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Abstract
The benefits of segmentation and loyalty programmes are well established however 
Business-As-Usual (BAU) models, whether online or traditional, only focus on cus-
tomers’ contributions to the ’bottom line’. Sustainable Development (SD) is inex-
tricably linked to consumers and whilst some studies allude to ’green’ segmenta-
tion, there are no loyalty ladders or frameworks predicated on Elkington’s Triple 
Bottom Line (TBL). This study aligns with those who think the TBL should be the 
thread that runs through sustainability research. It looks beyond the question of why 
firms adopt sustainability and instead consider how they do so by investigating the 
changes needed for loyalty models and frameworks. The paper is positioned in the 
overlap between the SD and marketing domains. It facilitates conceptualisation by 
addressing some of the terminological confusion inherent in sustainability studies. 
It provides a working definition of SD and a rationale for (and definition of) the 
preferred term Sustainable Marketing (SM). Assuming marketers want to work in 
a more sustainable fashion, they need to adapt existing models or adopt new ver-
sions. With adaptation representing a smaller change to marketers’ modus operandi, 
it is deemed more likely to be adopted than a radical change. This is conceptualised 
using two schools of thought, namely the Developmental and Critical schools. This 
study is positioned in the critical school as it posits that the traditional models are no 
longer fit for purpose and need adapting or replacing. This approach provides bet-
ter understanding of why sustainability models (or frameworks) are needed and the 
need to shape practice, thus going beyond academic theory. Then the paper is in two 
main sections; first it critiques the BAU building blocks needed for loyalty ladders, 
namely a marketing orientation and segmentation frameworks. This paper advocates 
improving loyalty by adopting sustainable building blocks. Hence the second sec-
tion uses existing adaptations, namely a sustainable market orientation, a sustainable 
stakeholder typology and a TBL-based segmentation framework (APPROVES), to 
create a new TBL-based SM loyalty ladder. This will provide a platform for discus-
sion and future research.
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1  Introduction

Historically, a mindset existed that “economic growth was a prerequisite to improv-
ing the quality of life for humankind” (Belz & Peattie, 2009, p. 7). Adam Smith’s 
notion of voluntary exchange was developed in the nineteenth century by Ricardo, 
who proposed the law of ‘comparative advantage’ where both trading partners 
gained from their transactions. This could be argued to be the genesis of the ’domi-
nant social paradigm’ (DSP) ultimately leading to the neo-liberal agenda. How-
ever, the notion of companies being motivated by more than economic profit is not 
new. Kotler and Levy proposed the extension of marketing technologies into non-
business arenas in their seminal 1969 article ’Broadening the Marketing Concept’. 
They advocated Social Marketing, as the approach for social ideas and causes, being 
applied to places (cities, regions, nations) or people (Kotler & Levy, 1969). Kotler 
later defined social marketing as:

“the design, implementation, and control of programs seeking to increase the 
acceptability of a social idea, cause or practice among a target group.” (Kotler 
& Armstrong, 2006, p. 239).

 This resonates with the notion of equifinality by suggesting a range of approaches 
and different solutions to differing problems for differing groups. This is, arguably, 
not ideal from a sustainability perspective where global solutions are needed (Star-
key & Welford, 2001). Furthermore Kotler’s ’inward-out’ orientation may contribute 
towards increasing consumers’ awareness of, say, greenwashing (Ramus & Montiel, 
2005). It certainly lacks specificity with respect to social responsibility, ethics, com-
munity or environmental sustainability. A later definition suggested Social Market-
ing is:

“the adaptation of commercial marketing technologies to the analysis, plan-
ning, execution, and evaluation of programs designed to influence the behavior 
of target audiences in order to improve their physical and mental wellbeing 
and or that of the society of which they are a part.” (Andreasen, 1993, p. 1).

A caveat is that Social Marketing may be undertaken by commercial, non-profit, 
and government organizations (Kotler & Lee, 2005) who will not necessarily be 
au fait with ‘commercial marketing’. That said, Andreasen is advocating adapting 
existing models and frameworks. The International Social Marketing Association 
(ISMA) suggest Social Marketing:

“seeks to develop and integrate marketing concepts with other approaches to 
influence behaviours that benefit individuals and communities for the greater 
social good. Social Marketing practice is guided by ethical principles. It seeks 
to integrate research, best practice, theory, audience and partnership insight, 
to inform the delivery of competition sensitive and segmented social change 
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programmes that are effective, efficient, equitable and sustainable.” (ISMA, 
2021).

