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ABSTRACT

This study investigates how transparency, evidence-based sustainability claims and message

consistency in sustainable content marketing on Instagram and TikTok influence consumer trust,

and whether perceived credibility mediates these relationships among young adults in South

Africa and Cameroon.

Grounded in Brand Credibility Theory and Organizational Trust Theory, a positivist, cross

sectional online survey of 276 Instagram and TikTok users aged 18-35 was conducted.

Established Likert-scale measures captured sustainable content attributes, perceived credibility

and consumer trust. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlations, multiple

regression, mediation analysis and independent samples t-tests.

Transparency and message consistency significantly and positively predict consumer trust,

whereas sustainability claims do not when these attributes are controlled. Perceived credibility

partially mediates all three relationships, carrying a particularly large share of the effect of

sustainability claims on trust. No significant cross-country differences emerge for transparency,

credibility or trust, but Cameroonian respondents report higher perceived message consistency

and stronger sustainability claims.

Overall, this study offers one of the first empirically tested models linking sustainable content

attributes, credibility and trust on Instagram and TikTok in emerging African markets,

highlighting credibility as a central psychological mechanism in sustainability communication to

youth.

Keywords

Sustainable Content Marketing, Perceived Credibility, Consumer Trust, Instagram, TikTok,

Sustainability Communication, Social Media Marketing, Young Adults, South Africa, Cameroon,

Digital Marketing, Organizational Trust Theory.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Digital marketing refers to the application of interactive technologies such as social media,

search engines, emails and websites including mobile applications in influencing

consumers (Hosain & Mamun, 2023). The fast growth of social media platforms (e.g., Instagram

and TikTok) has revolutionized the way in which brands reach consumers, especially a

generation that is very interactive with visual content such as young adults (Sitanggang et al.,

2024; Chan-Olmsted & Kim, 2022; Prasanna & Priyanka, 2024).

They enable users to share short-form videos, pictures, and opinions/experiences while allowing

brands the opportunity to directly connect with consumers. TikTok and Instagram continue to not

only be used as entertainment platforms or for self-presentation but increasingly also through

which information is exchanged, social interaction takes place, and brands communicate (Bossen

& Kottasz 2020; Vaterlaus et al., 2024; Akhund et al., 2024). Brands have

increasingly utilised these platforms as important channels through which they can communicate

their sustainability initiatives and socially responsible actions. Sustainable content marketing is

thus the transmission of environmental and social practices through digital information channels

in a news-value driven manner rather than promotional (Ganesh et al., 2024).

As the use of sustainability-related communication has increased, so have consumer worries over

greenwashing; whereby organizations exaggerate or mislead on sustainability claims (Rahman &

Nguyen-Viet 2022; Badhwar et al.,2024). Consequently, consumer trust and perceived credibility

have taken on more important roles in determining how sustainability-related messages are

processed. Research in the area indicates that factors like transparency of sustainable practices,

evidence-based sustainability claims and message consistency might influence

consumer perception towards credibility of such sustainable brand communications (Rahman &

Nguyen-Viet, 2022; Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015).



2

The rise in internet penetration and the ubiquity of mobile technology globally continue to

transform communication habits/ consumer purchasing behaviors (Vitus, 2025). Even as

concerns about digital divide and infrastructure remain, the use of social media among youth has

grown tremendously in Africa (Josephat, 2025). Studies across Africa show that these new

consumers use Instagram and TikTok to access entertaining content while also socializing,

building identities, and engaging socio-economically (Conte et al., 2024; Akhund et al., 2024).

Therefore, social media also represents an ever more important medium for brands to

communicate with young consumers in African markets.

Instagram and TikTok were selected for this study because they represent two very

popular social media tools amongst young people and being highly visual in their design, making

them particularly suitable for sustainability communication. In contrast to text based social

media apps, Instagram and TikTok make use of visual storytelling, influencer marketing, and

engagement strategies, which impact how brand communications are assessed by their

consumers (Chan-Olmsted & Kim, 2022; Bossen & Kottasz, 2020; Prasanna & Priyanka,

2024).

South Africa has one of the most developed digital economies on the African continent, with

relatively high levels of internet penetration and social media use (Urban & Maphathe, 2021). In

comparison, Cameroon is an example of a new African digital marketplace, which has had

growing social media use by youth consumers while still being largely under researched when it

comes to sustainable communication and consumer trust studies compared with the rest of Africa

(Ezeh & Dube, 2025; Josephat, 2025). Comparing South Africa and Cameroon provides an

opportunity to examine sustainable content marketing across two distinct African contexts that

differ economically and digitally while sharing increasing levels of social media engagement

among young consumers. The young population is made up of Generation Z and younger

millennials, who make use of social media such as Instagram and TikTok, and at the same time,

are among the people interested in sustainable content on various media. In that regard, they

form a suitable target population for the study. Given the growing importance of sustainability

communication on social media and the increasing concerns surrounding message credibility and
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consumer trust, there is need for more research into how different aspects of sustainability

communication affect consumer trust in Africa's emerging digital market space.

1.2 Problem Statement

Emerging social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok have changed the way brands

communicate sustainability efforts to consumers, particularly for younger adults (Chan-Olmsted

& Kim, 2022; Prasanna & Priyanka, 2024). With sustainability being a central element of brand

positioning, firms are turning to digital content marketing as an avenue for communicating their

environmental and social responsibility initiatives (Ganesh et al., 2024). Yet rising apprehensions

about greenwashing have rendered consumers more skeptical, with trust and perceived

authenticity of sustainability advertising content also central to its ultimate influence (Rahman &

Nguyen-Viet, 2022; Badhwar et al., 2024). Instagram and TikTok are particularly relevant

because their visual and interactive nature makes them important platforms for sustainability

communication, yet limited research has examined how consumers evaluate sustainability related

content on these platforms within African markets (Chan-Olmsted & Kim, 2022; Prasanna &

Priyanka, 2024; Akhund et al., 2024).

As suggested in previous work, attributes of sustainable content marketing such as transparency,

evidence-based claims, and consistency between different messages lead to strong

credibility perceptions by consumers which will also affect trust (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Mayer

et al., 1995). However, empirical research on relationship dynamics and consumer judgment

are largely limited to developed markets leaving little exploration of emerging African contexts

(Ezeh & Dube, 2025). Moreover, previous research has generally tested sustainability

communication and consumer trust in isolation with little regard for the mediating effect of

perceived credibility on sustainable content marketing variables that affect consumer trust (Lock

& Seele, 2017; Ahamed & Pham, 2021).

South Africa and Cameroon are also key comparative sites for exploring these relationships in

light of the relative digitally engaged nature of their youth, as well as rising levels of exposure to

sustainability-related content from brands (Duffett, 2017; Lukose et al., 2023). Both countries

have comparable social media penetration and usage but differ in terms of some socioeconomic
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conditions (such as income levels), cultural dynamics, and digital environments that could affect

consumer perceptions about sustainability claims.

Despite the fast growth in the adoption of social media in the African market environment,

research into the relationship between sustainability communication, credibility and consumer

trust has mainly focused on the developed world (Urban & Maphathe, 2021; Ezeh & Dube,

2025). As a result, little is currently known regarding the evaluation process of sustainability

information by consumers in developing African nations. This is especially true in places like

South Africa and Cameroon, where more and more people are going online while having unique

economic and technological factors to consider (Josephat, 2025).

Consequently, the relative importance of specific sustainable content marketing attributes in

shaping consumer trust remains insufficiently understood, particularly within social media

environments where consumers are exposed to large volumes of sustainability related

content. On the one hand, some authors claim that trust is enhanced by the use of transparent

communication that helps minimize consumer uncertainty and establish credibility (Rahman &

Nguyen-Viet, 2022), whereas other authors understand the importance of credible sustainability

communication and its role in forming consumers' favorable perception of brands (Lassoued &

Hobbs, 2015; Hosain & Mamun, 2023). Consequently, how exactly certain content marketing

characteristics affect consumer trust remains unknown.

The attributes of transparency, sustainability claims and message consistency were chosen for

the analysis since they represent some of the commonest communication attributes considered in

studies of consumers' perceptions of marketing related to sustainability. Transparency is used to

refer to how transparent the organizations have been with regards to their sustainability,

sustainability claims are the information provided in support of the sustainability projects and

message consistency refers to the alignment of messages in relation to sustainability through

various communication methods.

In addition, while several studies have analyzed the relationship between sustainability

communication and trust, very few studies have looked into the role of credibility perception as a

mediator between sustainability communication and trust. This understanding is crucial since
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consumers might not build trust based on sustainability communication alone but rather due to

their perceptions of the credibility of the message.

Therefore, there seems to be a lack of literature on how transparency, sustainability claims and

message consistency influence consumer trust through perceived credibility on Instagram and

TikTok. Such a gap exists especially in Africa’s emerging economies of South Africa and

Cameroon where empirical evidence remains limited despite increasing social media adoption

and exposure to sustainability related brand communication.

The point of departure for our research lies in a theoretical and empirical tension, while

sustainability communication is increasingly prevalent on social media; its capacity to generate

consumer trust is far from guaranteed. Prior research has demonstrated that sustainability

messaging can improve consumer attitudes toward brands (Nyilasy et al., 2014); however, the

simultaneous rise of greenwashing skepticism suggests that consumers do not uniformly accept

such messages at face value (Matthes & Wonneberger, 2014). This creates a problematic gap in

our understanding. If sustainability messaging does not automatically translate into trust, what

mechanisms explain when and why it does?

The choice of Instagram and TikTok as the focal platforms was motivated by their dominance as

channels for brand communication among younger consumers, and by the relative absence of

platform specific research on sustainability messaging in an African context. The study focuses

on three attributes of sustainable content marketing; transparency, evidence-based sustainability

claims, and message consistency, identified through a review of green marketing and corporate

social responsibility literature as the most practically relevant dimensions for brands operating in

digital environments (Peattie & Crane, 2005; Delmas & Burbano, 2011).

These considerations led to the formulation of two research questions. The first asks how

transparency, evidence-based sustainability claims, and message consistency in sustainable

content marketing on Instagram and TikTok influence consumer trust among individuals aged 18

and above in South Africa and Cameroon. The second asks whether perceived credibility

mediates the relationship between sustainable content marketing attributes and consumer trust.

Together, these questions position the research at the intersection of digital marketing,
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sustainability communication, and consumer psychology, while grounding it in a geographically

specific and underexplored context.

1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to create and test a conceptual framework examining how

transparency, evidence-based sustainability claims and message consistency in sustainable

content marketing influence consumer trust on Instagram and TikTok. Furthermore, the study

investigates the mediating role of perceived credibility in these relationships and compares

findings across South Africa and Cameroon.

By focusing on two emerging African markets, the study contributes to the growing literature on

sustainable digital marketing, consumer trust, and credibility in social media environments.

1.4 Research Questions

The study is informed by the following research questions:

 RQ1: How do transparency, evidence-based sustainability claims and message

consistency in sustainable content marketing influence consumer trust on Instagram

and TikTok?

 RQ2: How does perceived credibility mediate the relationship between sustainable

content marketing attributes and consumer trust?

1.5 Scope of the Study

1.5.1 Conceptual Scope

The study focuses on three central constructs:

1. Sustainable content marketing attributes which are transparency, evidence-based

sustainability claims, and message consistency on Instagram and TikTok content.

2. Perceived credibility, which refers to the youth population's perception of

credibility, expertise, trustworthiness, and authenticity of sustainable content and the

source of the message.
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3. Consumer trust, which refers to the extent to which the youth population is willing to

trust brands that are engaged in the promotion of sustainable content through Instagram

and TikTok.

1.6 Definition of Key Concepts

To ensure conceptual clarity, the following definitions are adopted:

• Instagram: Social media platform used primarily for sharing images and videos, it provides

users with opportunities for creating visual self-presentations and temporary content, including

Instagram stories, which is one of the most prominent characteristics of visual communication

among young people (Veloso da Silva, 2025).

• TikTok: A video-based social media that allows its users to produce and share short videos that

can be accompanied by music (Conte et al., 2024).

• Young adults: Group of 18 to 35 years old who are commonly referred to as members of the

social media generation (Senkoya et al., 2025).

• Sustainable Content Marketing: This is the strategy of spreading the word regarding the

sustainable practice of the brand through digital content that expresses the sustainability

practices in an attempt to create value in terms of information and relations but not through

promotions (Hosain & Mamun, 2023)

• Transparency (in Content Marketing): This is the extent to which the process of sustainable

content marketing is open about the commercial nature of the sustainable content and

sustainability practices to avoid manipulation and deceit (Cortés-Quesada & Vizcaíno-Verdú,

2025).

• Evidence-Based Sustainability Claims: The sustainability practices expressed in the sustainable

content which is supported by data and information which will help consumers assess whether

such sustainability practices are true.

• Message consistency: The degree to which the message regarding sustainability is consistent in

terms of its content over time and through multiple channels, as well as consistency with the

observed brand behavior (Zeng et al., 2021).
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• Credibility perceptions: The degree to which a young adult regards sustainability messages and

sources as credible, truthful, knowledgeable and authentic (Veloso da Silva, 2025).

• Consumer trust: The readiness of a young adult to rely on the sustainability-related behavior

and messaging of a brand on Instagram and TikTok, based on expectations of reliability,

integrity, and benevolence (Sitinjak et al., 2025).

1.7 Structure of the Thesis

The thesis will comprise five chapters, which makes it similar to other studies that have focused

on social media and communication studies, (Conte et al., 2024; Zeng et al., 2021; Veloso da

Silva, 2025; Rejeb et al., 2023).

Chapter 1: Introduction

In this chapter, the background of the study, problem statement, aim of the study, objectives,

questions, hypotheses, scope of the study, significance of the study, concepts, and structure of

the thesis will be presented.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

In this chapter, the theoretical and conceptual literature review that has focused on youth, social

media, TikTok, Instagram, influencer culture, sustainable marketing, content marketing,

credibility, and consumer trust will be presented and discussed, including studies from global

and African perspectives and develops the conceptual framework and hypotheses.

Chapter 3: Research Methodology

In this chapter, the research paradigm, design, population, sampling (young adults between the

ages of 18 and 35 from South Africa and Cameroon), measures of the constructs, data collection

methods, data analysis, reliability, validity, and lessons from digital ethnography and social

media survey studies will be presented.

Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Results
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In this chapter, descriptive statistics for the sample, measurement model, hypothesis testing,

relationship between sustainable content, perceived credibility, consumer trust, including cross-

comparisons between South African and Cameroonian consumers will be presented.

Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

In this chapter, the findings will be discussed regarding Chapter 2, including their theoretical,

empirical, and practical implications. In addition, the contribution of the study to the body of

knowledge of research on TikTok and Instagram, sustainable marketing, and youth studies from

the African perspective will be addressed. At the same time, the limitations of the study will be

pointed out, including the potential directions of future research.

These chapters will present a comprehensive overview of the relationship between sustainable

content marketing practices on Instagram and TikTok, on the one hand, and the perceived

credibility with regards to consumer trust among young adults from South Africa and Cameroon,

on the other.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Sustainable Content Marketing in the Digital Era

Content marketing that is sustainable in the digital age is an indication of the fundamental

change from corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication practices in the pre digital age

to a process where digital tools facilitate consumer-oriented interaction, rather than one way

communication and corporate self-disclosure as initially envisaged (Vitus., 2025). However, the

rationale behind the evolutionary change is the growing trend of the adoption rate of the internet

and digital devices in the emerging markets, which allows the brand to interact with consumers

based on their real-life sustainability stories through social media platforms like Instagram and

TikTok (Saura, 2020). Such a form of visual communication is significant in creating the

required level of engagement and interaction in real time, which allows the brand to effectively

communicate the sustainability issue to consumers.

Unlike earlier research on the role played by social media in ensuring visibility and increased

engagement in sustainability, recent studies highlight the fundamental contradiction that arises

when trying to balance engagement and credibility (Risdwiyanto et al., 2023; Rosário & Dias,

2025). It is important to highlight that although there has been a marked improvement in terms of

visibility in sustainability communications, this has not translated into higher levels of credibility

because of the high level of distrust among consumers towards greenwashing initiatives and the

availability of information within the digital space (Risdwiyanto et al., 2023).

This is even more significant when we consider emerging markets. As observed from the

situation in Africa, where technology use is becoming faster, but trust and regulation can be

questioned, consumers might be using heuristics such as transparency, consistency, and evidence

in assessing any information about sustainability in their marketing messages (Bruce et al.,

2023). Consequently, sustainable content marketing in these environments operates within a dual

challenge: leveraging high mobile connectivity and social media engagement while

simultaneously overcoming structural constraints such as digital literacy gaps and

information asymmetry (Bruce et al, 2023).

