaning: The case of Pawel Dillinger from Deutsche Telekom. Corporate Reputation Review, 
24(4), 191–204. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41299-020-00103-3

Huang, H. (2016). Media use, environmental beliefs, self-efficacy, and pro-environmental behavior. 
Journal of Business Research, 69(6), 2206–2212. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.12.031

Hudders, L., De Jans, S., & De Veirman, M. (2021). The commercialization of social media stars: 
A literature review and conceptual framework on the strategic use of social media influenc-
ers. International Journal of Advertising, 40(3), 327–375. https://doi.org/10.1080/0265048
7.2020.1836925

Hur, W.-M., Kim, H., & Jang, J.  H. (2016). The role of gender differences in the impact of 
CSR perceptions on corporate marketing outcomes. Corporate Social Responsibility and 
Environmental Management, 23(6), 345–357. https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.1380

Jugert, P., et al. (2016). Collective efficacy increases pro-environmental intentions through increas-
ing self-efficacy. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 48, 12–23. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jenvp.2016.08.003

Kapoor, P. S., Balaji, M. S., & Jiang, Y. (2023). Greenfluencers as agents of social change: The 
effectiveness of sponsored messages in driving sustainable consumption. European Journal of 
Marketing, 57(2), 533–561. https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-10-2021-0776

Knupfer, H., Neureiter, A., & Jörg Matthes. (2023). From social media diet to public riot? 
Engagement with “greenfluencers” and young social media users’ environmental activism. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 139, 107527. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107527

Kuokkanen, H., & Sun, W. (2020). Companies, meet ethical consumers: Strategic CSR manage-
ment to impact consumer choice. Journal of Business Ethics, 166(2), 403–423. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10551-019-04145-4

Lee, Y.-C. (2020). Communicating sustainable development: Effects of stakeholder-centric per-
ceived sustainability. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 27(4), 
1540–1551. https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.1900

Lin, C.-P., et al. (2011). Understanding purchase intention during product-harm crises: Moderating 
effects of perceived corporate ability and corporate social responsibility. Journal of Business 
Ethics, 102(3), 455–471. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0824-y

Meijers, M. H. C., et al. (2023). Introducing and testing the personal-collective-governmental effi-
cacy typology: How personal, collective, and governmental efficacy subtypes are associated 
with differential environmental actions. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 85, 101915. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2022.101915

A. Schwinges and M. Mpadanes

https://doi.org/10.2834/653431
https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.2115
https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.2115
https://doi.org/10.1108/03090591311312723
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511815768
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157658
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157658
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41299-020-00103-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.12.031
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2020.1836925
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2020.1836925
https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.1380
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2016.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2016.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-10-2021-0776
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107527
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-019-04145-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-019-04145-4
https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.1900
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0824-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2022.101915


175

Neureiter, A., & Jörg Matthes. (2023). From social media diet to public riot? Engagement with 
“greenfluencers” and young social media users’ environmental activism. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 139, 107527. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107527 

Nguyen, H. V., Nguyen, C. H., & Hoang, T. T. B. (2019). Green consumption: Closing the intention-
behavior gap. Sustainable Development, 27(1), 118–129. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1875

Paglis, L. L., & Green, S. G. (2002). Leadership self-efficacy and managers’ motivation for leading 
change. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23(2), 215–235. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.137

Steenbergen, V., & Saurav, A. (2023). The effect of multinational enterprises on climate change: 
Supply chain emissions, green technology transfers, and corporate commitments. World Bank. 
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1994-0

Tabernero, C., & Hernández, B. (2011). Self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation guid-
ing environmental behavior. Environment and Behavior, 43(5), 658–675. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0013916510379759

Tam, L., Choi, S., & Kim, J.-N. (2021). Reconceptualizing the self-efficacy construct in public 
relations research: The case of sojourners and their communicative behaviors. Public Relations 
Review, 47(4), 102090. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2021.102090

Testa, F., et al. (2021). Drivers to green consumption: A systematic review. Environment, Development 
and Sustainability, 23(4), 4826–4880. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10668-020-00844-5

Thier, K., & Namkoong, K. (2023). Identifying major components of solutions-oriented journal-
ism: A review to guide future research. Journalism Studies, 24(12), 1557–1574. https://doi.
org/10.1080/1461670X.2023.2230314

van Vuuren, M., de Jong, M. D. T., & Seydel, E. R. (2008). Contributions of self and organisa-
tional efficacy expectations to commitment: A fourfold typology. Employee Relations, 30(2), 
142–155. https://doi.org/10.1108/01425450810843339

Weder, F. (2023). The evolution of the sustainability story: Strategic sustainability communica-
tion as niche construction. International Journal of Strategic Communication, 17(3), 228–244. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2023.2229304

Weder, F., & Erikson, M.  B. (2023). CSR communication and cultures of sustainability. The 
University of Queensland. https://doi.org/10.14264/428d81b

Young, W., et al. (2010). Sustainable consumption: Green consumer behaviour when purchasing 
products. Sustainable Development, 18(1), 20–31. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.394

Zeithaml, V. A. (1988). Consumer perceptions of price, quality, and value: A means-end model 
and synthesis of evidence. Journal of Marketing, 52(3), 2–22. https://doi.org/10.2307/1251446

Zerfass, A., et  al. (2018). Strategic communication: Defining the field and its contribution to 
research and practice. International Journal of Strategic Communication, 12(4), 487–505. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2018.1493485

Zhang, R., Ma, Q., & Guan, D. (2023). The impact of financial scarcity on green consumption: 
Sequential mediating effects of anxiety and self-efficacy. Psychology & Marketing, 40(6), 
1162–1178. https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21801

Introducing “Corporate Environmental Efficacy” Beliefs: A Stakeholder-Centric…

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107527
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1875
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.137
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1994-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916510379759
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916510379759
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2021.102090
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10668-020-00844-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2023.2230314
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2023.2230314
https://doi.org/10.1108/01425450810843339
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2023.2229304
https://doi.org/10.14264/428d81b
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.394
https://doi.org/10.2307/1251446
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2018.1493485
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21801


176

Alexandra Schwinges  is an Assistant Professor in Corporate 
Communication at the Amsterdam School of Communication Research, 
University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Her research and teaching 
activities center around issue communication, corporate digital respon-
sibilities, and digital sustainability. Proficient in diverse research meth-
ods, she employs, among others, quantitative and qualitative content 
analysis, interviews, surveys, and experimental research design.

Markos Mpadanes  is a Research and Teaching Assistant in Strategic 
Communication and Media Management at the Department of 
Communication and Media Research (IKMZ), University of Zurich, 
Switzerland. He is also a PhD Candidate in the excellence program of 
the Digital Society Initiative at the University of Zurich. His empirical 
research focuses on “Strategic CEO Communication” and “Socio-
Political Positioning of Companies and Executives.” Methodologically, 
Markos Mpadanes employs a mixed-method approach integrating 
quantitative, qualitative, and computational social science methods.

A. Schwinges and M. Mpadanes


	Introducing “Corporate Environmental Efficacy” Beliefs: A Stakeholder-Centric Perspective on Strategic Sustainability Communication
	1 A Stakeholder-Centric Perspective on Strategic Communication for Sustainability
	2 Corporate Environmental Efficacy as a Driver of Sustainable Change
	2.1 The Evolution of Environmental Efficacy Research
	2.2 Introducing Corporate Environmental Efficacy
	2.3 Examples of Audience Engagement in Corporate Sustainability Through Corporate Efficacy

	3 Communication Is Key: How Strategic Communication for Sustainability Becomes Reality
	References