Here the ISMA includes the term ’sustainable’ whilst offering no indication of what 
is meant. Clearly the social element is addressed however there is no consideration 
of ecological factors.

In 1972 Kotler developed the social concept by introducing the ‘Societal Market-
ing concept’. Societal Marketing being defined as:

“a principle of enlightened marketing that holds that a company should make 
good marketing decisions by considering consumers’ wants, the company’s 
requirements, consumers’ long run interests and society’s long run interests.” 
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2006, p. 642)

Societal Marketing “questions the implicit assumptions of marketing and more 
broadly the Dominant Social Paradigm" (Belz & Peattie, 2009, p. 22). It extends 
Kotler’s previous model to include community and consumer dimensions, how-
ever, it offers no specificity apropos ethics or environmental sustainability. It does 
introduce the notion of long-term relationships and ’society’s long run interests’ is 
broad enough to include ecological concerns. That said, Societal Marketing does not 
take into account the multiple intricacies of the sustainable business environment 
(Emery, 2012). Dibb et al (2006) discussed ‘social responsibility and marketing eth-
ics’ which chimes with the ethical element of the ISMA definition. Brassington and 
Pettitt (2007) however link ‘Societal’ Marketing with ethical marketing as elements 
of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) which (they say) should inexorably lead to 
‘Sustainable’ Marketing.

1.1 � Sustainability

There are those who describe sustainability as a ‘megatrend’ (Lubin & Esty, 2010; 
Prothero & McDonagh, 2015). Megatrends are larger in magnitude, longer in dura-
tion and deeper in their effects than normal trends, fads or fashion (Mittelstaedt 
et al., 2014). They are complex in nature, extensive, unpredictable in their impact 
and are embedded in the contexts of their time (ibid). This paper posits that sus-
tainability is a megatrend as it is vast in scope and "reflects the economic, politi-
cal, cultural, philosophic and technological milieu of its day" (Prothero & McDon-
agh, 2015, p. 254). If sustainability is indeed a megatrend, McDonagh and Prothero 
(2014) ask how will it be embedded throughout the entire organisation? This ques-
tion is salient and central to this study.

Attempts to conceptualise and theorise sustainability still remain problematic (Kem-
per & Ballantyne, 2019). Defining sustainability has proven to be challenging with 
many terms (i.e. ‘ethical’, ‘organic’, ‘eco’, ‘green’ or ‘fair trade’) being used inter-
changeably (Barkemeyer et  al., 2009) when clearly they are not (Richardson, 2015, 
2020). It is not surprising that some consumers find the terms confusing with new 
terms regularly being added to the sustainability lexicon such as upcycling (Bonera 
et  al., 2020) and slow-fashion (Legere & Kang, 2020). In companies, terms such as 
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sustainability are vague enough to gloss over varieties in definition, stakeholder interest 
and involvement whilst being powerful enough to draw commitment from many dif-
ferent actors, including consumers, other companies and (inter)national organisations 
(Skov & Meier, 2011). For this study for following definition is accepted:

“Sustainability is a collective term for everything to do with responsibility for 
the world in which we live. It is an economic, social and environmental issue. It 
is about consuming differently and consuming efficiently. It also means sharing 
between the rich and the poor and protecting the global environment while not 
jeopardizing the needs of future generations.” (Jones et al., 2009, p. 125).

1.2 � Sustainable Development (SD)

Jones et  al (2009) suggest Sustainable Development (SD) can be traced back to the 
thirteenth century. Sadly, they offer no specifics however they concur with other com-
mentators noting it reappeared in the environmental literature in the 1970s. When con-
sidering the origins of SD many cite the Brundtland Commission report “Our Common 
Future”. By 1992, 70 different definitions of SD had been noted (Belz & Peattie, 2009, 
p. 12). For this study Brundtland’s definition is acceptable i.e. SD is ‘development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs’ (WCED, 1987).