In Africa, digital marketing is changing the way businesses are conducted, especially for SMEs

that are using digital marketing strategies such as social media and content marketing for
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improving the sustainability of their businesses despite the infrastructural and regulatory barriers

(Bruce et al., 2023). The case of South Africa and Cameroon is an example of the adoption of

digital marketing strategies, especially among young people who are using Instagram and Tik

Tok for the creation of sustainable content marketing strategies that are sensitive to the cultural

environment (Mkwizu, 2019; Vitus, 2025).

Furthermore, whereas global literature is inclined to focus on algorithmic visibility and

engagement with influencers, Africa brings an additional layer of cultural and socio-economic

considerations to the table (Risdwiyanto et al, 2023). For

instance, Mkwizu (2019) suggests that to communicate sustainability effectively, it should not

only connect with global discourses surrounding environmental issues but should also include

the local point of view as well as cultural values like Ubuntu, that prioritize harmony among

people.

Nevertheless, despite all these findings, there is a gap in the existing body of

knowledge regarding how specific attributes of sustainable communication like transparency,

evidence, and message consistency combine to influence credibility perceptions in social media

platforms (Deb et al., 2022). Furthermore, empirical research into the interconnections between

the identified attributes compared to the African market setting is scarce. Closing the gap is

essential because the focus moves from evaluating engagement outcomes to understanding the

dynamics of the communication process (Risdwiyanto et al., 2023; Rosário & Dias, 2025; Deb et

al., 2022).

2.1.1 Evolution of Sustainable Marketing

The development pathway of sustainable marketing is consistent with wider trends in the

evolution of society's understanding of the interplay among business, the environment, and

responsibility. Emerging from efforts of the 1960s to combat problems of resource depletion and

environmental destruction, the discipline has gradually moved toward inclusion of aspects such

as social justice, corporate ethics and economic fairness (White et al., 2025). While the term

"sustainable marketing" once referred to green marketing and resource management practices, it

is now associated with ideas of the circular economy, anti-consumerism, and regulation through

innovation (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2020). The wider approach of sustainable marketing recognizes
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that sustainability is not attainable simply through environmental considerations but rather

through the integration of business behavior, consumer behavior, institutions, and culture.

The development of sustainable marketing on the African continent cannot be discussed

independent of the issues related to the continent’s development. The strategic vision of the

African Union entitled Agenda 2063 considers inclusive economic development, well-being and

environmental sustainability as interrelated aspects (Mhlanga & Beharry-Ramraj, 2025). At the

same time, the implementation of sustainable marketing strategies in African

countries remains inconsistent because of such factors as lack of resources, difficulties in

managing and organizing sustainable practices and inadequate infrastructure. Nevertheless, some

good examples of successful cases can be observed in the region. In South Africa and Cameroon,

companies and SMEs proved that their commitment to green marketing resulted not only in

business success but also in positive environmental changes (Ismail et al., 2023; Quaye &

Mensah, 2019).

Significantly, according to Amoako (2020), there is an opportunity associated with 'Generation

Green,' which describes young African consumers characterized by increased environmental

consciousness as a group of importance for sustainable marketing efforts. This point is highly

applicable to the current research as it focuses on young adults aged between 18 and 35 years in

South Africa and Cameroon. The key theoretical implication here is that sustainable marketing

efforts should consider the cultural specifics of the audience under investigation, focus on

innovation, and ensure the development of sustainable ideas in the context of platform-specific

communication on Instagram and TikTok. Nyagadza (2021) corroborates this position, arguing

that such efforts will be successful only in the case of proactive actions that combine engagement,

competitiveness, and sustainability.

2.1.2 Sustainable Content Marketing on Social Media

The sustainable role of content marketing in social media is substantial in terms of influencing

consumer behavior in terms of their attitudes toward green products based on the increase in

informativeness, entertainment, and relevance of green advertising. The influence of eco-friendly

advertising was substantial on consumer behavior in terms of brand attitude, purchase intention,

and word of mouth based on cultural variations (Nabivi, 2025). However, effective content
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marketing strategies include the consumer, branding, being responsive, and the quality and

quantity of the content in terms of sustainable consumer interaction. It is worth mentioning that

the effective influencer marketing and content design play an essential role in terms of

influencing consumer behavior of sustainable consumption, particularly among the youth, who

are characterized by high social media involvement in terms of promoting sustainable

consumption (Bryła et al., 2022).

It is important to note that there is no consensus across literature concerning how to define

effective sustainable content marketing. For example, while Nabivi (2025) emphasis aspects

such as customer orientation, brand responsivity and content quality as crucial components,

Mansour and Basal (2024) puts their focus on the type of content, including text, image, and

video, as a key factor determining customer involvement in sustainability related issues.

However, according to Confetto and Covucci (2021), it is the structural nature of sustainability

messaging, its wholeness, clarity, and consistency that fosters behavioral change among

customers. Clearly put, the diversity of results obtained indicates that sustainable content

marketing effectiveness is an interdisciplinary issue that deserves theoretical integration, and this

is precisely what the current research seeks to achieve.

In the African context of countries such as South Africa and Cameroon, mobile based social

media marketing for SMEs is essential for their sustainability and development through real-time

interactions that promote customer loyalty and sustainable business practices (Ismaliyanto et al.,

2025). Social media marketing can also promote sustainable marketing strategies in the

marketing of tourist destinations through the promotion of user-generated content that can

promote environmental, economic, and social sustainability at lower costs (Kumar, 2021). In

general, sustainable social media content marketing is the integration of innovation, cultural

sensitivity, and interactive communication that promote consumer-brand relationships based on

sustainability in various global markets (Ganesh Dash et al., 2023).

2.1.3 Challenges of Sustainability Communication

The challenges in communicating sustainability effectively include cognitive barriers to

institutional and cultural barriers. Cognitively, explaining the trade-offs between environmental

and social aspects of sustainability may be complicated, especially since scientific knowledge



14

cannot be assumed and since the different audiences have varying degrees of trust in experts

(Voci & Karmasin, 2023). Furthermore, when looking at how mass media handles sustainability

communications, one finds that its strategy involves presenting sustainability information as

disconnected parts of a whole, thus depriving specific environmental and social issues of their

systemic importance (Janoušková et al., 2019). Under such circumstances, individuals could

experience being exposed to sustainability messages yet failing to develop relevant mental

frameworks that would encourage sustainable behavior.

In organizations, Guercini and Milanesi (2025) stressed that greenwashing as well as the reverse

practice known as “green blushing” are some of the primary obstacles in implementing

sustainable communication effectively. For most organizations, it remains difficult to make bold

claims regarding their sustainability practices because there is a possibility of being called upon

to account for their sustainability activities considering poor internal capacity in monitoring and

measuring sustainability performance. In line with this, Golob et al. (2022) affirms that studies

conducted in relation to sustainable communication have been unidimensional, emphasizing

environmental concerns while neglecting social components. However, it is important to point

out that some of the aforementioned global problems arise at local levels in South Africa and

Cameroon through digital illiteracy, poor enforcement of the established advertising code, and

cultural complexities in communicating sustainability in a multilingual and multicultural

community (Gabai, 2025).

2.2 Sustainable Content Marketing Attributes (Independent Variables)

The attributes of sustainable content marketing include informativeness, entertainment, and

perceived relevance, which are significant in influencing the consumer's engagement, attitude

towards the brand, purchase intention, and word of mouth for promoting the product (Nabivi,

2025). Other attributes include the effective communication of sustainable benefits, credible

sources, and content flow, which are significant in influencing the consumer's trust and

commitment to the relationship with the brand (Fan & Zhang, 2025). While Yu

(2024) emphasizes that the application of content marketing strategies, including authenticity,

creativity, and cultural tailoring, is effective in promoting sustainable consumption behavior,

Mansour and Basal (2024) highlighted that the success of the application of digital marketing in
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promoting sustainable consumption behaviors is due to the quality of the content, including text,

image, and video, which is effective in capturing the interest of the consumer in adopting

sustainable consumption behaviors. The application of SEO in the digital marketing approach,

which is tailored to include completeness, clarity, and consistency in the content of sustainability,

is also viewed as being effective in promoting sustainable consumption behaviors (Confetto

& Covucci, 2021). Ismaliyanto et al. (2025) extends this view that the application of mobile

marketing is effective in promoting sustainable growth of the business, including the increase of

customer participation and loyalty.

2.2.1 Transparency

In terms of sustainable content marketing, transparency can be described as the extent to which

brands clearly communicate their justification, boundaries, and limitations on the claims of their

environmental credentials for consumers to effectively judge their brand's behavior (Rosário &

Dias, 2025). It is well-established that transparency acts as a prerequisite for building consumer

trust in a digital setting, especially in situations where consumer distrust prevails against

corporate sustainability intentions (Uikey et al., 2025). Transparency works as a mechanism of

reducing information disparity between companies and consumers. In fact, when companies

reveal information regarding their sustainable activities, consumers have an easier job verifying

their authenticity.

Regarding South Africa, transparency has emerged as an important issue that must be taken care

of in some industries. According to Judge et al. (2020), operators from the boat-based whale

watching industry have indulged in unethical behavior by resorting to fraudulent claims about

environmental laws to manipulate the beliefs of their customers. In this case study, we can see

that there is a tendency which is likely true for social media as well, that once trust is lost

because of lack of transparency, it is not easy to restore it.

Although the term digital governance has not yet been well defined in Cameroon, as suggested

by May et al. (2025), policies on social media monetization using artificial intelligence show the

importance of transparency in advertising. Although the policies are at an early stage, it is clear

that transparency is becoming increasingly recognized as a requirement for sustainable digital

marketing operations. This topic has been explored in Africa by Mhlanga and Beharry-Ramraj
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(2025) as part of Agenda 2063 and how sustainability transparency requires business and

technology integration while constrained by institutional weakness. Another finding from

Nigeria is that culturally relevant digital marketing can only be achieved via transparency,

as indicated by Ezeh and Dube (2025).

Hypothesis 1 (H1)

Research indicates that transparent sustainability communication means consumers view more

honest and responsible brands, cultivating trust (Chen & Chang, 2012; Hassan & Lee,2021).

Thus we hypothesize that:

H1: Transparency in sustainable content marketing on Instagram and TikTok has a positive and

significant effect on consumer trust among individuals aged 18–35.

2.2.2 Evidence-Based Sustainability Claims

The principle of using evidence for making sustainability claims relies on the fact that there is

always evidence for any sustainability claim to be made. From the perspective of the world’s

scientific research, it can be stated that sustainability claims based on evidence are among those

factors that contribute to credibility of sustainability. Some scientific papers prove that

consumers react positively towards sustainability claims supported by evidence (Kothari et al.,

2025; Iwelunmor et al., 2015), especially in case greenwashing is widespread in particular

environment.

The importance of evidence-based sustainability assertions cannot be limited to the realm of

commerce alone but can also be extended into other spheres such as health, environment, and

development. Nwaozuru et al. (2025) established that sustainable health intervention initiatives

in Africa, including Cameroon, require the use of evidence-based techniques wherein partnership,

capacity building, and contextual sensitivity become key components. The use of evidence plays

an essential part in facilitating sustainable development in South Africa and Cameroon with

regards to proper evaluation of energy and emissions dynamics, states Adewuyi and Awodumi

(2020). The above assertions pertain to development and not marketing, yet they indicate the

existence of a cultural requirement for evidence in matters of sustainability in Africa.
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Tilt et al. (2020) highlighted the existence of a major problem of sustainability reporting within

sub-Saharan African companies, who generally focus more on economic and social performance

rather than making claims about the environmental dimension, with those making such

claims failing to provide assurance mechanisms. The issue is accentuated by the reality that in

marketing settings the ability and availability of evidence necessary for the verification of such

claims vary significantly. In this regard, one faces the problem of how smaller firms in South

Africa and Cameroon using Instagram and TikTok will be able to make sustainable claims and

have those validated by evidence despite having fewer resources. To this regards, Obiezu-

umeh et al. (2025) noted that contextually designed measures can help verify sustainability

claims in an African setting.

Hypothesis 2 (H2)

Claiming sustainability based on scientifically proven facts reduces ambiguity, contributing to a

perceived authenticity in communicating and creating more penetration through sustainable

claims (Kim & Ferguson, 2018; Adewuyi & Awodumi, 2020). As a result, consumers are more

inclined to have faith in brands that substantiate sustainability claims with proof. Thus,

H2: Evidence based sustainability claims in sustainable content marketing on Instagram and

TikTok have a positive and significant effect on consumer trust.

2.2.3 Message Consistency

Consistency of message in sustainable content marketing is understood to be the consistency of

communication regarding issues of sustainability over time and across different platforms and

consumer contact points (Chang et al., 2023). Message consistency helps maintain strong

branding and minimizes dissonance on the part of consumers about the commitment to

sustainability and enhances its legitimacy. There is evidence that message inconsistency has

posed a major challenge in undermining the effectiveness of messages on consumer confidence:

the presence of inconsistent communication of sustainability messages on one platform or

inconsistencies between communication and observed brand practices causes cognitive

dissonance and leads to greenwashing perceptions (Chang et al., 2023).
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Non-profit research conducted in South Africa by Swart et al. (2021) illustrates that there is a

tendency towards under integration of communication strategies on social media through poor

orientation towards stakeholders and ineffective application of planning frameworks. Even

though such data have been collected regarding non-profit organizations, and not companies, this

information is valuable because it indicates that even the organizations committed to

sustainability can destroy their credibility due to poor messaging tactics. Moreover, Villarino et

al. (2015) offer another important perspective by identifying that most sustainability messages

tend to be highly factual without any emotional touch to them.

In the case of influencer driven sustainable content marketing, according to Kapoor et al. (2022),

consistency is required at all levels concurrently, such as being internally consistent in individual

messages, having a consistent sustainability personality among influencers, and having an image

consistent with the sustainability values among the products endorsed. As these levels of

consistency come together, the result is what could be termed a compound credibility effect.

However, inconsistency at any of the levels can lead to larger credibility issues. In Cameroon

particularly, according to Swart et al. (2021), consistency and authenticity along with clear brand

and stakeholder communication are crucial for building up the level of trust needed to achieve

sustainable consumer behavior.

Hypothesis 3 (H3)

Brand reliability is strengthened and perceptions of greenwashing reduced when there are

consistent sustainability messages across communication channels (Chang et al., 2023; Kapoor et

al., 2022), resulting in greater consumer trust. Therefore,

H3: Message consistency in sustainable content marketing on Instagram and TikTok has a

positive and significant effect on consumer trust.

2.3 Perceived Credibility (Mediating Variable)

In this research, credibility is perceived to be the intermediary variable that connects the

characteristics of sustainable content marketing to consumer trust. It acts as a mediator since it

refers to the process of evaluation wherein consumers transform their encounter with

sustainability communication into assessments about the integrity of the brand. If not for the role
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of credibility in the process, there would be no psychological basis for determining how some

characteristics can foster trust, but others cannot (Froment & Gutiérrez 2022).

It has been found that credibility can play a mediating role in a variety of behavioral contexts. In

the area of public health, Alotaibi (2025) proves that the perceived credibility of campaigns is

directly connected with compliance behaviors, with intrinsic motivation being the secondary

mediator in this relationship. In consumer behavior studies, Yang and Gong (2023) found out

that credibility is the mediator in the connection between characteristics of online reviews

and purchasing intentions, implying that consumers consider sustainability information in terms

of credibility before implementing any actions. In educational contexts, Froment and Gutiérrez

(2022) proved that source credibility affects student motivation through two parallel mediators;

engagement and satisfaction. Regardless of the diversity of areas considered above,

credibility appears to be a key concept for the conversion of information into specific behavioral

outcomes in all cases, which means that a similar model might be applicable in the field of

sustainable content marketing.

The point to note here is that, in analyzing the problem of credibility in literature, one has to take

into account the fact that perceiving consistency in cross-cultural settings is an issue. In

considering Africa, for instance, it should be noted that little effort has been made to analyse the

process of credibility in the area. Nevertheless, since the findings were collected from countries

like Nigeria, South Africa, Ghana and Cameroon, it is important to note that the concept of

source and message credibility affecting behaviors applies universally.

2.3.1 Concept of Brand Credibility

According to Erdem and Swait (2004), brand credibility can be defined by two important

dimensions, which include: trustworthiness or the notion that the brand is capable of fulfilling its

commitments and expertise; referring to the notion that the brand has the capability of meeting

its claims. This concept is used as credibility signals that help consumers reduce uncertainties

about product quality, decrease cost incurred from gathering information and risk, and

increasing consumer utility (Erdem & Swait, 2004; 2016). From a conceptual point of view, one

can say that the idea is elegant and simple because of the use of the signal theory,
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which states that brand credibility acts as market signals that guide consumers through uncertain

conditions especially when there is difficulty in validating claims.

Additional studies have expanded this basic model. For example, Molinillo et al. (2022) found

that brand credibility can be affected by the extent to which cultural involvement, identification

and attachment affect it, suggesting that its determinants vary according to different cultures and

therefore need to be culturally sensitive as well in order to be strategically effective. An et al.