In the late 1990s Hart’s ‘Beyond Greening’ brought SD to the wider business com-
munity (Hart, 1997). Soon after Elkington’s ‘Triple-Bottom-Line’ (TBL) was intro-
duced where the traditional economic focus was complemented with the foci of societal 
and environmental responsibility (Elkington, 1998). TBL can be described as an endur-
ing, balanced approach to economic activity, environmental responsibility and social 
progress (Starkey & Welford, 2001). This paper aligns with those who think Elking-
ton’s triple bottom line (TBL) (Elkington, 1998) should be the thread that runs through 
sustainability research and practice. Hult agrees insisting the TBL concept spans.

“different frameworks and acronyms in the more popular literature, such as the 3 
E’s (economic vitality, environmental quality, and equal opportunity), the 3 P’s 
(people, planet, and profit), and the more traditional triple bottom line view (envi-
ronmental integrity, economic prosperity, and social justice)” (Hult, 2011, p. 1).

The Hart and Elkington texts are considered to be two of the most important con-
tributions on the subject of business sustainability development (Starkey & Welford, 
2001). The combined impact of these texts represented a step change in how businesses 
would be expected to operate. This approach, often paraphrased as ‘People-Profit-
Planet’, may represent an emergent branch of social science (ibid). The term Sustain-
able Development has been universally accepted rather than, say, Starkey & Welford’s 
’Sustainability Development’.
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1.3 � Sustainability and loyalty

When the core activity of a company is highly integrated with its socially respon-
sible activities, consumers take a favourable attitude toward the organization (Mer-
cadé-Melé et  al., 2018). Similarly poor sustainability practices can lead to corpo-
rate reputational damage (Gomez-Trujillo et  al., 2020). Such reputational damage 
impacts on organisational attempts to engender customer and stakeholder loyalty. 
Loyalty can be represented by the number of repurchases made by the consumer 
during a period of time (Mercadé-Melé et al., 2018). The ’green’ aspect of sustain-
ability has been shown to improve company or brand reputations and customer loy-
alty (Kemper & Ballantyne, 2019).

Companies that act responsibly improve their image and consumer loyalty. They 
must carry out responsible activities that fit their images because this will benefit 
their credibility, altruism attribution and how they are perceived (Mercadé-Melé 
et al., 2018). Crittenden et al (2011) suggest sustainability should be in the DNA of 
companies. It should be embedded in their mission, goals, structure, operations and 
values (Rudowska, 2018). Clearly ’operations’ covers loyalty programmes. Increas-
ingly, companies are moving away from Business-As-Usual (hereafter BAU) prac-
tices. For example, using ’Purpose’ rather than ’Mission’ statements (Richardson 
et al., 2015) as they convey the message that sustainability is a key value (Rudowska, 
2018).

The Brundtland report alludes to ‘needs’ as a key principle of sustainability (Belz 
& Peattie, 2009). The issue of consumers’ needs is central to marketing. It has been 
suggested that Sustainable Marketing (hereafter SM) is the next stage in the con-
ceptual development of marketing as it focuses on some of the significant long-term 
challenges facing society in the twenty-first century (Brassington & Pettit, 2007). 
Some have argued that sustainability and SM "are two different concepts, while oth-
ers have used them interchangeably" (Kemper & Ballantine, 2019, p. 6). Therefore, 
it is appropriate to improve conceptualisation by clarifying SM terminology.

1.4 � Sustainable Marketing (SM)

van Dam and Apledoorn (1996) coined the phrase ‘sustainable marketing’ in 1996 
when discussing the inadequacy of green and/or ecological marketing. They largely 
ignored the social focus and failed to offer a definition of SM. They did however 
suggest the meaning of SM becomes apparent when the concept of sustainability is 
elaborated upon within the framework of marketing theory. They went on to argue 
that SM is marketing within, and supportive of, sustainable economic development 
(ibid). This is somewhat limited as it excludes for example not-for-profit organisa-
tions or social enterprises that may not contribute to economic development per se. 
Armstrong and Kotler (2012, p. 508) suggest SM is:

“socially and environmentally responsible marketing that meets the present 
needs of the consumers and businesses while also preserving or enhancing the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs.”
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It can be argued that SM is an holistic long-term view of marketing which seeks 
to facilitate sustainable business practice and represents a true paradigmatic shift 
in marketing (Emery, 2012). "Sustainable marketing emphasises the TBL" (Belz & 
Peattie, 2009, p. 30). Gosnay and Richardson (2008, p. 138) offered an early SM 
TBL-based definition. This contributed to an (ongoing) existential debate regard-
ing SM in that some believe that modern business practices advocate selling more 
whereas ‘sustainability’ is about consuming less. Emery (2012) argues simply facili-
tating profitable exchanges between interested parties is no longer enough.

Martin and Schouten (2012) saw SM as the process of creating, communicating 
and delivering value to customers in such a way that both natural and human capital 
are preserved or enhanced throughout. The notion of delivering value is problem-
atic. Freeman’s idea that companies are ‘out there creating value, making our lives 
better, and changing the world’ (Freeman, 2008) fits better with modern discussions 
on value and co-creation (Richardson, 2015; Richardson & Cassop Thomson, 2019; 
Coppola et al., 2020). Value can be created and taken but not given. Customers with 
sustainable values may seek (and take) such value from those they perceive to act 
sustainably.

Some academics used the term Sustainability Marketing (Belz & Peattie, 2009; 
Belz & Schmidt-Riedeger, 2010; McDonagh & Prothero, 2014; Wiscicka-Fernando, 
2018; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019),

whilst others allude to sustainability-driven marketing. These terms have some 
merit, however, the notion of driving values is problematic as ultimately market-
ers cannot force customers to (say) be happy, satisfied or green. All marketers can 
hope to achieve is to create the circumstances where value-seeking customers can 
‘take value’. Even those who use Sustainability Marketing have also used Sustain-
able Marketing indeed Kemper and Ballantine (2019, p. 6) suggest:

 “Several scholars see the merging of relationship. social, green and ethical 
marketing combining to create a new concept of ’Sustainable Marketing’.”

SM is still overwhelmingly understudied (McDonagh & Prothero, 2014). To 
improve conceptualisation, it is prudent to reflect on the usage of terminology. Kem-
per and Ballantine (2019, p. 10) cite research from Purani et al. (2014) who found 
that only 2% of articles in 10 of the most highly ranked marketing journals were 
devoted to sustainability. Hence, it is sensible to consider the current frequency of 
usage for the terms (Fig. 1) germane to this study.

As with Kemper and Ballantine (2019, p. 12), Fig.  1 is not a detailed meta-
analysis nor is it an attempt to replicate previous studies. Rather, it provides a cur-
rent snap-shot of ’searches’ to provide comparisons. Applying a meta-analytical 
approach, Barkermeyer et al. (2009) had identified increasing usage of terminology 
related to sustainability in print media. This is not reflected in Fig. 1 which portrays 
552 mentions of ’sustainable marketing’ with 198,000 for Marketing’ (in EBSCO). 
If sustainability is a megatrend (Lubin & Esty, 2010; Prothero & McDonagh, 2015) 
the logical conclusion to draw is that whilst it currently represents a niche, nascent 
area of study, research into sustainability (and its marketing variants) is likely to 
grow substantially.
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Apropos using the better terminology, in Fig. 1 the academic databases have Sus-
tainable Marketing (SM) identifying higher numbers than Sustainability Marketing. 
Whereas in the generic Google results the positions are reversed. This may reflect a 
gap between academia and the population in general. From a semantic point of view, 
no-one is using the term Sustainability Development; the universally accepted term 
is sustainable development. So why use Sustainability Marketing if a more widely 
used term with a better fit is available? Furthermore, Sustainability Marketing may 
be construed as the marketing of sustainability. The challenge this presents is that 
sustainability may not be prioritised and deemed yet another thing to address using 
IMC. Sustainable Marketing (SM) is holistic and should be embedded into the ori-
entation of the organisation. For the purposes of this study Sustainable Marketing 
(SM) is preferred to Sustainability–driven Marketing or Sustainability Marketing 
and the following TBL-based definition is adopted:-

“Sustainable Marketing (SM) is principled and predicated on the foci of the 
Triple Bottom Line. SM decisions should be ethically and ecologically sound 
and companies should divert profits into People and Planet foci to enable 
implementation. Sustainable business practices must be informed by continu-
ous dialogues with all stakeholders. Ultimately this is the only way to resolve 
the tensions between customer (and stakeholder) demands, long-term interests, 
companies’ requirements, society’s long run interests and the need for environ-
mental balance.” (Richardson, 2015, 2020, p. 19)

1.5 � A Market Orientation (MO)