(2019) have empirically demonstrated that brand credibility is a key variable in affecting the

personal and social identities of consumers and, consequently, word-of-mouth communication,

with special implications for the sustainability of social media because of their user-generated

content feature. Lastly, Wang and Scheinbaum (2017) found that celebrities and influencers

affect brand credibility by virtue of their attractiveness and perceived trustworthiness, a finding

that is especially pertinent given the importance of influencers in Instagram and TikTok.

The authors Srivastava et al. (2020) and Rather et al. (2022) showed that for new markets

comparable to Africa, brand credibility depends on the perceived authenticity and cultural

relevance of brands, factors that are culturally specific and therefore should not be compared

with Western brand behaviors. The conclusion drawn here provides significant insight for the

current research, indicating that measuring instruments employed for assessing brand credibility

in Western countries need adaptation for South Africa and Cameroon.

2.3.2 Credibility in Social Media Contexts

There is a unique problem associated with the analysis of credibility in social media settings that

was not anticipated when designing credibility models. The lack of formal gatekeeping in the

case of Instagram and TikTok leaves consumers with the burden of judging the credibility of

messages on an informal basis and one that is often inaccurate. According to Pasi and Viviani

(2020), credibility in social media settings is inherently complex because it entails analyzing the

credibility of sources, message content, and even the context provided by the social media

platform itself. Misinformation risks are particularly pronounced in high traffic social media

platforms (Alrubaian et al., 2018; Viviani & Pasi, 2017).

The use of cognition can be considered one of the tools used by consumers for managing the

intricacies associated, where consumers employ heuristics to enable them to make decisions.
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According to Lin et al. (2016), three main types of heuristics have been recognized to be

commonly used in determining the reliability of communications on social media, which include

authority clues, identity clues, and bandwagon clues, with the latter being very significant as they

offer evidence of expertise, organization, or certification. It is highly important for the concept of

sustainable content marketing practices, given that companies or individuals

that establish their expertise in the field of sustainability through content become more credible

than others who only indicate their sustainability through identity.

However, the issue of how social endorsement cues impact the process of credibility assessment

is more complicated than may first be perceived. In a one study, Luo et al. (2020) discovered that

although engagement measures like “likes and shares” are correlated with higher credibility, they

can also hinder the consumer's ability to recognize misleading information. The development of

credibility assessment algorithms serves as one possible technology-based solution to this issue

(Qureshi et al., 2021); yet their implementation in consumer-oriented products has not become

widespread so far. As it pertains to the present research, the significance of this observation is

that credibility on Instagram and TikTok is an artifact of social negotiation, based on unique

signals that influence the assessment process both independently and in combination with

content-related factors.

2.3.3 Credibility as a Mediating Mechanism

Although the empirical evidence regarding the role of credibility as a mediator in Africa is still

developing, a recurring theme emerges in the evidence thus far: credibility acts as a critical

variable by which the attributes and legitimacy of parties affect their behavior and institutions.

As Duursma (2020) showed, the legitimacy of African mediators in the settlement of civil

conflicts, as measured by the mediators' trustworthiness, is much more effective than coercion in

ensuring that peace agreements last. Similarly, Kabundi and Mlachila (2019) demonstrated that

the credibility of monetary policies in South Africa mediates the effects of exchange rates on

inflation.

In information diffusion programs, Morgenstern (2025) illustrated how migration information

campaigns in Nigeria have their effects mediated by the perceived credibility of the message

source, an observation that echoes in the sustainable content marketing framework, whereby the
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credibility of the source determines consumer reaction to messages. On a different note, Tsai et

al. (2020) apply the same principle when investigating the relationship between

health behaviors and compliance with Ebola control efforts, whereby the credibility of the

government as a mediator determined the compliance behavior of Liberian

citizens. Oriaifo (2021) also illustrated the mediation role played by culturally relevant rhetoric

of intermediary agencies in institutional changes among Nigerian SMEs.

The commonality of results from various African environments gives rise to an identical

theoretical statement regarding the fact that credibility is the channel by which actor features and

means of communication influence behavior. In the context of the current research, this finding

allows us to consider perceived credibility as the mediator linking sustainable attributes of

content marketing, transparency, claim substantiation, and message coherence, and consumers’

trust in the South African and Cameroonian youth.

Hypothesis 4 (H4)

Existing literature indicates that credibility operates as an important mechanism by which the

characteristics of communication can affect consumers' evaluative and behavioural outcomes

(Yang & Gong, 2023; Froment & Gutiérrez, 2022 ). Also, before consumers build trust in a

brand, they typically assess the authenticity of its sustainability claims.

Therefore:

H4a: Transparency in sustainable content marketing has a positive and significant effect on

perceived credibility.

H4b: Evidence-based sustainability claims in content marketing have a positive and significant

effect on perceived credibility.

H4c: Message consistency in sustainable content marketing has a positive and significant effect

on perceived credibility.

Hypothesis 5 (H5)

One of the benefits on brand with consistent sustainability communication is an increase in

credibility, which makes consumers trust you more. Accordingly,
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H5: Perceived credibility has a positive and significant effect on consumer trust.

Hypothesis 6 (H6)

Communicating sustainability is not enough; brands need to do it consistently, which helps to

increase credibility and therefore strengthen consumer trust. Therefore:

H6: Perceived credibility mediates the relationships between (a) transparency, (b) evidence-

based sustainability claims, and (c) message consistency and consumer trust.

2.4 Consumer Trust (Dependent Variable)

Consumer trust is defined as the extent to which consumers possess positive and hopeful

expectations about the brand's environmental commitment and its ability to meet them reliably

(Mayer et al., 1995). Trust has traditionally been considered as a pre-requisite for engaging with

brands on online platforms since it helps consumers cope with the vulnerabilities associated with

such interactions (Mayer et al., 1995; Hassan & Lee, 2021).

Consumer trust holds immense importance within the African continent due to structural

uncertainty, which marks the digital marketplace in emerging economies. Odusanya et al. (2020)

established that within the context of sub-Saharan Africa, information quality, perceived

usefulness, hedonic motivation, and risk perception are the significant precursors of consumer

trust within electronic retailing platforms, and trust becomes the key link leading to platform use

despite the inadequacy in regulatory regimes within the continent. In line with this and within the

South African market, Ngwenya and Ngoepe (2022) also proved that consumer trust within the

online environment is influenced by the perceived helpfulness of online reviews and brand

images, which are moderated by sustainability claims within the social media environment. In

Cameroon, Felix (2025) further revealed that security perception, privacy protection, and

risk perception are the significant determinants of consumer trust within online shopping, where

trust acts as the intermediary converting these perceptions into online purchasing behavior.

Finally, Moloi et al. (2022) again asserted that an enhancement in website quality and security

increases consumer trust, leading to online purchase behavior in Cameroonian markets.

A common trend is observable across all the results discussed: consumer trust in African digital

markets is not only a passive attitude toward interactions with brands but an active decision
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made by consumers depending on the reliability of such interactions. This allows for the

assumption that consumer trust should be considered the dependent variable in a study exploring

how structural characteristics of sustainable content marketing influence

consumer behaviors because consumer trust is the ultimate outcome of effective sustainability

communication.

2.4.1 Concept of Consumer Trust

The notion of trust in the digital space has been conceptualized using different yet

complimentary models that have helped to shed light on various aspects of trust. Applying the

framework developed by Mayer et al. (1995), consumer trust in the sustainability claims made by

brands could be described as consisting of three interdependent factors: ability (perceived

capability of the brand to meet its sustainability obligations), benevolence (the brand does really

want to act for the good of customers and environment not just to seem like it does), and

integrity (the brand consistently demonstrates its commitment to sustainability principles).

The body of work on consumer trust in African markets clearly confirms this three-factor

structure but also offers culturally specific dimensions. Hassan and Lee (2021) proved that

locally acceptable methods of payments, especially mobile payments, serve as institutional trust

cues that influence consumer trust towards e-commerce sites in several African

countries, indicating that digital trust partially relies on infrastructure and partially on

relationships. Odusanya et al. (2020) showed that hedonic motivation, the pleasure consumers

get from using digital technologies, influences the formation of digital trust in sub-Saharan

Africa even when there is no regulatory support, meaning that positive experience can be a

substitute for institutional trust. Han et al. (2023) summarized these ideas, claiming that the

consumer trust in African e-commerce markets is built on the combination of proper payment

system, clear communication, security guarantees, and pleasant digital interactions, a

multidimensional picture that coincides with the conceptual model proposed in this paper.

2.4.2 Trust Formation in Digital Environments

Trust in virtual settings is not simply either developed or not developed but instead represents a

complex and multi-step process; the contextual circumstances that may affect its formation and

development are thus determined not only by technology but also by social factors. In South
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Africa, for example, Ntika and Chigona (2024) have identified several structural factors of

digital trust such as accountability, transparency, quality of ICT infrastructure, privacy assurance,

security measures, and participative governance; without any of these factors, the formation of

digital trust may become very difficult. As for the current study, the identified structural factors

of digital trust relate to the notion of transparency and evidence-based claims; two content

marketing attributes that play a role in consumer trust.

The trust in digital governmental services in Cameroon was also explored in an article by

Kenfack and Njei (2024). These researchers showed how socio-demographic characteristics,

such as age, education, financial status, and occupational affiliation, are associated with

technology-specific and governance-specific variables that lead to positive trust outcomes. Even

though their findings do not provide information on the trust in commercial digital marketing,

they still contribute to the understanding of the role played by social relationships and

interactions in the process of trust building in Cameroon. The mediating effect of digital services

quality on the relationship between digital participation and trust in government in Cameroon

was demonstrated by Xin et al. (2022).

In a more general sense, Mkama et al. (2025) stated that the use of digital technology in sub-

Saharan Africa creates new relationships of social cohesion and trust due to both the ease and

difficulty of creating intimate connections via social media platforms. This point

is immediately relevant to the study’s focus on TikTok and Instagram; these two apps are not just

channels for content but communities where trust is earned by engaging in the process of

community building, peer approval, and the visibility of brand–consumer relations. Koroma et al.

(2022) made a similar point in bringing together these different themes and stating that the

concept of trust in an African digital environment is multidimensional in that it relies on

technological dependability, institutional responsibility, culture, and demographic

characteristics.

2.5 Contextual Review

The underlying theoretical foundation of this study are two interrelated frameworks: Brand

Credibility Theory (Erdem & Swait, 2004) and Organizational Trust Theory (Mayer et al.,1995).

These theories work in combination to provide a theoretical basis of how sustainable content
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marketing attributes interact with perceived credibility resulting ultimately into consumer trust.

Brand Credibility Theory emphasizes how consumers evaluate brand signals (Erdem & Swait,

2004) and Organizational Trust theory discusses the process through which those evaluations

lead to trust development (Mayer et al., 1995).

The Brand Credibility Theory suggests that consumers use a brand's capacity to signal

trustworthiness and expertise as they determine how credible the business is (Erdem & Swait,

2004; Erdem & Swait, 2016). In the context of sustainable content marketing, key signs that

assist consumers in evaluating a brand's sustainability communication include transparency and

evidence-based messaging. Positive perception of these signals leads to increase in the brand

credibility, and decreases consumer uncertainty regarding sustainability claims (Erdem & Swait

2004;Swait & Erdem 2007).

Organizational Trust Theory identifies three dimensions related to trust; ability, benevolence and

integrity (Mayer et al., 1995) These dimensions have particular salience in sustainability

communication: consumers will be attempting to judge whether brands are demonstrating the

competence, concern and character required to engage credibly with what they claim as their

sustainability promise. Thus, consumers build trust in brands they view as competent and honest

and that are committed to doing the right thing (Mayer et al., 1995; Schoorman et al., 2007).

The concept model of the study is thus based on the integration between these studies. Brand

Credibility Theory develops the relationships between sustainable content marketing attributes

and perceptions of credibility, while Organizational Trust Theory summarizes how such

perceptions lead to consumer trust. As a result, perceived credibility is defined as the process in

which message consistency and evidential sustainability claims mediate the effect transparency

has on consumer trust. Such integrated perspectives are substantiated by recent studies that show

stronger identification of trust and consumer reactions to digitality depending on the type of

credibility (rather et al., 2025; Zaman et al, 2025).

This integrated theoretical perspective is important as there are relatively few studies that has

investigated the link between sustainable content marketing, perceived credibility and consumer

trust for Instagram and TikTok users in an emerging African market context. Thus, the current

research expands both theories to a new empirical setting.
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2.5.1 Critical Reflection of Theories

Despite being strong theoretical underpinnings for supporting the synergy application of

sustainable content marketing, perceived brand credibility and consumer trust, both Brand

Credibility Theory and Organizational Trust Theory compound limitations within the context of

this study.

According to Brand Credibility Theory, the main cues consumers assess brands on are

trustworthiness and expertise (Erdem & Swait 2004; Erdem &Swait 2016). Such a perspective is

useful in analysing effects of transparency and public reliance on evidence-based sustainability

claims as well as consistency to enhance message credibility. But the theory isn't based solely on

digital branding. It was developed in traditional brand contexts and does not consider how

interactive (and user-generated) brands function via social media platforms like Instagram or

TikTok. Credibility judgments in these contexts are not only determined by the brand-produced

content, but also mediated by social endorsement cues, interaction behaviours from users, and

platform characteristics (Pasi & Viviani 2020; Luo et al., 2020).

The organizational trust theory provides a comprehensive model of how consumers address

brand trust and perceived authenticity of sustainability efforts. However, the theory was

originally set to be applied with respect to trust engaged in organizational and interpersonal

relations rather than being used within a digital marketing environment. Consequently, it does

not include specific types of electronic word-of-mouth (EWOM) and social media engagement

that have become increasingly important to online trust building (Schoorman et al., 2007; Wang

& Scheinbaum, 2017).

On the same line, these theories were primarily grounded and studied in the Western context

(Erdem & Swait, 2004; Mayer et al., 1995). However, their application to the case of new

African markets as represented by South Africa and Cameroon may disregard contextual

conditions such as cultural values, institutional contexts and differences in digital advancement.

Studies by Rather et al. (2022) and Srivastava et al. (2020) demonstrate that perceptions and

discussions of credibility, trust can be very culture dependent such that the generalization of

Western theories developed in more matured regions may require contextual adjustments to fit

African markets.
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Nevertheless, these theories are still very applicable to this present study. Brand Credibility

Theory illustrates how sustainable content marketing characteristics serve as credibility cues,

whereas Organizational Trust Theory provides insight into the role of such perception on

building consumer trust. Hence, the combination of both theories helps present a more expansive

overview regarding how sustainable content marketing needs to function and drive consumer

trust (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Mayer et al., 1995), especially amongst young users on social media

in South Africa and Cameroon.

2.5.2 Emerging African Markets

The social media trends in South Africa and Cameroon have various characteristics that can be

attributed to various factors such as demographic factors, cultural factors, and socio-political

factors. For instance, the social media trends in Cameroon have various characteristics. The

youth in Cameroon use various social media applications such as WhatsApp (97.7%), Facebook

(66.9%), TikTok (43.4%), among others. The youth in Cameroon spend over five hours on social

media. This indicates that the excessive use of social media affects the mental health of the youth

in Cameroon in a negative manner, such as low self-esteem (Zefack et al., 2025).

The social media trends in South Africa have various characteristics such as age differences and

gender differences. Various social media applications satisfy various needs (Budree et al., 2019).

Social media is also a vital tool for political participation and crisis communication in these two

nations; for instance, there is the utilization of social media in the mobilization of protests in the

Cameroon Anglophone Crisis and the protests that took place in South Africa 3567 (Adetiba,

2025; Nganji et al., 2025; Ajaegbu et al., 2024; Chibueze et al., 2025). In addition to that, there is

the utilization of social media for public health promotion and HIV surveillance in South Africa,

thus providing an opportunity for communication in real time despite the challenges that come

with the issue of the digital divide and misinformation (Kubheka et al., 2020; Van Heerden &

Young, 2020). In conclusion, it is evident that there is no doubt that the utilization of social

media is a vital part of the social fabric in these two nations, thus the need for sensitive

approaches to maximize the benefits while minimizing the negative consequences of the

utilization of social media in terms of mental health, misinformation, and fragmentation

(Chibueze et al., 2020).
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Hypothesis 7 (H7)

Prior research suggests contextual factors; particularly those embedded in digital contexts and

perceived by the consumer vary across African markets (Budree et al, 2019; Zefack et el., 2025).

Therefore:

H7: The strength of these relationships differs significantly between South African and

Cameroonian young adults.

2.5.3 Sustainability Perceptions in Emerging African Markets

Perceptions of sustainability in South Africa and Cameroon are unique as a result of a

combination of socioeconomic, cultural, and institutional influences that set

these perceptions apart from those of sustainability in the Western market environment.

According to Kirsten and Biyase (2023), in South Africa, there is an unusual correlation whereby

consumers of low socio-economic standing, who are directly affected by environmental

degradation, display greater environmental concern than consumers of high socio-economic

standing who possess greater sustainable purchasing ability. There is thus a socioeconomic

divergence in attitudes toward sustainability and sustainable consumption practices, which

implies important considerations for sustainable content marketing efforts.

Regarding institutional aspects, Read et al. (2024) note that despite ecocentrism being the

dominant worldview held by urban planners in South Africa, which favors sustainability

development, institutions and politics become a hindrance to implementing sustainable

development. In addition, Naidoo et al. (2023) indicate that the consumers in South Africa’s

retail sector are conscious about and supportive of sustainable development but do not translate

their support into actions, that is, purchase of sustainable goods. With regards to Cameroon, it

is observed that stakeholders within its cocoa supply chain possess the knowledge of

sustainability transition but fail to translate this to sustainable certification uptake.

The role of cultural models is also significant when considering sustainability perspectives for

both nations. According to Tchombe (2024), philosophical models of African culture like the

Ubuntu notion of mutual dependence and collective responsibility among members of the society

and the concept of Ujamaa which stands for the Tanzanian model of cooperative economics
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provide indigenous concepts of sustainability which are based on the idea of equilibrium

between ecological health and social unity. In this regard, sustainability communication which

appeals to communal and collectively responsible behavior can be seen as more credible and

influential compared to consumer-focused communication.

2.6 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework adopted for this research study combines the principles of Brand

Credibility Theory (Erdem & Swait, 2004) and Organizational Trust Theory (Mayer et al., 1995)

and the empirical findings on sustainable content marketing attributes, perceived credibility, and

consumer trust discussed in this chapter. In particular, the framework establishes a mediation

model whereby three attributes of sustainable content marketing, namely transparency,

substantiated claims about sustainability, and consistent messaging,

respectively impact perceived credibility, which is responsible for determining consumer trust.

This theoretical framework is based on the empirical experience of two social media platforms;

Instagram and TikTok and is designed in such a way that it accounts for consumer-brand trust

building among young people in the developing African nations of South Africa and

Cameroon.

Figure 1 (owner’s creation)



31

The model illustrates three direct routes leading from the sustainability attributes of content

marketing to credibility perception, and one route from credibility to trust of consumers, which

serve as indirect routes from each attribute to consumer trust via credibility. The model is based

on the theoretical view that attributes of content act as antecedent cues for influencing credibility

perceptions, and that what influences consumer trust is actually credibility perceptions rather

than content attributes per se. Country context is considered as a potential moderator in this

process, formulated in H6.

2.7 Chapter Summary

This chapter has presented and extensively analyzed review of the literature that serves as the

basis for this study. Rather than presenting just descriptive reviews of various studies, this

chapter has synthesized evidence available in the literature with regard to the convergences,

contradictions, and gaps that drive this study. In essence, this chapter highlighted how

sustainable content marketing has evolved from traditional CSR communication into a process of

engaging in dialogue, albeit a process that is fraught with tension.

These theories that explain the independent variable such as transparency, evidence-

based sustainability claims, and message consistency were discussed in the chapter, including the

past studies related to those independent variables. The mediation of perceived credibility

resulting from the features of the contents is supported by theories including Brand Credibility

Theory (Erdem & Swait, 2004) and Organizational Trust Theory (Mayer et al., 1995). The

combination of both theories would provide a solution to address a unique research gap that has

not yet been covered as there is no previous research done regarding the use of sustainable

content marketing on social media platforms; Instagram and TikTok in emerging Africa markets.

For context, it was established that it is appropriate to use South Africa and Cameroon as the

focus of the study due to the unique environment of social media and sustainability attitudes in

these two countries.
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3 RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

3.1 Research design

This current research adopted a cross-sectional survey approach, which is arguably considered to

be the most popular and commonly applied research approach in quantitative social science and

marketing research. The cross-sectional approach was based on data collection from a given

population at one specific point in time, which helps the researcher to understand the distribution

of key variables and explore associations and relational patterns between them. For this research

study, a cross-sectional survey design was used because it is considered to be the most suitable

quantitative design where the description and examination of associations among the attitudes,

behaviors, and perceptions could be achieved at one point in time from a population (Setia, 2016;

Wang & Cheng, 2020). Specifically, the use of cross-sectional survey design supports the

research purposes that involve examining how young adults in both South Africa and Cameroon

perceive and react to the sustainable content marketing attributes of Instagram and TikTok in

particular.

There are numerous benefits associated with using cross-sectional design in conducting

this study and one such benefit relates to its feasibility. It was less expensive and more practical

than the use of either longitudinal or experimental design since the former implied multiple

interactions with participants while the latter required manipulating the sustainable content,

which cannot be achieved with this research (Setia, 2016). Moreover, the design allows

comparison between both country samples simultaneously, thereby meeting the purposes

outlined by hypothesis H6.

Research within the field of digital marketing and consumer behaviour is predominantly

informed by a positivist paradigm, which holds that social phenomena can be studied objectively,

that reality exists independently of the researcher, and that knowledge is generated through the

systematic observation and measurement of variables (Bryman, 2016). This paradigm is reflected

in the widespread use of quantitative methods, hypothesis testing, and survey-based research

designs within the discipline (Hair et al., 2019).

The ontological position underlying positivism is objectivism, the view that social entities such

as consumer trust and brand credibility have an existence that is independent of any
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individual's perception and that can therefore be measured and compared across contexts

(Saunders et al., 2019). The corresponding epistemological stance is empiricism, which asserts

that valid knowledge must be grounded in sensory experience and empirical data rather than pure

reasoning or introspection.

Our study is firmly situated within this positivist tradition. By operationalizing constructs such as

perceived credibility, consumer trust, and sustainable marketing practices using pre-validated

Likert-scale instruments drawn from established scales (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Newell &

Goldsmith, 2001; Mayer et al., 1995), we treat these constructs as measurable and comparable

phenomena. The deductive research approach we adopt, deriving hypotheses from existing

theory and then testing them against empirical data, is characteristic of positivist social science,

where the objective is to confirm or disconfirm existing theoretical propositions (Bryman,

2016).

It is worth acknowledging that alternative paradigms exist within research on sustainability

communication. Interpretivism, for instance, would approach the same phenomena by

privileging the subjective meanings consumers attach to sustainability messages, often through

qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews or discourse analysis. Critical theory

perspectives might interrogate the structural power relations embedded in greenwashing or

question whose interests are served by sustainability narratives. While these perspectives offer

valuable insights, they are less suited to the aims of this study, which seeks to test

specific hypothesized relationships across a sizeable sample. The positivist paradigm is therefore

the most appropriate theoretical and methodological foundation for our research.

3.2 Literature Study

The literature study built the theoretical framework for this research by defining, analyzing and

integrating existing knowledge on sustainable content marketing, perceived credibility, Brand

Credibility Theory as well as Organizational Trust theory. We conducted the literature review to

frame our knowledge, justify research problem and identify empirical and theoretical gaps within

past work along with supporting development of both the conceptual framework and hypotheses

used in this study.
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It involved a well-structured literature search of various academic databases such using Scopus,

Web of Science, Google Scholar and Emerald Insight database as well ScienceDirect, alongside

SpringerLink, Taylor & Francis Online, consesus.com and Wiley Online Library. We purposely

selected these databases due to their nature of accessibility to high-quality peer-reviewed

publications related to the main areas of interest such as articles about marketing, consumer

behaviour and sustainability, generation Z and digital communication. Google Scholar was also

used as a means of discovery for additional articles that may not have been indexed in the other

databases, and to find more recently published studies.

The literature search was conducted using combinations of keywords related to key concepts in

this study. The keywords were chosen from "sustainable content marketing," "sustainability

communication" to note an emphasis on sustainability, in addition with the topics of consumer

trust (brand credibility and perceived credibility), transparency, message consistency evidence-

based sustainability claims by brands; greenwashing indicators; social media marketing

particularly Instagram/TikTok usage; generation Z, young adults, reviews on Brand Credibility

Theory, Organizational Trust Theory , South Africa, Cameroon and emerging African markets.

Boolean operators like AND, OR and NOT were employed to narrow the search results down to

only those studies that applied directly.

We applied predefined inclusion criteria for literature selection. Preference was provided to

English articles in peer-reviewed journals directly connected with sustainable content marketing,

social media communication, consumer trust and credibility as well as sustainability and

sustainability communications on Instagram and TikTok. Also, to factor the review data into

contemporary developments in digital marketing and sustainability communication, a preference

was given for recent publications (mostly from 2015-onward). Yet, early and influential

theoretical work such as Mayer et al.'s Organizational Trust Theory (Mayer et al., 1995), and

Brand Credibility Theory (Erdem & Swait, 2004; 2016) were retained because they provided the

theoretical underpinnings for this study. Other studies published before 2015 that made

important theoretical or methodological contributions were also added. The process of selecting

papers for reviewing literature was based on each study's methodological quality and relevance.

To guarantee the quality of this theoretical foundation, we focused on research published in

academic journals rather than conference papers, reports or non peer-reviewed sources. Also,
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where available, studies centered on African markets, Instagram, TikTok and young adults were

explicitly targeted to reduce the dearth of research relating to sustainability and content

marketing in Africa (the region within which this theoretical discussion takes place).

3.3 Sampling

The study was conducted in South Africa and Cameroon. South Africa is known for its relatively

high penetration of social media and an active youth content creation economy; South African

students already adjust global Instagram and TikTok marketing strategies to local economic

conditions, (Adefemi & Mutanga, 2025). South African students also look up to influencers as

emotional anchors and sources of guidance in a difficult socio-economic environment (Mlambo

et al., 2025). Cameroon, while less studied in current empirical research, has characteristics of a

young demographic profile, increasing digitalization, and prominent socio-economic issues,

making it an appropriate comparative case study in sub-Saharan Africa.

This study was limited to Instagram and TikTok social media platforms. TikTok has rapidly

gained popularity to become one of the most used social media platforms among the younger

generation across the globe, offering extremely engaging and entertaining short-form video

content (Zeng et al., 2021). Instagram, being a more advanced visual social media platform,

offers users the option of creating curated visual feeds and ephemeral visual communication

options such as Instagram Stories (Veloso da Silva, 2025). These social media platforms are

extremely important for the younger generation of Africa and the global community for social

interaction, self-presentation, and content creation, and have been well established in Africa and

the Global South, (Aruleba & Jere, 2022; Akhund et al., 2024).

The target population for this study consisted of individuals who use either Instagram and/or

TikTok platforms and are within the age range of 18-35 years old living in South Africa or

Cameroon. This age group aligns well with the youth and young adult age groups targeted in

most social media studies conducted across Africa, who have been identified as belonging to the

digital natives, heavy social media users, and new platform economy actors, (Bossen & Kottasz,

2020; Lukose et al., 2023). Most studies conducted in Nigeria and Ghana have also targeted this

age group to investigate the impact social capital and social media effects, (Senkoya et al.,

2025; Abugbilla, 2025).
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This 18–35 age group makes theoretical and empirical sense. First, the selected age group is

important due to the development stage that these individuals are in; at this stage,

individuals can form consumer identity, values, and brand loyalty (Lukose et al., 2023). In

addition, members of this age category exhibit the highest levels of engagement on Instagram

and TikTok. Therefore, they not only qualify as the main subject group but as the right subjects

to conduct research on sustainable content marketing within these networks. Last but not least, it

has been found that the same age category is the most receptive to sustainability concepts

(Zefack et al., 2025).

In view of the target population being geographically diverse, active users on social media and

reachable mainly via online means. The research applied a non-probability sampling technique

which involved both convenience and purposive sampling. The use of non-probability sampling

is suitable if the aim of the research is to investigate relational relationships between variables

instead of developing parameters for the entire population (Etikan et al., 2016; Andrade, 2020;

Saunders et al., 2019).

Convenience sampling was employed as the main method of obtaining respondents. Survey

forms’ links were shared via Instagram and TikTok stories targeting the young adult population

in South Africa and Cameroon. In addition, the survey links were also distributed among the

academic networks and WhatsApp groups involving students from South Africa and Cameroon.

Convenience sampling relies on the inherent capability of the sample group in forming digital

connections and is a valid sampling method for online participants, particularly on social media

platforms within short periods (Lehdonvirta et al., 2020; Obilor & Isaac, 2023).

Convenience sampling was chosen as the study population was made up of individuals aged 18–

35 active on Instagram and TikTok in South Africa and Cameroon; a difficult to sample

demographic using probability sampling techniques (due to geographical dispersion). A random

sample was not possible, however, given that such an approach required a comprehensive

sampling frame itemizing all eligible social media users in both countries. The researchers opted

for an online survey, which they could distribute quickly via social media networks and other

digital means to the sectors of the population that were already being active on these platforms.

Also, due to the restrictions of time and resources associated with a master's thesis, convenience
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sampling was an attractive economical option as well. Although this limits generalizability, it

was appropriate to achieve an adequate number of responses in a targeted population of interest.

Convenience sampling enabled the researchers to quickly identify and contact potential

respondents using purposive (non-probability) samples so that only those individuals who met an

inclusion criterion for the study purposes i.e., active Instagram and TikTok users aged 18–35

years from South African or Cameroon were included in any further analysis. By doing this we

were able to make the sample more relevant in terms of study objectives.

While the standards of probability sampling ideally give less biased estimates, it relies on a

complete enumeration of this population that we did not have in such study. Therefore, a

combination of convenience and purposive sampling was used since it was the easiest method

accessible to gain information from target respondents as well as fits with objectives of the

research. Previous studies have also stated that online and social media populations merit the use

of convenience sampling (Lehdonvirta et al., 2020; Obilor & Isaac, 2023; Saunders et al., 2019)

Purposive sampling technique was employed as the secondary screening procedure. During the

pre-survey stage, all respondents were asked whether they met the following conditions; (a) they

were aged 18 to 35, (b) lived either in South Africa or Cameroon, and (c) regularly

used Instagram and/or TikTok at least once per week. Any respondent who did not meet one or

more conditions mentioned above was disqualified from participating in the survey. This two-

stage strategy gave room for combining the advantages of convenience and purposive sampling

techniques, which was both timesaving and more efficient (Saunders et al., 2019).

These three criterions were developed purposely for this study. On the other hand, past studies

like Bossen and Kottasz (2020), Senkoya et al. (2025) and Abugbilla (2025), targeted young

adult social media users as well as studies regarding Instagram & TikTok usage among youth

respectively. By implementing these criteria, it ensured that those who submitted responses to

the survey were directly relevant to the desired research objectives.

Rather than comparing the two platforms to each other, this study used Instagram and TikTok as

primary social media applications of sustainable content marketing. Limiting respondents to

those using both platforms would have unreasonably limited our sample size and eliminated

many relevant participants who see sustainability content on either platform. Because the study
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sought to elicit general perceptions on sustainability communication in social media

environments, exposure to any one of these platforms was determined as adequate for providing

genuine feedback.

A sample size range of 200–300 was sought in this research, with a minimum of 100 to 150

participants per country. There are two reasons why such a target was chosen. Firstly, according

to simulations conducted in structural equation modelling and regression-based mediation, no

less than 200 participants can provide enough stability for parameter estimation and ensure

statistically significant results with an average level of effect size (Hair et al., 2019; Lou & Yuan,

2019). Secondly, it should be noted that the proposed two-country comparative study

presupposed the analysis of each separate sample from a certain country, and therefore enough

samples per group was required to conduct an independent and comparative study.

3.4 Operationalization

Data for this study was collected through an online questionnaire that included structured closed

questions taken from reliable, validated scales presented in the academic literature. It is crucial to

apply known scales because only then it will be possible to guarantee the construct validity and

reliability of the survey instrument and conduct comparisons with other scholarly work on the

topic (Saunders et al., 2019; Khan et al., 2019).

In addition, the employment of known scales provided a valid basis for conducting statistics with

confidence. All questions included in the questionnaire were answered on a five-point Likert

scale, which in this research varied from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly

agree). Three main constructs (independent variables) were explored with measurements drawn

from previously validated studies as follows: Transparency (Rawlins, 2008); Evidence-

based Sustainability claims (Kothari et al., 2025); Message Consistency (Hosain &

Mamun, 2023); Consumer Trust (Ahamed & Pham, 2021); alongside the dependent variable;

Perceived Credibility (Lock & Seele, 2017); respectively. Transparency was assessed with items

measuring the level of openness and honesty respondents felt was in brand's communication

about sustainability. The presence of verifiable facts and information supporting the claims was

measured based on evidence-type items (evidence-based sustainability claims). We used the item

of perception about consistency in sustainability messages across communications to scale
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observation for message consistency. Perceived credibility was the respondents' evaluation of

believability and trustworthiness, while consumer trust related to confidence in brands as well as

the willingness on their part to rely upon brands.