A Market Orientation (MO) alludes to the importance organisations attach to their 
marketplace including customers and competitors (Kohli & Jaworksi, 1990). With 
an MO, customers should be placed at the heart of all key management decisions 
and all staff must ’buy-in’ as it is not solely a burden for the marketing department 
(ibid). The Marketing department is however responsible for the adoption of Inte-
grated Marketing Communications (IMC) which can facilitate ’buy-in’. IMC is pred-
icated on message consistency, interactivity, being stakeholder-centric and having a 

 Search findings for different terms 
  Database 

Term Ebsco Emerald 
Google 
Scholar Google 

Sustainable Market Orienta�on 27 (6) 43 (5) 465 77.1 million (8010) 
Sustainability Market Orienta�on 1 35 359 50.7 million (4060) 
Sustainable Marke�ng (SM) 552 (110) 729 10,400 533 million (518000) 
Sustainable Marke�ng Orienta�on 7 (1) 43 101 44.3 million (4680) 
Sustainability Marke�ng 388 (52) 321 5,110 863 million (207000) 
Market Orienta�on (MO) 
Marke�ng 

2511 (237) 
198,000 

>59,000 (48) 
239,000 

61 million 
403,0000 

372 million 
33.2 billion 

Databases accessed 18-04-21. Figures in brackets represent the term in a single string with a fixed order. 

Fig. 1   Search findings for different terms
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strategic focus. IMC can also be argued to apply to the notion of Internal Marketing 
(IM) which is defined as.

“using a marketing-like approach to overcome organisational resistance to 
change and to align, motivate and inter-functionally co-ordinate and integrate 
employees towards the effective implementation of corporate and functional 
strategies in order to deliver customer satisfaction through a process of creat-
ing motivated and customer orientated employees.” (Rafiq & Ahmed, 2000, p. 
454)

Managers must use IMC to ensure information flows (well) and is shared across 
departmental boundaries and even organizational frontiers (Porcu et al., 2020). This 
applies to all organisational types and sizes even micro-enterprises where marketing 
is often allocated to a multi-tasking individual. Kohli and Jaworski (1990) suggested 
an MO includes the organisation-wide, inter-departmental dissemination of market 
intelligence pertaining to current (and future) customer needs and responsiveness to 
it. It should be noted that the term search resulting in Fig. 1 suggests the term MO is 
used considerably less than the generic ’Marketing’. For the purposes of this paper 
an MO is defined as:

“understanding current and future customers’ needs and wants in order to 
develop products and services that offer value for the customer, distinctive 
from the offers of other companies, which can be profitably produced. Hence 
companies must recognise the importance of continuing research in the mar-
ketplace and ongoing relationships with customers.” (Richardson et al., 2015, 
p. 25).

This paper posits the notion that companies who do not adopt an MO will be less 
likely to achieve the loyalty they seek.

1.6 � Schools of thought: the drivers for challenging BAU and acting sustainably

Mittelstaedt et al (2014) suggested two different schools of Marketing thought exist; 
the Developmental School sees markets and marketing systems as part of the solu-
tion to the problems of the human condition; the Critical School sees markets and 
marketing as part of the problem. What they "have to say about sustainability rests 
on the acceptance or rejection of the context in which questions of sustainability 
have emerged" (ibid, p. 253).

Critical Scholars are more suspect of the social consequences of markets and 
marketing and have long played a key role in challenging BAU. Critical Marketers 
(Brown, 1995; Brownlie & Saren, 1992; Brownlie et al., 1999; Fuller, 1999; Tada-
jewski & Brownlie, 2008 amongst others) provide useful reminders of why models 
(and frameworks) need adapting (or new versions adopted) whereas Developmental 
Scholars (see McDonald, 2017) provide continuity and may be resistant to change. 
They often criticise Critical Scholars for not providing useful terms and tools (see 
Fig. 1). For example, van Dam & Apledoorn (1996), who coined the phrase ‘Sus-
tainable Marketing’ in 1996, aligned with the critical school (see their paper in 
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Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008), however, they did not offer a clear definition nor did 
they offer tools or frameworks to help practitioners. Many years later, Critical Mar-
keters Gosnay and Richardson (2008) offered a TBL-based Sustainable Marketing 
Benchmarking Framework. This was subsequently updated (see Richardson, 2015, 
2018).