In addition to the measurements of the main constructs, other demographic variables were

assessed in the questionnaire and included participants' age, gender, country of residence, highest

educational attainment, usage rate of Instagram, and TikTok. The aforementioned

demographic factors operated as both inclusion criteria and control variables in the research

models.

3.5 Data Collection Procedure

As earlier mentioned, data was collected with the help of questionnaires drafted from validated

scales administered online. A pilot study was carried out before starting with actual data

collection in which a purposive sampling method was employed whereby ten individuals were

sampled out of which half were from South Africa while the other half were from Cameroon.

This pilot study was aimed at evaluating whether the questionnaires could be clear and

understandable as well as culturally relevant. The pilot study participants were drawn from the

same source population as that of the main research. The pilot participants filled in the

questionnaires and gave feedback on clarity issues among others. The findings of the pilot

study indicated that there were areas where no revision was needed.

The data collection period took four weeks, distribution of the survey was done through a unique

link that was shared through various mediums including Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp and

Facebook posts and stories which used appropriate hashtags related to sustainability and youth

consumer behavior, e-mailing the survey through student networks in universities in

Johannesburg, Cape Town, Yaoundé, and Douala, and WhatsApp groups in the two countries.

The information about the purpose of the survey, qualifications for participation, duration of

completion, and voluntary participation were all clearly outlined in the invitation of the survey.

To keep a balanced number of respondents from the two countries, efforts were put in place to

check this distribution process weekly.

In order to minimize nonresponse error and ensure as high response rate as possible, the survey

questions were constructed to be responsive via mobile phones without compromising their
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usability. To keep up respondents’ interest halfway throughout the data collection period, a small

reminder was circulated in the same mediums used for data collection.

Responses containing incomplete information were removed from the database; these included

questionnaires that had less than 80% of their questions answered.

To achieve a balance and ensure proper representation of the target population between the two

countries and to facilitate comparison between the two countries, there was careful management

of how survey links were distributed in both national settings. Two identical but separate

questionnaire links were sent to the countries of study. Network organizers in both countries

aided in the distribution of the survey in such a way that roughly an equal number of respondents

were reached in South Africa and Cameroon. It is recognized that there are certain limitations to

non-probability sampling regarding external validity and generalizability. Nonetheless,

as stated earlier, the purpose of this research was more relational than representative (Andrade,

2020; Scholtz, 2021).

3.6 Data Analysis

Data was collected primarily via online survey with the help of a questionnaire designed by the

authors based on validated scales. The data were then coded, cleaned and analyzed with the IBM

SPSS Statistics program. We chose SPSS because it is a popular statistical software package that

appears frequently in the social science literature, including its capacity to handle data sets

efficiently as well as assess reliability tests and evaluate relationships between independent

variables using inferential statistics. It executes some advanced statistical procedures to answer

the study objectives and test the proposed hypotheses with a friendly interface (Rawlins, 2008;

Kothari et al., 2025; Hosain & Mamun, 2023).

The data screening process started with identifying respondents who did not complete the survey,

coded errors, and inconsistencies. Following this, descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages,

means and standard deviations) were performed to summarize the demographic characteristics of

respondents as well as give a general indication of responses given over study variables.

In order to measure the reliability of constructs, Cronbach α coefficients (alpha coefficient) were

calculated for all measurement scales. Cronbachs alpha was chosen since it is one of the most
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common measures for internal consistency as it establishes whether items in a construct

consistently measured the same thing (Ahamed & Pham, 2021; Lock & Seele, 2017).

A Pearson correlation analysis was then performed to assess the strength and direction of

relationships between independent Variables; Perceived Credibility, Consumer Trust. This type

of analysis was justified in this case because the study attempted to check whether there were

any significant associations between these variables, before testing for causal relationships.

To test the effects of transparency, evidence-based sustainability claims and message consistency

(the independent variables), on consumer trust (the dependent variable) among young adults, a

multiple regression analysis was performed. Multiple regression analysis were chosen because it

allows you to include other aspects of a model while assessing the effect each predictor variable

has on the outcome (Ahamed & Pham, 2021; Lock & Seele, 2017; Rawlins, 2008; Kothari et al.,

2025; Hosain & Mamun, 2023).

To further test the mediating effects through perceived credibility, mediation analysis was

performed according to Baron and Kenny (1986). It was chosen since it offers a systematic basis

to test whether the mediator mediates a relationship between the independent and dependent

variables using a chain of several regression analyses.

Last, independent samples t-tests were conducted comparing responses from participants in

South Africa to the responses of those participants who reside in Cameroon. The t-test was used

for the analysis since it can assess statistically significant differences between two independent

groups, which meets the comparative aim of our study. Results from these analyses were then

interpreted in the context of study hypotheses, goals and theoretical framework

(Ahamed & Pham, 2021; Lock & Seele, 2017; Rawlins, 2008; Kothari et al., 2025; Hosain &

Mamun, 2023).

3.7 Ethical Considerations

The study was carried out in accordance with the ethical standards set out by the University of

Skövde, Sweden. The participant information statement containing all relevant information

concerning the objectives, data collection procedures, the voluntary nature of participation,

the option to withdraw anytime without any penalties and the privacy of data were included in
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the first page of the online survey. Participation in the survey was voluntary for all participants

only after they had clicked on an "agree" button confirming their agreement to participate in the

survey. Inclusion of the "agree" button ensured that the participants were fully informed of their

consent before participating in the survey. There was also a prompt attention check within the

survey to ensure that the respondents were fully focused throughout the survey session.

Anonymity of the participants was maintained during the research. Names, email addresses, and

any other personally identifiable information were not recorded throughout the study.

Participants' countries of residence and their ages were recorded as categorical variables. Access

to the raw data set is limited only to the primary researchers and the academic supervisor.

The data obtained from this study will be stored for 5 years from when the research

results is published and thereafter it will be destroyed. The participants were also made aware of

this in their participant information sheet. Any findings that emanate from this research will be

presented at an aggregated level such that no single participant can be recognized in the results of

this study. Participation was not accompanied by any benefits for the participants, reducing the

chances of coercion.

3.8 Validity and Reliability

Validity and reliability are the highest quality criteria when applying quantitative research

methods since they ensure that a measurement tool accurately captures what it is supposed to

measure with consistent results. According to Saunders et al. (2019), reliability is discussed as

the consistency of measurements, and validity verifies if an instrument measures what it should

measure.

For the purpose of reliability, all measurement scales were assessed in terms of their internal

consistency using Cronbach’s alpha. Cronbachs alpha was chosen as this is an all too common

measure of scale reliability used in survey research. All constructs were subjected to reliability

testing, which analyses whether the questionnaire items consistently measured in a similar

manner of assessing the same underlying constructs. In line with Hair et al., constructs with

Cronbachs alpha values of 0.70 and above were considered acceptable indices of reliability

( Hair et al., 2019).
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In addition, to address validity, the measurement scales were adapted based on already validated

studies. The items for transparency, evidence-based sustainability claims, message consistency,

perceived credibility and consumer trust were adopted from academic sources

(Ahamed & Pham, 2021; Lock & Seele, 2017; Rawlins, 2008; Kothari et al., 2025; Hosain &

Mamun, 2023). Utilization of previously validated scales improved construct validity and

enabled comparability for prior research findings (Saunders et al., 2019; Khan et al., 2019). This

latter ensured that all constructs were measured independently while still adhering to the

conceptual model of this work.

Furthermore, the main data collection process was preceded by a pilot study of ten subjects from

South Africa and Cameroon. The primary aim of the pilot study was to assess thorough

understanding, comprehensibility, and cultural appropriateness. Participants' feedback confirmed

the appropriateness of the instrument for target population.

Last, constructs and associated terminologies were explicitly defined in the questionnaire in

order to ensure respondent’s proper understanding of the scope under investigation. The

questionnaire was also drafted such that each construct under investigation occupied a separate

section. The abstract (literature-based measures, pilot testing, and reliability assessment)

reassured that the research tool was feasible as it was effective in fulfilling the objective of the

study.

3.9 Limitations of the Study

There are various limitations associated with the research methodology used that needs to be

considered. Firstly, the selection of participants using convenience sampling via social media

platforms may limit the external validity of results since the sample may be relatively more

educated and technologically savvy compared to other young people from the ages of 18-35

years within South Africa and Cameroon, who also regularly use social media. Thus, the results

cannot be generalized to include older populations, other African countries and users of various

social networking sites.

On the same line, this study used a cross-sectional research design where the data was collected

at one time baseline. Even though this type of design is useful to study relationships between
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variables, it does not allow the establishment of causal conclusions nor changes in perceptions

over time (Saunders et al., 2019).

Also, the utilization of self-reports for data collection may lead to social desirability bias and

recall bias whereby respondents may provide responses that they feel are socially desirable and

also may not be able to accurately recall previous experiences with sustainability related

information on social media. Despite attempts made to control common method variance bias,

such biases cannot be completely controlled or eliminated.

Furthermore, the study considered only three dimensions of sustainable content marketing

attributes. Apart from that, other dimensions like emotional appeals, the credibility of influencers,

brand reputation, and visual communication can affect the consumer trust level as well.

Again, there were differences between cultures of the two nations under consideration that could

have influenced the way people perceived sustainable communication. This may partly explain

the low reliability scores obtained by the researchers in this study.

Finally, the two platforms (Instagram and TikTok) were analyzed as a whole rather than

separately. Though both platforms have similar content sharing characteristics, variations in

platform algorithms, user engagement patterns and consumption behaviors of the audience may

lead to differences in sustainability communication. Consequently, the analysis may not have

accounted fully for platform output effects.

3.10 Summary of the Chapter

For this study, a positivist paradigm was employed along with a quantitative, deductive approach

to explore the associations between sustainable content marketing attributes,

perceived credibility and consumer trust in the context of young adults in South Africa and

Cameroon. Cross sectional survey design was utilized, with data collection performed by means

of an online questionnaire that was disseminated using popular social media websites. The

research sample was drawn from the population comprising persons aged 18-35 years old,

who frequently visit Instagram and TikTok. Such a strategy involved a mixture of both

convenience and purposive sampling methods, producing an estimated sample size of about 100-

150 participants per country. Constructs were measured with the help of reliable scales
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developed from previous studies. A five-point Likert scale was utilized for all measurement

items to increase consistency. IBM SPSS Statistics software was used for data

analysis. Ethical considerations, including informed consent, anonymity, and voluntariness were

considered during data collection and analysis. Although limitations like nonprobability

sampling and cross-sectional design could potentially limit the generalizability and causality of

results, the methodology remains rigorous and reliable.
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4 RESULTS

4.1 Data Cleaning and Sample Description

A total of 301 raw responses were screened for eligibility. Exclusions were based on: Incorrect

country of residence, Failure of attention check item, Age below 18, Incomplete Likert-scale

responses. After exclusions, 276 valid responses remained.

The summary information regarding exclusion and retention is provided in table 1 below:

Table 1: Final Sample Summary After Data Cleaning

Criterion South Africa Cameroon Combined

Raw responses 150 151 301

Excluded: Under 18 /

ineligible

2 4 6

Excluded: Non-resident 8 9 17

Excluded: Failed attention

check

0 2 2

Excluded: Incomplete Likert

items

0 0 0

Final usable 140 136 276

Note: All Likert-scale items were fully completed by the retained respondents. No incomplete

response exclusions were applied beyond the criteria above.

The sample size at study completion is 276; consisting of 140 from South Africa and 136 from

Cameroon. All Likert items were rated using a five-point scale (Strongly Disagree = 1 to

Strongly Agree = 5). Construct score calculations for each dimension were made by calculating

an item's mean. Items were scored in their original direction since they were originally designed

that way.
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Table 2: Demographic Profile - South Africa and Cameroon

Variable South Africa (%) Cameroon (%)

Female 64 65

Male 32 35

Other (gay, non-binary and prefer not to

say)

4 0

Age 25-29 44 32

Age 30-35 28 44

Daily TikTok use 52 61

Daily Instagram use 52 38

Undergraduate degree 52 47

Secondary school/matric 22 27

Postgraduate degree (honours, masters or

equivalent

22 21

Females are the majority in both countries (South Africa = 64%; Cameroon = 65%). In South

Africa, majority of participants are in the 25–29 year-old range (44%), whereas in Cameroon it

is the 30–35 year-old range (44%). Both groups also have similar platform usage, however,

South African users have used Instagram and TikTok at equal rates, whereas Cameroonians
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have used TikTok significantly more than Instagram. Majority of users from both countries hold

an undergraduate degree.

The demographic profile of the respondents is captured in Table 2 above. Overall, there were

276 responses received, which included 140 respondents from South Africa and 136 respondents

from Cameroon. It is important to note that all respondents who participated in the survey were

users of Instagram and TikTok within the age range of 18 to 35 years.

4.2 Reliability Analysis - Cronbach’s Alpha

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was used to determine reliability. It was done separately for South

Africa, Cameroon and for the whole sample. All the constructs utilized from past literature were

kept together in the initial phase. Reliability tests helped identify the extent to which deleting any

item would help increase the reliability value of each construct. As all constructs were found

reliable and there were no major increases in reliability by deleting any item, all the items were

kept in further analyses. The alpha coefficients for the five Constructs can be found in Table 3.

Table 3: Combined Cronbach's Alpha by Construct

Construct Items South Africa Cameroon Combined

Transparency 6 0.660 0.591 0.614

Perceived

Credibility

6 0.733 0.824 0.788

Consumer Trust 3 0.464 0.448 0.452

Message

Consistency

5 0.560 0.642 0.623

Sustainability

Claims

4 0.588 0.526 0.569
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Note:= Excellent (α ≥ 0.90), Good (α ≥ 0.80), acceptable (α ≥ 0.70); = questionable (0.60 ≤ α <

0.70) or poor (0.50 ≤ α < 0.60); ✗ = poor (α < 0.50).

The perceived credibility scale had the best reliability for each subsample (SA: α = 0.733; CAM:

α = 0.824; Combined: α = 0.788) and met or exceeded the minimum acceptable reliability

threshold of 0.70; therefore, the perceived credibility was shown to be the most reliable of the

scales tested.

The transparency scale exhibited questionable reliability for each of the samples (SA: α = 0.660;

CAM: α = 0.591; Combined: α = 0.614). The only item on the transparency scale with an item

total correlation less than 1.00 (in absolute value terms) was “Brands aim to understand how

their sustainability related decisions affect consumers.” This item had an item total correlation of

only .048 (combined). As with the transparency scale, message consistency

also exhibited questionable reliability (Combined: α = 0.623). The item that had the lowest

corrected item total correlation on the message consistency scale was the negative item “I

sometimes see inconsistencies in brands’ sustainability communications.” It had an item total

correlation of only 0.105 (combined). Removal of this item would increase the alpha of the

message consistency scale to 0.689 but the items were kept due to theoretical relevance and

comparison with previous studies.

Consumer trust had the worst reliability across all three samples (Combined: α = 0.452). The low

alpha coefficients might be explained by the exploratory and cross national and cross

digital platform nature of the current research since the perception of sustainability

communication is likely to differ from country to country and platform to platform. Since

consumer trust is the main dependent variable in the present research, limited confidence may be

placed in results concerning consumer trust. Therefore, results related to consumer trust should

be viewed with due caution when considering results from analysis using consumer trust.

4.3 Descriptive Statistics

Table 4 and Table 5 shows the means, standard deviations and the actual range of values of each

of the five variables measured for both countries and for the total sample (n = 276). The averages

of the five variables are above 3.0 which is the scale midpoint suggesting that respondents
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have relatively neutral to slightly positive views toward Sustainable Content Marketing on

Instagram and TikTok.

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics by Construct and Sample- South Africa

Variables N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard

Deviation

Transparency 140 2.00 5.00 3.5583 .52740

Consumer

Trust

140 1.67 4.33 3.1357 .44145

Message

Consistency

140 1.80 4.60 3.1514 .44145

Sustainability

Claims

140 2.25 5.00 3.4696 .46820

Perceived

Credibilty

140 1.67 5.00 3.3250 .53582

Valid

N(listwise)

140

a. Country = South Africa
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Table 5: Descriptive Statistics by Construct and Sample-Cameroon

Variables N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard

Deviation

Transparency 136 2.00 5.00 3.5576 .57176

Consumer

Trust

136 1.33 4.33 3.0441 .68350

Message

Consistency

136 1.80 4.80 3.3382 .52972

Sustainability

Claims

136 1.75 5.00 3.7169 .60615

Perceived

Credibilty

136 1.67 5.00 3.3922 .70668

Valid

N(listwise)

136

b. Country = Cameroon

Note: All construct scores are item means on a 1–5 Likert scale. N = 281 (SA = 141; CAM =

140). The SPSS PDF Descriptives output (n = 276 total, no country split) reports: Transparency

M = 3.558, Consumer Trust M = 3.726, Message Consistency M = 3.558, Sustainability Claims

M = 3.592, Perceived Credibility M = 3.358 — consistent with the values above given the

slightly different n.

The variable Consumer Trust had the highest average score (M = 3.73) while Sustainability

Claims (M = 3.59) and Transparency (M = 3.56) were second and third respectively. The lowest

average was for Perceived Credibility with an average score of (M = 3.36). Cameroonians also

reported higher scores for Message Consistency (CAM: M = 3.68; SA: M = 3.44) and

Sustainability Claims (CAM: M = 3.71; SA: M = 3.47) compared to South Africans.

Based on the results, it could be noted that the perceptions of respondents regarding sustainable

content marketing were mainly neutral to moderately positive towards both Instagram and

TikTok. Consumer trust had the highest mean score, whereas the lowest score was reported in
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case of perceived credibility among all measured constructs. Such results are crucial because

they demonstrate that even though consumers are usually willing to trust companies on social

media platforms, they are more skeptical regarding the credibility of communications related to

sustainability.

4.4 Pearson Correlation Analysis

The Pearson product moment correlation coefficients were calculated among the five constructs

in total using the combined data set (n = 276). In general terms, a positive correlation exists

when higher scores in a particular area correlate with higher scores in another area. Values above

0.30 indicate that there is a significant relationship. The full correlation matrix combined is

presented in Table 6. Each heatmap representing each of the three country samples is illustrated

in Table 7 and Table 8 .

Table 6: Pearson Correlation Matrix-Combine (n=276)

Variables Transparency Consumer

Trust

Message

Consistency

Sustainability

Claims

Perceived

Credibilty

Transparency 1 .516 *** .509 *** .487 *** .613 ***

Consumer

Trust

.516 *** 1 .514 *** .363 *** .458 ***

Message

Consistency

.509 *** .514 *** 1 .460 *** .585 ***

Sustainability

Claims

.487 *** .363 *** .460 *** 1 .487 ***

Perceived

Credibilty

.613 *** .458 *** .585 *** .487 *** 1

Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed)
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Table 7 - Pearson Correlation Matrices – South Africa (n=140)

Variables Transparency Consumer

Trust

Message

Consistency

Sustainability

Claims

Perceived

Credibilty

Transparency 1 .482 *** .566 *** .564 *** .608 ***

Consumer

Trust

.482 *** 1 .439 *** .388 *** .423 ***

Message

Consistency

.566 *** .439 *** 1 .444 *** .573 ***

Sustainability

Claims

.564 *** .388 *** .444 *** 1 .447 ***

Perceived

Credibilty

.608 *** .423 *** .573 *** .447 *** 1

Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed)

Table 8 - Pearson Correlation Matrices – Cameroon (n=136)

Variables Transparency Consumer

Trust

Message

Consistency

Sustainability

Claims

Perceived

Credibilty

Transparency 1 .544 *** .489 *** .448 *** .622 ***

Consumer

Trust

.544 *** 1 .573 *** .346 *** .479 ***

Message

Consistency

.489 *** .573 *** 1 .427 *** .599 ***

Sustainability

Claims

.448 *** .346 *** .427 *** 1 .515 ***

Perceived

Credibilty

.622 *** .479 *** .599 *** .515 *** 1

Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed)
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All the correlations are positive; and, at the p < .001 level of significance. The highest degree of

association was observed between Transparency and Perceived Credibility (r = 0.613); then,

there was an even greater degree of association between Message Consistency and Perceived

Credibility (r = .585). Of these two associations, Perceived Credibility showed the greatest

amount of direct association to Consumer Trust (r = .458), which emphasizes its primary role in

building consumer trust. Both Transparency (r = .516) and Message Consistency (r

= .514) demonstrated moderate degrees of association to Consumer Trust; thus, have a somewhat

indirect effect toward building consumer trust. Sustainability Claims exhibited the least amount

of direct association to Consumer Trust (r = .363), which suggests it has no impact upon

consumer trust except through the perception of credibility.

Based on the above results, it is possible to state that a person is more prone to

consider sustainability communication trustworthy if it is transparent and consistent. Moreover,

sustainability claims appeared to be the worst correlated variable with consumer trust. This

finding can be explained by the growing level of skepticism towards such communication. The

results confirm Brand Credibility Theory and underline the importance of credibility in digital

trust.

4.5 Multiple Regression Analysis - RQ1

To answer RQ1, a Multiple Linear Regression was conducted to examine how Consumer Trust

can be predicted by Transparency, Message Consistency and Sustainability Claims. The overall

model fits the data according to SPSS Output: R2=0.353; F (3,272) = 49.544; p<.001. The Model

Coefficients are given in Table 9.
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Table 9: Mediation Analysis — Independent Variables Predicting Consumer Trust

Model B β R² F p

Transparency

Consumer -

Trust (Total

Effect)

0.601 0.516 0.266 99.321 < .001

Transparency -

Perceived

Credibility

0.698 0.613 0.375 164.554 < .001

Transparency -

Consumer

Trust (Direct

Effect)

0.439 0.377 0.298 58.016 < .001

Perceived

Credibility -

Consumer Trust

0.232 0.227 0.298 58.016 < .001

Note: B =Unstandardized regression coefficient; β = standardized Beta coefficient; R² =

proportion of variance explained by the model. All relationships statistically significant at p

< .001

a = path from Transparency to Perceived Credibility (B = 0.698, β = 0.613, R² = 0.375); b =

path from Perceived Credibility to Consumer Trust controlling for Transparency (B = 0.232, β =

0.227); c = total effect of Transparency on Consumer Trust (B = 0.601, β = 0.516, R² = 0.266);

c' = direct effect of Transparency on Consumer Trust after controlling for Perceived Credibility

(B = 0.439, β = 0.377, R² = 0.298). Indirect effect = a × b = 0.698 × 0.232 = 0.162. All paths

significant at p < .001. The reduction in the direct effect from c (β = 0.516) to c' (β = 0.377)

when Perceived Credibility is introduced confirms partial mediation, with Perceived Credibility

carrying a meaningful portion of the effect of Transparency on Consumer Trust.
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The repeated relationships refer to the various steps in the Baron and Kenny (1986) mediation

process. Path c is the initial coefficient representing the total effect of the independent variable

on consumer trust, while Path c’ is the subsequent coefficient representing the direct effect after

controlling the mediator variable. The differences in the two coefficients reveal the mediating

effect of perceived credibility.

Transparency (B=.378, β=.324, p<.001) and Message Consistency (B=.383, β=.323, p<.001)

were found to be significant positive predictors of Consumer Trust. However, Sustainability

Claims did not reach significance (B=.063, β=.056, p=.333). Thus, it appears that when

controlling Transparency and Message Consistency, no single factor of Sustainability Claims

will predict variance in consumer trust. Overall, the model explained approximately 35.3% of the

variance in Consumer Trust.

In the South African Sub Sample Transparency was the sole predictor (β=.212;

p=.017); whereas both Transparency (β=.399; p=.001) and Message Consistency (β=.266;

p=.044) were significant predictors in the Cameroonian Sub Sample. The Sustainability Claims

Factor was non-significant in all three samples. Therefore, these findings support RQ1:

Transparency and Message Consistency are direct factors that drive consumer trust; while there

is insufficient evidence to support the direct relationship between Sustainability Claims and

Consumer Trust based on this study's Regression Models.

This finding is important because transparency and message consistency appear to be more

decisive than sustainability information alone. According to the findings, consumers are not

persuaded by just the information regarding sustainability; they are more concerned about how

this information is communicated to them. Thus, the findings support previous literature on

greenwashing skepticism, which argues that the younger and digital generation of consumers pay

special attention to consistency in sustainability communication when forming brand trust.

4.6 Mediation Analysis — RQ2

To answer RQ2, the authors performed mediation tests based upon the Baron and Kenny (1986)

four step model of mediation, along with the use of the Sobel test. The authors ran three different

mediation tests; one for each of the independent variables. Each independent variable has been
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associated with Perceived Credibility as the mediator and Consumer Trust as the dependent

variable. Results are presented in Table 10.

Table 10: Mediation Analysis - Perceived Credibility as Mediator of IV - Consumer Trust

IV a(IV→Med) p b(Med→DV) p c(total) c'(direct) a×b Type/Sobel

p

Transparency .698 <.001 .232 <.00

1

.601

(β=.516

)

.439

(β=.377

)

.16

2

Partial /

<.001

Message

Consistency

.735 <.001 .232 <.00

1

.610 .446 .16

4

Partial /

<.001

Sustainability

Claims

.532 <.001 .232 <.00

1

.407 .205 .20

3

Partial

/ .002

Note: a = path from IV to mediator; b = path from mediator to DV (controlling for IV); c = total

effect; c' = direct effect after mediator introduced; a×b = indirect effect. *** p < .001; ** p

< .01.

Table 10 reveals that perceived credibility mediates partially the relationship between

transparency, message consistency, sustainability claims, and consumer trust. As concerns

transparency, while the direct effect remained significant (β = .232, p < .001), even after the

addition of the mediator, the indirect effect was also significant (a × b = .162). Similarly,

regarding message consistency, the direct and indirect effects were respectively significant (a × b

= .164), while, as concerns sustainability claims, the same applied to both the direct and indirect

effects (a × b = .203). The fact that all the aforementioned direct effects remained significant,

even after considering the mediator, signifies that only partial mediation occurred.

Path “a” is the influence of the independent variable on perceived credibility, whereas path b is

the influence of perceived credibility on consumer trust. The indirect effect (a × b) is thus the

degree to which the independent variable impacts consumer trust via perceived credibility.

Overall, there is evidence that the mediating effect occurred partially in all the three models.

There is a significant mediating effect of perceived credibility on the relationship between
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transparency, message consistency, sustainability claims, and consumer trust. Nevertheless, since

the direct effects were still statistically significant despite the presence of the mediator, perceived

credibility could not completely account for the mediating effect. These results suggest that

while perceived credibility is one crucial variable used by sustainable content marketing

elements to increase consumer trust, there are direct effects of transparency, message consistency,

and sustainability claims on consumer trust. Hence, Research Question 2 is answered positively.

4.7 Hypothesis Summary Table

Table 11: Summary of Hypothesis Testing

A summary of the results from the hypothesis testing is presented in Table 11 below.

Hypothesis Results Result

H1 Positive Supported

H2 Positive Supported

H3

Not Significant

Not supported

H4 Positive Supported

H5 Positive Supported

H6 Positive Supported

H7 Positive Supported

The results show that transparency and consistency of the messages had a significant effect on

consumer trust, whereas sustainability claims were not found to be significant predictors of trust
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among the set of independent variables. Moreover, transparency, sustainability claims, and

message consistency also had a significant effect on the perceived credibility of the brands.

4.8 T-Test Means Table

An independent samples t-test was carried out to assess if there were any statistically significant

differences between the South Africans and Cameroonians regarding their perceptions of

sustainability marketing communication on social media. In doing this, the mean scores for five

constructs were analyzed. The mean scores for both groups are provided in Table 12 along with

other statistical values below.

Table 12: Country Comparison of Mean Scores

Variable South Africa

(Mean)

Cameroon (Mean) T p

M SD M SD

Transparency 3.56 0.53 3.56 0.57 0.011 .991

Consumer

Trust

3.70 0.57 3.75 0.70 -0.618 .537

Message

Consistency

3.44 0.47 3.68 0.58 -3.677 <.001

Sustainability

Claims

3.47 0.51 3.72 0.61 -3.662 <.001

Perceived

Credibility

3.33 0.54 3.39 0.71 -0.891 .374

M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Equal variances assumed. df = 274 for all variables.
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In relation to the results of the independent samples t-test, it can be stated that the difference in

scores on the scales of message consistency (M = 3.68 and M = 3.44; t = −3.677, p < .001) and

sustainability claims (M = 3.72 and M = 3.47; t = −3.662, p < .001) was statistically significant.

It is assumed that it reflects the perception of sustainability communication by consumers from

Cameroon as more consistent and believable regarding the claims made. However, no

statistically significant differences existed between groups of respondents concerning their

perceptions of transparency (t = 0.011, p = .991), trust in sustainability communication (t =

−0.618, p = .537), and perceived credibility (t = −0.891, p = .374). Hence, there is no reason to

think that the differences in perceptions of such dimensions as transparency, trust, and

credibility exist in this case.

4.9 Country Comparison - Independent Samples T-Tests

The independent samples t-test was performed to determine if there is a statistical difference

between the construct means of the South Africa (n=140) and Cameroon (n=136) survey

respondents. Additionally, Cohen's d will be calculated to provide a measure of effect size for

each construct. As shown below, Table 13 and Table 14 list the findings from this analysis along

with the SPSS Group Statistics and Test Output in Table 13 and Table 14.

Table 13: Group Statistics

Independent Samples Effect Sizes

95% Confidence

Interval

Standardizer* Post

Estimate

Lower Upper

Transparency Cohen’s d .54970 .001 -.235 .237

Hedges’ .55121 .001 -.234 .237



61

correction

Glass’

delta

.57176 .001 -.235 .237

Consumer

Trust

Cohen’s d .64026 -.074 -.310 .162

Hedges’

correction

.64202 -.074 -.310 .161

Glass’

delta

.70126 -.068 -.304 .168

Message

Consistency

Cohen’s d .52773 -.443 -.681 -.203

Hedges’

correction

.52918 -.441 -.679 -.203

Glass’

delta

.57712 -.405 -.645 --.163

Sustainability

Claim

Cohen’s d .56076 -.441 -.679 -.202

Hedges’

correction

56230 -.440 -.678 -.201

Glass’

delta

.60615 -.408 -.648 -.166

Perceived

Credibility

Cohen’s d .62586 -.107 -.343 .129

Hedges’

correction

.62758 -.107 -.342 .129

Glass’

delta

.70668 -.95 -.331 141
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Table 14: Independent Sample Test

Independent samples table

T-test for equality of means

Significance 95%

confidence

interval of the

difference

t df One-

sided

p

Two-

sided

p

Mean

difference

Std error

difference

Lower Upper

Transparency Equal

variances

assumed

.011 274 .496 .991 .00074 .06618 -.12956 .1310

3

Equal

variances

not

assumed

.011 270.7

49

.496 .991 .00074 .06626 -.12972 .1311

9

Consumer

Trust

Equal

variances

assumed

-

.618

274 .269 .537 -.04762 .07709 -.19938 .1041

4

Equal

variances

not

assumed

-

.616

260.8

29

.269 .538 -.04762 .07731 -.19984 .1046

1
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Message

Consistency

Equal

variances

assumed

-

3.67

7

274 <.00

1

<.00

1

-.23361 .06354 -.35870 -

.1085

3

Equal

variances

not

assumed

-

3.66

6

261.2

25

<.00

1

<.00

1

-.23361 .06372 -.35908 -

.1081

5

Sustainability

Claims

Equal

variances

assumed

-

3.66

2

274 <.00

1

<.00

1

-24727 .06751 -.38018 -

.1143

6

Equal

variances

not

assumed

-

3.65

4

264.0

33

<.00

1

<.00

1

-.24727 .06768 -.38053 -

.1140

1

Perceived

Credibility

Equal

variances

assumed

-

.891

274 .187 .374 -.06716 .07535 -.21550 .0811

9

Equal

variances

not

assumed

-

.888

251.6

61

.188 .376 -06716 .07565 -.21614 .0818

3

There is no statistically significant difference between the constructs of South African and

Cameroonian respondent samples for Transparency (t = 0.011, p = .991, d = 0.001), Consumer

Trust (t = −0.618, p = .537, d = −0.074) and Perceived Credibility (t = −0.891, p = .374, d =

−0.107). Furthermore, the negligible effect sizes for the above-mentioned constructs confirm that

all three constructs have similar perceptions in both markets. Message Consistency and
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Sustainability Claims demonstrate differences in perception between South Africa and Cameroon

with respect to their market perception. Specifically, Message Consistency (t = −3.677, p < .001,

d = −0.443) and Sustainability Claims (t = −3.662, p < .001, d = −0.441) demonstrate statistically

higher values in Cameroon than in South Africa.

The country comparison analysis showed some context specific factors between South Africa

and Cameroon. For the South African population, transparency was the only factor associated

with consumer trust, indicating that South African consumers find that transparency and honesty

in sustainability communication constitute the most critical trust building strategies. On the other

hand, both transparency and message consistency significantly predicted consumer trust in the

Cameroonian sample. Therefore, it could be inferred that the consumers from Cameroon place

more emphasis on consistent sustainability communication. The reason behind such differences

could be attributed to the levels of consumer skepticism about sustainability communication.
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5 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

5.1 Integrated Findings and Discussion

This section will synthesize findings from sections one through four and consider the qualitative

data collected and presented in these previous chapters to interpret the quantitative data collected

in response to the research questions, to understand the findings in light of the theoretical

framework developed and applied throughout this thesis, and to discuss the implications of these

findings in light of the existing body of literature related to sustainable marketing

communication, brand credibility and consumer trust.