Developmental Scholars (Christopher et  al., 1991; Harridge-March & Quin-
ton, 2009) have advocated loyalty ladders as a relatively easy way of understand-
ing behavioural loyalty by helping companies to segment customers (and prospects) 
according to their levels of loyalty (Richardson, 2015; Richardson et al., 2015). The 
BAU traditional ’ladders’ still focus purely on the customers’ contribution to the 
’bottom line’ whilst ignoring customers’ values (often ecological and ethical) and 
other stakeholders. This paper is positioned in the Critical School as it addresses the 
Developmental School’s failure to offer a TBL-based alternative framework.

The duality of the ’Schools’ (Mittelstaedt et al., 2014) can be found throughout 
marketing domains (Fig. 2). Apropos loyalty, Critical Marketers identify ’unsustain-
able’ aspects which (they argue) need to be discussed more frequently in academia. 
Many large service providers have customers who are not totally satisfied with their 
services. Often the consumer feels “locked-in” (Harrison et al., 2012; Jackson, 2005; 
Murray & Haubl, 2007; Sanne, 2002) or a possibly unhealthy sense of compulsion 
(Guido et al., 2020). The effort needed to switch suppliers tends to make customers 
stay with the existing provider. This is ’unsustainable’ and results from inertia, risk 
aversion, apathy, "working life conditions, which favour a work-and-spend lifestyle, 
the conditions of urban living or the effects of pervasive marketing" (Sanne, 2002, 
p. 286).

1.7 � Summary of Introduction Chapter

A goal of this paper is to improve conceptualisation by providing definitions relat-
ing to sustainability (and Sustainable Marketing). Whilst this study is located in the 
Critical School, it resonates with those who studied BAU loyalty (Dick & Basu, 
1994; Harridge-March & Quinton, 2009; Harris & Goode, 2004) and those where 
loyalty is linked to responsible actions (Aksoy, 2013; Bertoli et al., 2020; Mercadé-
Melé et al., 2018).

This paper will use the (provided) definition of a Marketing Orientation (MO) as 
the underpinning for adopting a Sustainable Marketing Orientation (SMO) prior to 

Feedback loops
Why?

Developmental 
School

Cri�cal 
School

BAU Models and frameworks

Adapted or new Models 
and frameworks

Adapted or new Models 
and frameworks

Fig. 2   Critical v Developmental Schools
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undertaking segmentation. Segmentation frameworks form the building blocks for 
loyalty ladders and have traditionally focused on optimising the profitability gar-
nered from customers (aka BAU). Changing production and consumption systems 
cannot be achieved without changing marketing mindsets and practices (Belz & 
Peattie, 2009). There is little or no research on using the TBL to shape segmentation 
and loyalty approaches.

Hence, this study will (critique and) develop the traditional building blocks of 
loyalty by viewing them through the lens of TBL-based sustainability. In doing so, 
this paper contributes to those who seek to look beyond the question of why firms 
adopt SM and instead consider how they do so by investigating the mechanisms that 
enable effective (SM) adoption (Clarkson, 1995; Gosnay & Richardson, 2008; Mus-
grave & Raj, 2009; Mitchell et al., 2010, 2013; Crittenden et al., 2011, 2013; Gar-
cia et al., 2014; Wiscicka-Fernando, 2018; Richardson & Cassop Thompson, 2019; 
White et  al., 2019; Legere & Kang, 2020). Finally, two goals of this paper are to 
offer a TBL-based segmentation framework and loyalty ladder to facilitate sustaina-
bility adoption. This study concludes with recognition of the limitations therein and 
offers thoughts on potential future research.

2 � The Business‑As‑Usual (BAU) building blocks of loyalty

Marketers wanting to work sustainably, cannot continue with BAU, simply using tra-
ditional models. Rather they need to adapt existing models or adopt new versions 
apropos their Marketing Orientation (MO), segmentation and loyalty.

2.1 � Segmenting consumers and stakeholders

Segmentation, as one of the building blocks of loyalty, inherently involves consumer 
analysis. Organizations must be proactive in gathering information about consum-
ers’ interests (Mercadé-Melé et al., 2018). Under BAU, segmentation largely gathers 
data on the economic value garnered from customers. This shapes the organisation’s 
communications and is remiss as ‘Sustainability’ can enhance not only corporate 
reputations but also stakeholders’ acceptance and perceptions of companies’ activi-
ties (Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2020). Freeman provided a language and framework for 
examining how companies relate to stakeholders. It established legitimacy for par-
ties other than shareholders whose interests can shape managers’ actions (Margo-
lis & Walsh, 2003). Freeman’s stakeholder theory shaped the dominant theoretical 
response to the economists’ shareholder-profit only hegemony (ibid). He defined 
stakeholders as groups or individuals who can affect (or be affected by) the achieve-
ment of the organisation’s objective (Freeman, 1984). The ’affect’ can be beneficial 
or harmful. This was developed to include those whose rights may be violated or 
should be respected by the business or claim ownership in organisational activities 
(Mendes et al., 2009).