Discussion of the findings will be structured around the answers to the research questions posed

at the beginning of this thesis. Therefore, this section will be divided into three areas of

discussion; namely:

 The impact of the independent variables upon consumer trust (RQ1);

 The mediating impact of perceived credibility (RQ2);

 A cross-country comparison between South Africa and Cameroon.

5.2 Addressing RQ1: Direct Effects on Consumer Trust

Research Question 1 examined the relationship between transparency, evidence-based

sustainability claims, message consistency and consumer trust in sustainable content marketing

on Instagram and TikTok among participants in South Africa and Cameroon. Research

Questions 1 and 2 were addressed using multiple regression analysis which provided a detailed

explanation of the relationships between all independent and dependent variables. Transparency

was identified as the largest and most consistent statistically significant direct factor influencing

consumer trust in sustainable content marketing on Instagram and TikTok among both country

subsamples and the overall model (overall: B = .378, β = .324, p < .001). As Erdem & Swiat

(2004) describe in reference to the development of brand credibility, when brands communicate

clearly about their products/services, information asymmetry decreases and

consumers' perception of risk associated with relying on the brand's claims is reduced. In

addition to supporting the theoretical perspective described above regarding transparency and
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brand credibility, the findings support this conceptually in terms of sustainable marketing.

Although many consumers are often faced with unverifiable environmental claims made by

brands, providing open disclosure of their environmental practices enables consumers to make

informed decisions based on their own interpretation of the transparency disclosed. The findings

of this study supported this conceptually in terms of sustainable marketing. In addition to

supporting this conceptually in terms of sustainable marketing, there is limited evidence

currently available that supports this relationship specifically within social media contexts in Sub

Saharan African markets.

Such a strong effect of transparency on consumer trust gives empirical evidence for Brand

Credibility Theory which posits that consumers will look to signals suggesting trustworthiness

and expertise when evaluating brands (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Erdem&Swait, 2016). In terms of

sustainable content marketing, transparency levels out information asymmetries and lowers

uncertainty about sustainability claims which ultimately builds consumer trust in the brand. This

explanation is consistent with Hassan and Lee (2021) who argue that when sustainability

communication is transparent it increases the visibility of corporate actions allowing greater

verification by consumers leading to increased confidence. In a like manner, Ntika

and Chigona (2024) state that transparency becomes essential in digital contexts where

consumers are more skeptical of corporate sustainability stories.

With respect to Brand Credibility Theory (Erdem & Swait, 2004), transparency lowers the level

of information asymmetry that exists between brands and consumers through providing truthful

and accurate information about their sustainability programs. In turn, consumers can more easily

verify the credibility of such sustainability communications and build up a certain level of trust.

Also, according to Organizational Trust Theory (Mayer et al., 1995), transparency serves as an

indication of both the organization’s integrity and benevolence, which are the prerequisites of

trust.

The results substantiate existing literature, but caption the prediction that transparency has

become more potent than previously recognized. Previous research frequently treated

transparency as just another communication attribute affecting trust. Yet transparency emerging

as the most significant predictor in our study could be a reflection of consumers being more
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sensitive to issues with authenticity owing to heightened awareness over greenwashing. Delmas

and Burbano (2011) support this interpretation, explaining that with increasing awareness of

misleading environmental claims consumers have become more critical when examining

corporate communication about sustainability. Likewise, Pasi and Viviani (2020) posited that

even in digital environments users have come to increasingly depend on transparency signals

when judging the trustworthiness of online content. Thus, the results expand previous research

by showing that transparency is more than a supporting communication tool but instead may be

an indispensable condition for progress in building trust within sustainability communications.

In addition to transparency being identified as having a statistically significant direct impact on

consumer trust in the overall model (B = .383, β = .323, p < .001) and in the Cameroonian

subsample (β = .266, p = .044), message consistency did not have a statistically significant direct

effect on consumer trust in the South African subsample alone (β = .120, p = .170). The

statistically significant direct impact of message consistency as a trust driver is consistent with

signaling theory. Through consistent communication over time and across different platforms,

brands can send signals that their sustainability commitments are authentic versus merely

opportunistic. Consumers who experience consistent and cohesive sustainability communications

are unlikely to attribute such communications to greenwashing motivations (Delmas & Burbano,

2011). The lack of statistical significance in the South African subsample represents a notable

divergence. The reasons for this divergence may include either greater levels of skepticism

towards brands making sustainability claims in South African markets that are aware of

greenwashing or differing platform usage, and account follow rates for South African

respondents. These differences represent important avenues for future research.

The positive association that was observed between message consistency and consumer trust is

consistent with Brand Credibility Theory, which describes how consumers perceive credible

brands as delivering reliable signals through time (Erdem & Swait, 2004). This confusion is

avoided when sustainability messages are communicated consistently, and it also helps to

create perceptions that a business commitment to sustainable practices / principles should not be

seen just as a marketing campaign. This view is consistent with the interpretation of Kapoor et al.

(2022); Yang & Gong (2023), which showed that the consistency of communication channels

may lead to perceived authenticness and trustworthiness. The consistency of the message can be
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perceived as an indicator of organizational dependability. Based on the Organizational Trust

Theory, Mayer et al. (1995), organizations tend to increase their levels of trust when they engage

in a consistent and predictable form of communication. As such, the consistency of the

sustainability message across various social media sites indicates to consumers that sustainability

initiatives were not mere marketing tricks but real commitments made by brands.

However, the fact that no statistically significant effect occurred in the South African subsample

suggests message consistency does not always translate to trust. This implies that repeating

sustainability messages with higher intensity backfires, especially when consumers know about

the greenwashing and reputational management efforts of firms well in advance. According to

Delmas and Burbano (2011) consumers who are continually bombarded with messages about

sustainability, but no supporting factual evidence of actions taken may turn cynical. In their

paper, Wang and Scheinbaum (2017) advance a similar argument that trust in digital

environments is grounded in perceived authenticity as well as frequency. Thus, the results

suggest that consistency may enhance trust only when consumers perceive to supporting message

as credible or plausible; a more conditional relationship than previous research assumes.

Evidence-based Sustainability Claims did not have a statistically significant direct effect on

consumer trust in either the multiple regression models (overall: B = .063, β = .056, p = .333)

although bivariate correlations indicate that Evidence-Based Sustainability Claims correlate

positively with consumer trust (r = .363, p < .001). The observed discrepancy between Evidence-

Based Sustainability Claims correlating positively with consumer trust but losing statistical

significance when entered the same regression model as Transparency and Message Consistency

is indicative of suppression or mediation. Since Transparency and Message Consistency share

explanatory power for consumer trust in the regression models and collectively account for the

variation in consumer trust explained by Evidence-Based Sustainability Claims, Evidence-Based

Sustainability Claims has no independent residual effect. This observation is consistent with

Peattie & Crane's (2005) criticism of green marketing communications. While consumers use

sustainability claims to inform their perceptions of a brand, trust is formed based on how those

claims are communicated; i.e., whether they are communicated transparently, consistently and

credibly. This distinction is theoretically and practically important. Merely including or
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increasing amounts of sustainability-oriented content will not lead to increased trust if it is not

framed within a larger communication structure characterized by transparency and consistency.

One of the key insights from this research is that sustainability claims in themselves did not

prove to be significant predictors of consumer trust when transparency and consistency of

messaging were considered as part of the regression analysis. This insight is contrary to

some previous works which suggested that sustainability claims act directly as trust builders.

This might be a reflection of growing consumer skepticism about the sustainability

communication process carried out via social media channels, especially younger consumers

who regularly face greenwashing via such media. Therefore, it seems like consumers care less

about the number of sustainability claims made and are more concerned with the authenticity and

consistency of sustainability communication.

Sustainability claims had no powerful direct effect, meaning that

merely communicating, sustainability is unlikely to build trust. This result is partly at odds with

studies that have framed sustainability claims as a direct driver of consumer trust, but in

agreement with the conclusions reached by Peattie and Crane (2005) who suggest that consumers

dismiss active sustainability communication as promotional rather than substantive. From the

perspective of Brand Credibility Theory (Erdem & Swait, 2004), sustainability claims

can impact trust only when they signal expertise and/or credibility. Thus, the results show that

consumers are less influenced by presence of sustainability claims and more really whether these

can be considered credible or not.

An assumption that more communication on sustainability will improve consumer trust is

therefore undermined by this finding. Rather, it is possible that consumers are becoming more

sophisticated judges of sustainability information and no longer simply accepting as true claims

about the environment. Peattie and Crane (2005) suggest that sustainability communication

often represents empty promotion, when it is not participative. In the same vein, Delmas and

Burbano (2011) argue that increasing knowledge about greenwashing has led to greater

consumer skepticism towards environmental claims. The current findings thus suggest that

credibility has become a threshold condition for sustainability claims to exert an impact on trust.

This explains why the effectiveness of sustainability communication is believed to depend less
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on whether a sustainability claim exists than it is about that claim being viewed as genuine and

credible.

5.3 Addressing RQ2: The Mediating Role of Perceived Credibility

The second research inquiry was to determine if perceived credibility serves as a mediator in the

association between sustainable digital marketing and consumer trust. As indicated above, the

Baron & Kenny (1986) mediation analyses provided in Section 7 demonstrate consistent partial

mediation between each of the three independent variables and consumer trust, thereby

supporting the central theoretical hypothesis of the study.

To be more transparent regarding how much the introduction of perceived credibility reduces the

effect size of each independent variable on consumer trust, the total effect of transparency (c

= .601, β = .516, p < .001) results in a significant total effect being converted to a direct effect of

c' = .439 (β = .377, p < .001) and a significant indirect effect of a × b = .162 (Sobel p < .001).

The percentage reduction of the direct coefficient from .516 to .377 represents a 27% decrease.

Thus, while there are other ways that transparency increases consumer trust, the current

study demonstrates that a considerable amount of the increased consumer trust resulting from

transparency is due to the fact that consumers who perceive a brand as transparent will also view

the brand as having greater credibility and therefore have a higher level of trust in the brand.

The perceived credibility mediating effect also supports Brand Credibility Theory,

which indicates that consumers trust information first and brand second (Erdem & Swait 2004;

Erdem & Swait 2016). The results also corroborate Newell and Goldsmith (2001), in that

credibility is an important mechanism through which communication characteristics impact

consumer assessment. Overall, the findings indicate that transparency does not simply produce

trust per se; rather it enhances perceptions of authority which then feed into a process leading to

trust.

Results show that credibility is not merely an outcome of communication, but should be

considered as the fundamental psychological mediator in forming a trust. Rather et al. (2025)

supports this interpretation, by pointing out that credibility is a bridge between organizational

communication and consumer trust. Transparency kept its direct effect even after we introduced

the mediator, which indicates credibility explains part of this relationship but not all. As a result,
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other psychological processes probably also facilitate trust formation which means that the

process of building trust in sustainable content marketing cannot be fully explained by mono-

causal argumentation.

In addition, the two-stage process described above is theoretically consistent with Newell and

Goldsmith's (2001) Corporate Credibility Model, where credibility is positioned as an

intermediate or mediational evaluator of communication characteristics and subsequent attitudes

toward a corporation.

The mediation analysis demonstrates similar effects for message consistency. The total effect of

message consistency (c = .610, p < .001) is significantly reduced to a direct effect of c' = .446 (p

< .001) once perceived credibility is entered into the equation, with an indirect effect of a × b

= .164. These findings suggest that message consistency has at least some degree of positive

impact on consumer trust through its creation of a perception of credibility among consumers.

When consumers see that a brand consistently communicates about its sustainability efforts using

both temporal and cross-content based messages, it is reasonable to expect that such behavior

would increase consumers’ perceptions of the brand’s overall credibility. Subsequently,

these perceptions of credibility would lead to a higher level of trust among consumers. While the

mediation model still indicates a statistically significant direct effect, this supports the notion

that consistency can build trust in many additional manners than just through credibility.

The partial mediation found provides support for the claim that credibility is one way in which

then extent to which a message was consistent drives trust. This serves to sharpen perceptions of

reliability and authenticity, two domains in the family tree of brand credibility (Erdem & Swait,

2004). Organizational Trust Theory supports the premise further stating that consistent and

responsive behavior reinforces perceptions of integrity with subsequent stages toward

development of trust (Mayer et al., 1995). The results thus suggest consistency contributes to

trust both directly and indirectly as a result of higher perceptions of credibility.

The presence of a direct effect in conjunction with the-mediated effects suggests that message

consistency acts through multiple pathways. Though a portion of its effect might be due to

greater credibility, consistency could also strengthen trust through familiarity and predictability

as well lessen uncertainty or confusion in the receiver's mind. Schoorman et al. (2007) claim that
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trust can be influenced by many evaluations and extends further than just credibility, while Wang

& Scheinbaum (2017) examine the relational/experiential nature of digital trust formation. Thus,

the results indicate that credibility is an incomplete exposition of how consistency operates to

affect trust.

For example, consistency can help create familiarity and predictability within consumers’ minds,

reduce cognitive dissonance associated with conflicting information and create other

psychological factors that may contribute to increased trust.

Finally, the mediation analysis for sustainability claims yields the largest attenuation seen

throughout all three models. The total effect of sustainability claims on consumer trust (c = .407,

p < .001) is reduced to a direct effect of c' = .205 (p = .002) when perceived credibility is

included as a mediator with an indirect effect of a × b = .203. The indirect effect accounts for

almost half (approximately 50%) of the total effect demonstrating that perceived credibility

is essentially the single most influential mediator through which sustainability claims affect

consumer trust.

This provides solid support for the main premise of Brand Credibility Theory that

communication matters more when it enhances perceptions on credibility (Erdem & Swait, 2004).

These results are also in line with the work of Newell and Goldsmith (2001), who situates

credibility as an intermediary evaluative mechanism between organizational communication and

consumer responses. These findings indicate that environmental sustainability claims impact

trust not by streamlining the beneficial performance of brand, but

rather through informing perceptions of the credibility and expertise with which a claim is made.

This correlational finding offers the greatest level of support among all mediation models for an

argument in favor of credibility being central to a sustainable content marketing effort. The large

decrease in direct effect indicates that sustainability information has little impact when

consumers do not see it as credible to begin with. This is consistent with the interpretation of

Rather et al. (2022) and Srivastava et al. (2020) whose model asserts, unless a firm is credible,

positive consumer response from sustainability communication will not be realized. The results

thus challenge sustainability message volume-centric approaches, and instead showcase the need

to focus on increasing authenticity of messages.
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This finding provides a logically coherent explanation for why sustainability claims did not meet

statistical significance as predictors of trust in the multiple regression model: in competitive

multi-predictor environments, sustainability claims' effects on consumer trust are mostly indirect

and mediated by perceived credibility. In essence, consumers do not simply trust brands because

they communicate about sustainability issues, but rather because they believe that these

communications reflect an authentic effort by the company to establish itself as credible.

Therefore, this finding emphasizes the importance of credibility as a construct in the psychology

of green marketing communication and provides empirical support for recommendations that

companies prioritize building credibility as opposed to merely increasing volume of

sustainability claims.

The results from the mediations further confirm the assertion that credibility acts as a

psychological tool through which sustainability communication impacts trust among consumers.

The absence of credibility might result in the failure of sustainability communication to convince

consumers. Through establishing consistent mediation for all three independent variables, the

results expand Brand Credibility Theory into the realm of digital communications in Africa.

In summary, all three mediation models demonstrate that perceived credibility acts as a

significant partial mediator for the relationship between all three sustainable content marketing

variables and consumer trust. The consistency of the partial mediation effect demonstrated across

structurally different independent variables, one which had a very large direct effect

(transparency), one which had moderate direct effects (message consistency), and one which had

no direct effects (sustainability claims) enhances confidence in the generalizability and reliability

of the mediating role of credibility. This finding is consistent with Mayer et al.'s (1995)

Integrative Model of Organizational Trust, which posits that perceived ability, benevolence and

integrity which are closely related to credibility serve as primary precursors to organizational

trust. By extending this framework to the social media marketing environment, this study

provides empirical evidence that credibility-relevant cues embedded in sustainable content

marketing activities evoke the same trust formation processes documented in organizational trust

research.
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By and large, the mediation results strongly substantiate an integration of Brand Credibility

Theory and Organizational Trust Theory as suggested in this research. Communication attributes

were found to influence trust in part through their affect on perceptions of credibility, which is

consistent with the argument from Erdem and Swait (2004) that informs uncertainty reduction as

an antecedent for making trust based decisions. These findings are also consistent with Mayer et

al. (1995) who view trust as an outcome derived from the positive evaluation

of organisation attributes.

The fact that credibility ranks at the center of sustainable content marketing (as supported by this

study finding) shows consistency in the mediation effects for several communication attributes.

We find that rather than acting as emergent outcome, credibility is a basic mechanism through

which consumers interprets sustainability disclosure. It adds to previous research by showing

that the credibility-trust nexus is also preserved in social media environments and across two

African contexts, thus reinforcing confidence in their greater generalisability.

5.4 Cross Country Comparison: South Africa and Cameroon

Cross country similarities and differences were observed when examining the results of the three

independent samples of t-tests conducted in table 13 and Table 14. Of the five constructs

examined in the study, Transparency, Consumer Trust and Perceived Credibility showed no

statistically significant differences between the South African and Cameroonian subsample

means (p > .05 for all three constructs, negligible Cohen’s d values for all three constructs).

Notably, this similar response pattern across the two countries is interesting. If the core

attitudinal constructs investigated i.e., what consumers think about how transparent a company is

about its sustainability efforts and how much consumers trust companies that promote

themselves as “sustainable,” etc. are essentially viewed identically in terms of importance by

consumers in each of the two countries, then regardless of the vast structural and cultural

differences found within them, such as economic development, media systems, and consumer

culture, it should not matter which country consumers are in.

The lack of significant differences in perceived credibility and consumer trust between South

Africans and Cameroonians underscores that the mechanisms underlying trust formation may be

similar across context. This would be in line with Organizational Trust Theory that suggests trust
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is established based on assessments of competence, integrity and benevolence irrespective to

context (Mayer et al., 1995). The results thus indicate that consumers from both countries seem

to use similar evaluative criteria in their assessment of sustainability communications.

While existing studies have already emphasized contextual differences in digital environments

with the African market (Budree et al., 2019; Zefack et al, 2025), which seems to alter the very

essence of trust development processes, our findings suggest that not much changes are required

when it comes down how trust is developed. This means evaluations based on credibility might

be universal rather than context-specific. As a result, the results establish some evidence for the

generalization of trust theories from their original Western settings.

The other two constructs exhibited statistically significant and practically large country

differences. Specifically, compared to their South African counterparts, Cameroonian

respondents scored significantly higher on both Message Consistency (M = 3.68 vs. M = 3.44; t

= −3.677; p < .001; d = −0.443) and Sustainability Claims (M = 3.71 vs. M = 3.47; t = −3.662; p

< .001; d = −0.441). For both Message Consistency and Sustainability Claims, the effect size was

close enough to the conventionally established medium threshold (d ≈ 0.5) to indicate that these

differences are not only statistically significant, but also substantively meaningful. As such,

several possible explanations exist.

A potential explanation for why Cameroonian respondents score so much better than South

Africans on both constructs could be that they have been exposed to more consistent messages

from brands that have communicated their commitment to being sustainable, whether from local

or international brands. Another plausible explanation is based on differences in baseline

consumer skepticism. That is, because South Africa has had more years of experiencing

corporate sustainability discourse and because the South African market has experienced

considerably more media attention focused on greenwashing in comparison to Cameroon, South

African consumers may apply more skeptical standards to evaluate the consistency of and

substance behind sustainability claims made by companies. Thus, if Cameroonian consumers

have been exposed to more favorable information related to sustainability communications (i.e.,

more favorable perceptions of the information presented) and/or if they are viewing the same

amount of information as South Africans but are responding positively to it (as opposed to
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critically), then an assessment that Cameroonian respondents have higher levels of confidence in

evaluating sustainability-related claims is likely to be accurate.

Differences may be especially pronounced given that consumers ultimately

perceive sustainability communication within a defined communication environment; the

differences noted herein in terms of message claims and consistency lend evidence to this

construct. Prior research suggests that being exposed to sustainability messaging and having

access to information affect consumers evaluation of organization communication (Budree et al.,

2019; Zefack et al, 2025). These results suggest that the perception of communication may be

dependent on contextual causes as well, even when other trust outcomes are similar.

The differences in communication perceptions were however mostly not mirrored into a

corresponding difference perspective on trust or credibility. This

finding indicates communication evaluations and trust formation may be two separate processes.

According to Wang and Scheinbaum (2017), trust can be shaped not only by the method of

message exposure itself, but also through contextual relational factors such as perceptions about

the communicator along with psychological process factors including reliance in cognitive

processing toward related messaging. Rather et al (2022) highlighted the critical role that

credibility plays as a stabilizing factor to generate trust outcomes. Thus, the results suggests that

although consumers look at sustainability communication in various lights between contexts,

they apply similar criteria over what sort of message can be perceived as trustworthy.

Finally, another potential reason for why Cameroonian respondents tend to view the messages

presented by sustainable companies as being more consistent and having a stronger emphasis on

sustainability could relate to platform preferences. That is, although both groups of respondents

preferred TikTok over Instagram as a social media platform used to find new brands, because

Cameroonian respondents expressed a strong preference for TikTok relative to South African

respondents, it can be inferred that they were exposed to a great deal of content

(albeit algorithmically driven) that focused on sustainability themes directed at young adults

from global brands using TikTok as a primary vehicle for communicating their sustainability

initiatives. Therefore, platform use may have influenced perceived levels of message consistency

and perceived levels of emphasis placed on sustainability related claims.



77

Despite the Cameroonians having significantly higher levels of perception of the message

consistency and sustainability claim, there were no statistically significant differences between

the two nations concerning trust and credibility perception. This result is very significant in the

theory since it indicates that the entire process of developing trust might be similar in

both contexts despite the difference in the communication environments and perception of

sustainability.
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6 CONCLUSION

6.1 Conclusion

Based on the analysis and discussion of the findings, the study concludes that transparency and

message consistency are more important drivers of consumer trust than sustainability claims

alone in social media sustainability communication. Furthermore, perceived credibility partially

mediates the relationships between sustainable content marketing attributes and consumer trust.

Thus, the research has highlighted the significance of perceived credibility as one of the major

mechanisms of sustainability communication. The results imply that young digital consumers

become increasingly critical about sustainability communication and no longer trust

sustainability claims of brands on social media.

Following the discussion in Chapter Five, this research shows that trust toward sustainable

content marketing is less a function of sustainability claims and more about how consumers

assess transparency consistency (and/or alignment) and credibility. We find that credibility is a

central mechanism by which sustainability communication has an effect on trust, highlighting the

need for more credible and trustworthy forms of communication. In addition, the close

similarities in trust development across South Africa and Cameroon suggest that credibility

evaluations could generalize across different social media contexts within the African continent.

These results hence advance the sustainable content marketing literature by demonstrating that

firms` sustainability communication effectiveness not only depends on what they communicate,

but also how consumers receive it.

Instead, young consumers trust those brands that communicate sustainability ideas

transparently, credibly and consistently messaging across platforms. Consequently, the research

adds to the body of knowledge on sustainable marketing and digital trust within African

societies.

Despite several limitations of the study, it still gives some insights into sustainable

communication, credibility and consumer trust among the young social media users from South

Africa and Cameroon.
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This study advances sustainable content marketing literature by demonstrating that the

effectiveness of sustainability communication depends not only on the presence of sustainability

related information but also on how such information is communicated. In addition, it is clear

from the results that transparency and consistency are more important than sustainability alone in

generating trust. Moreover, the role of perceived credibility in mediating the effects of attributes

on trust is revealed. Finally, this research makes a theoretical contribution by using existing

theories of Brand Credibility and Organizational Trust Theory for sustainable content marketing

on Instagram and TikTok in developing African countries. The results show that credibility plays

an important role in the process of sustainable communication affecting consumer trust,

contributing thus to our knowledge about trust development in sustainable communication.

6.2 Theoretical Contributions

The research provides evidence that can add to existing knowledge regarding the field of

sustainable content marketing and social media communication as well as consumer

trust. It contributes to the literature on sustainable content marketing showing that consumer

trust does not largely benefit from merely providing sustainability-related information but more

so from how this information is presented. The results also showed that transparency and

message consistency were greater drivers of trust than sustainability claims, indicating a shift in

consumers' assessment of how credible and trustworthy they perceive sustainability

communication to be. This moves beyond the literature on sustainable content marketing, which

is primarily focused on how much sustainability information there should be disclosed towards

its quality and credibility in a communicative context. The results hence offer proof in support of

sustainable content marketing success that is not only for the full communication of

sustainability efforts, but also because credibility relies on transparent and consistent methods.

Also, the results provide an extension of Brand Credibility Theory by confirming that consumer

credibility is an integral element of consumer trust formation regarding sustainability

communication on Instagram and TikTok. Furthermore, and more importantly the mediation

results indicate that credibility should not be treated only as a consequence of sustainability

communication but instead directly serves to explain how sustainable content marketing drives

trust. Transparency, message consistency and sustainability claims all influenced consumer trust
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through perceived credibility in every mediation model. This is in agreement with the central

tenets of Brand Credibility Theory, that credibility reduces uncertainty and enables trust-based

assessments (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Erdem &Swait, 2016), while extending this theory to social

media facilitated sustainability communication processes aimed at African digital markets.

Again, by emphasizing the importance of perceived organizational transparency, reliability, and

credibility of sustainability communication, the findings provide important insights related to

Organizational Trust Theory. Through showing that social media sustainability communication

still has to be evaluated via assessments of integrity, reliability and trustworthiness in the

formation of trust this set of findings adds further support for Organizational Trust Theory.

Consistent with Mayer et al. (1995) showed that trust may be formed by consumers when

communications reduce uncertainty within the organization and signal honest behavior. Since

there was no significant difference in trust and credibility between South African and

Cameroonian respondents also indicates that the mechanisms through which trust is formed are

more likely to remain largely intact across different contexts, thereby adding potentially new

insights underpinning Organizational Trust Theory beyond traditional organizational settings.

On the same line, the results make contributions to the limited literature

on sustainability communication within the context of Africa. Existing research on sustainable

marketing and digital trust focuses mostly on Western countries, whereas there is little research

exploring these constructs in African social media contexts.

Finally, the results make contributions to greenwashing literature by suggesting that consumers'

trust can no longer be based on sustainability claims alone. The results show that simply making

claims of sustainability does not alone provide the trust that consumers need when they have

concerns about verified sustainable messaging. Rather, sustainability claims seem to affect trust

through how they work in the formation of credibility perceptions. This lends support to

arguments within greenwashing literature that consumers have become so skeptical in their

assessment of environmental claims and may consciously dismiss sustainability messaging

before accepting it as credible. Thus, this study adds to the body of literature on greenwashing by

showing that credibility is now a sine qua non condition for sustainability communication

effectiveness with young adults on social media more specifically on Instagram and Tiktok.
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6.3 Practical Contributions

The findings offer important insights for brands, marketers, and organizations that use social

media channels to communicate their sustainability initiatives. In particular, brands need to be

more transparent about their sustainability communication, as they need to provide information

related to the issue and goals associated with sustainability. Further, organizations using social

media as a tool to communicate their sustainability initiatives need to maintain consistency. This

means that inconsistencies in the communication process can raise doubts among consumers.

Furthermore, marketers communicating sustainability initiatives through their social media

channels should not base their communication on sustainability promises. As stated above,

consumer expectations regarding sustainability communications have changed over time.

Lastly, organizations need to focus on establishing credibility rather than just producing large

volumes of communication. This will help organizations transform sustainability

communications into trust from customers.

It is also important to note that marketers working in the context of African digital space need to

consider local communication practices and norms.

6.4 Limitations

Despite providing evidence for both Brand Credibility Theory and Organizational Trust Theory,

theoretical limitations need to be noted. First, the trust theory mainly addresses how consumers

use cues of credibility to lower uncertainty in the brand evaluation process. Although this theory

is overarching in explaining the mediation factor of credibility found here, it does not explicitly

consider those social media features associated with algorithmic distribution and communication

by influencers to user-generated content on specific platform engagement mechanisms. These

may create conditions which the theory does not completely address when it comes to trust

formation.

Second, the Organizational Trust Theory was just developed for intra-organizational or

interpersonal trust relations. While the theory was useful at explaining consumer reactions to

sustainability communication, social media environments are complex and include more

potential variables within their communicative systems that may not be taken into account by



82

this original formulation of the models. As we exclusively used the basis for their respective

theoretical frameworks to identify trust formation, this field does not consider any issues of

platform credibility, social influence or online community interaction that may be significant in

relation to how and why chains are created on platforms such as Instagram & TikTok.

Another limitation is that the research was not industry specific. Rather, it covered sustainability

communication in brands. Consumers may react differently depending on their industry, like

fashion, banking, food retailing and energy. The sustainability challenges in these industries

differ significantly. As a result, researchers can examine whether the relationships highlighted in

this study vary in different industries.

Finally, both theories were created largely in a Western context. Although the results suggest that

theories can be applied and maintained in South Africa and Cameroon, additional contextual

factors present within African markets may impact how consumers process sustainability

communication to build trust. Thus, future theoretical advancements should aim to include

contextual and digital-specific factors that can impact the formation of credibility and trust in

emerging markets.

6.5 Future Research

Based on the results and shortcomings of the study, the following recommendations for future

research can be made.

First, future research should include other African nations to see if the results found for South

Africa and Cameroon can be generalized to a larger range of African countries.

Second, future research could focus on other variables influencing consumer trust toward

sustainable content marketing such as credibility of influencers, emotional engagement,

corporate reputation and visual storytelling.

Third, future research could benefit from a mixed method approach incorporating both

quantitative and qualitative data collection to gain more insight into consumer understanding of

sustainability communication.
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Fourth, future studies should further refine and validate scales measuring sustainable content

marketing related concepts among African consumers to strengthen reliability and cultural fit of

measures.

Fifth, future research could include different social media channels to assess if there are any

differences in consumer trust building through social media regarding the type of channel used.

Finally, longitudinal studies could be undertaken to trace the development of sustainability

communication and consumer trust over time.

It would be interesting to apply other theoretical lenses in future studies (e.g. Signaling Theory,

Source Credibility Theory and Social Influence Theory) to provide an even deeper understanding

of how consumers assess sustainability communication online. Furthermore, future research

should examine how social media influencers; the amounts of algorithmically-driven content

exposure users receive from brands and other sources on sustainability issues over time

alongside user-generated sustainability-related contents affect trust growth (or decay). Such

studies would contribute to an expanded theoretical understanding of sustainable content

marketing beyond the paradigms employed in this study.
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before proceeding.

You are invited to participate in an academic research study conducted as part of a Master's

thesis. This survey investigates how sustainable content marketing practices, such as

transparency, data driven sustainability claims and message consistency, in social media
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Appendix 3 - Survey Questions

NOTE TO RESPONDENTS

For the purpose of the study:

 Sustainable content marketing means sharing online content that shows how a

brand cares about the environment or society.

 Sustainability means using resources wisely today without harming the future.

 Social media refers to TikTok and Instagram only

 Brands refers to companies/ businesses.

 Please answer the following questions based on your experience with brands

posts on TikTok and Instagram.

Measurement of transparency included items based on Rawlins, B. R. (2008).

1 2 3 4 5

Brands aim to understand how

their sustainability-

related decisions impact

consumers like me on Instagram

and TikTok.

Brands

provide sustainability information

on Instagram and TikTok that

helps me make informed

decisions.

Brands take responsibility for

their sustainability actions when

communicating on Instagram and



TikTok.

Brands clearly explain what they

are doing and why in relation to

sustainability on Instagram and

TikTok.

Brands that share sustainability

content on Instagram and TikTok

show genuine concern for

consumers like me.

Sustainability claims were gauged through measures drawn from Kothari, H., Choudhary,

A., Jain, A., Singh, S., Prasad, K. D. V., & Vani, U. K. (2025).

1 2 3 4 5

Brands on social media

support sustainability efforts

Brands promote

environmentally responsible

practices.

The contents make me more

aware of sustainable

consumption.

I am more likely to engage

with brands that prioritize

sustainability.



Measurement of Message Consistency was done using four indicators derived from Hosain

& Mamun (2023).

1 2 3 4 5

Sustainability messages

shared by

brands on social media are

consistent over time.

Brands communicate

sustainability information in

a clear and coherent manner

across their posts.

Sustainability messages

from brands on social

media are aligned

across different types of

content (e.g., posts, videos,

stories).

Brands maintain consistency

between their sustainability

claims and their overall

brand communication.

I sometimes notice

contradictions in

sustainability messages

shared by brands on social

media



Measurements for Perceived Credibility were done using a five-point scale drawn

from (Lock & Seele, 2017).

1 2 3 4 5

I think the information

brands present on social

media about

stainability is accurate

I believe that the

sustainability claims made

on social media are

correct.

I think brands use reliable

content with evidence to

support their sustainability

claims.

The sustainability claims

in the content are

supported by facts or

proof.

I believe that

brand’s intentions match

what they communicate

on social media.



Consumer Trust was operationalized through a five-item measure derived from (Ahamed

& Pham, 2021).

1 2 3 4 5

I consider brands that

share sustainability content

on social media to be

trustworthy.

Brands that communicate

sustainability on social

media aim to keep their

promises and

commitments.

I believe that brands sharing

sustainability content on

social media have

consumers’ best interests in

mind

I feel the need to be

cautious when trusting

sustainability messages

shared by brands on social

media

Brands that communicate

sustainability on social

media have more to lose

than to gain by not fulfilling

their sustainability

promises.
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