Different stakeholders often compete for the control of resources which can be 
material, social, ideological or symbolic (Mitchel et  al., 1997). Stakeholders may 
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be institutions with interests in a project’ or those who have, or claim, ownership 
(Mendes et  al., 2009). ‘Primary’ stakeholders are those without whom companies 
cannot survive whereas ‘Secondary’ stakeholders influence or affect (or are influ-
enced or affected by) companies but are not essential for survival (Clarkson, 1995). 
A power-based ranking system exists starting with only having interest (i.e. low-
power) to having an affect (medium) to assuming ownership (high) (ibid). Increas-
ingly, academics insist shareholders are only one of a number of stakeholders (Jack-
son, 2005; Jones et al., 2009; Letza et al., 2004; Richardson, 2015, 2018).

Stakeholder salience is the degree to which managers give priority to competing 
stakeholder claims (Mitchell et al., 1997). Marketers must recognise the degree of 
urgency as well as the interest and/or power stakeholders possess. Shareholders are 
primary stakeholders and thus at least moderately salient however it is heightened 
shareholder urgency that really attracts CEO attention (Agle et al., 2008). Figure 3 
clearly illustrates how an organisation may have stakeholders with differing combi-
nations power, legitimacy and urgency resulting in of different saliences (Mitchell 
et al., 1997; Richardson, 2015; Richardson et al., 2015).

In practice, marketers refer to ’publics’ rather than ‘Non-stakeholders’. Pub-
lics are stakeholders who may be interested (in organisations) but are not directly 
involved. However, today’s ‘public’ could easily become tomorrow’s engaged stake-
holder. Furthermore, power, legitimacy and urgency can change for any particular 
group or stakeholder-manager relationship (Agle & Mitchell, 2008). Stakeholders 

Dependent 
stakeholder

Discretionary 
stakeholder

Dangerous 
stakeholder

Definitive
stakeholder

Demanding stakeholder

Dormant stakeholder

Non-stakeholder

LEGITIMACY

URGENCY

Dominant 
stakeholder

POWER

Fig. 3   Stakeholder typology with three attributes present ( Source Mitchell et al., 1997, p. 874)
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may only be interested in time-limited projects or selective corporate objectives. 
Such mapping tools are often only a snapshot and neither predict future changes nor 
provide solutions for practitioners.

Strong stakeholder theory suggests all stakeholders, irrespective of attributes and 
resulting salience, are dealt with in an equal matter i.e. whether a Definitive Stake-
holder or say a Dormant Stakeholder (Fig. 3). A critique of strong stakeholder the-
ory is that it leaves managers and directors making subjective judgments on which 
stakeholders to address. The criteria for such decisions is often opaque which can 
lead to managers being unaccountable for their stewardship of the firm’s resources. 
Hence, managers may not be meaningfully evaluated in any principled way (Jensen, 
2008) and power relations may not be adequately addressed (Barkemeyer, 2009).

Studies have consistently found that with a stakeholder focus, corporate perfor-
mance is very much the same. This suggests stakeholder-focused management does 
no harm to shareholder interests while also benefiting a larger constituency (Agle 
& Mitchell, 2008). It is well-established that organisations who assume stakeholder 
passivity are taking risks as often this is simply not the case. Margolis and Walsh 
(2003) cite Ranganathan (1998) who listed 47 initiatives where investors have ‘pres-
sured’ firms to be more responsive to social problems. Others have criticised schol-
ars for paying too little attention to the relationship between the firm and society, 
focusing too much on processes whilst neglecting analysis of the firm’s societal 
effects (Walsh et al., 2003). This is remiss as ethics, social responsibility and sus-
tainability "have moved from marginal to mainstream and we can no longer say that 
the business of business is purely business” (Emery, 2012, p. 11). Figure 3 provides 
a basis for segmentation hence it appropriate to consider how the viability of a seg-
ment is evaluated.

2.1.1 � Segmentation frameworks

Segmentation involves breaking down a heterogeneous population into smaller 
homogenous segments. This is a challenge for many marketers; indeed, Profes-
sor Malcom McDonald describes the segmentation chapter in his practitioner text 
as "the only difficult chapter in this book" (McDonald, 2017, p. 63). He implores 
readers to read the chapter as segmentation really is the key to commercial success 
citing research in the Harvard Business Review (HBR) "where 85% of US product 
launches had failed simply because of poor market segmentation" (ibid, p. 74). The 
viability of existing segments will have to be re-evaluated during the audit stage of 
a marketing plan (Richardson, 2020; Richardson et al., 2015) as Marketers cannot 
assume that the original segment (whether B2C or B2B) will be appropriate for new 
marketing objectives. Furthermore, the means of communication with segments 
may also need to be reviewed (ibid). Three well-known BAU (economic focus) seg-
mentation frameworks are ‘DAMP’, ’DASA’ and ‘MASS’ (Fig. 4).

Segments have to be constructed judiciously when considering multiple values 
and motivations of individual consumers (Guido et al., 2020). If the segment is too 
broad it may dilute the impact of communications campaigns. If it is too narrow, it 
may not provide the Return on Investment (RoI) or Return on Marketing Investment 
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(RoMI). As discussed, these frameworks focus on the traditional economic bottom 
line and there is more to sustainable segmentation than is covered therein.

2.2 � Loyalty

The notion of loyalty has long occupied the minds and efforts of marketing academ-
ics and practitioners. Dick and Basu (1994) suggested loyalty is not just about atti-
tudes towards products or services, but also behaviour i.e. it includes the repeat(ed) 
purchase of said goods or services. This encouraged Marketers to consider the Cus-
tomers’ Life-Time Value (CLTV) rather than single transactions. Subsequently, the 
definition has been expanded (see Oliver, 1997) however the basic concept remains 
unchanged. The literature on loyalty recognises how it derives from satisfying cus-
tomers seeking benefits (Parasuraman et  al., 1991; Bitner, 1995; Mercadé-Melé 
et al., 2018) and values including co creation of value (Coppola et al., 2020; Rich-
ardson & Cassop Thompson, 2019). The literature suggests loyal customers may 
increase income, buy additional products or services, generate Word of Mouth (or 
‘Word of Mouse’ online), reduce costs and allow companies to amortise marketing 
(and sales) costs across the CLTV. Clearly these benefits represent sources of com-
petitive advantage which are difficult to copy.

The benefits may be clear however engendering customer loyalty is anything but 
easy. Satisfying customers is seen as sine qua non for engendering loyalty. Verhoef 
(2003) defined satisfaction as the emotional state that occurs as a result of custom-
ers’ interactions with the firm over time. This suggests that satisfaction involves 

Terms
Accessible - should be able to reach the segments 
revealed.
Ac�onable - effec�ve programs can be designed for 
a�rac�ng and serving the segment(s)
Appropriate- should sa�sfy organisa�on’s mission, vision 
& objec�ves……and support brands…..do you agree??
Differen�able (some say Unique) - respond differently to 
different mixes
Dis�nct - each segment should be unique and may need a 
tailored marke�ng mix
Measurable -marketers need to know the size of the 
segment in order to assess the success of their campaign. 
This is not always easy. 
Profitable – the segment must be able to generate 
revenue and profit now and  in the future. This is not 
always the case i.e. if it is a one-off project say the 
Olympics
Substan�al - large enough to serve
Stable- should be able to forecast with some accuracy
Suitable- fit for purpose

DAMP

MASS

DASA

Fig. 4   The 3 most widely used segmentation frameworks
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comparing what customers expect will happen and what they actually experience. 
Genuine satisfaction often comes after repeated experience (purchases) (ibid). Fur-
thermore, loyalty is predicated on trust which builds upon factors such as reliability 
and consistency, i.e. fulfilling the promises made (Bitner, 1995), to the same stand-
ard (Bertoli et al., 2020), ‘being there’ when required, going the extra mile, being 
treated equitably (Harris & Goode, 2004). The last of these is particularly interest-
ing as the loyalty literature tends to underplay the importance of equity. Indeed, it is 
suggested that loyal customers may be less sensitive to price levels than those who 
are first time customers. Harris & Goode advocate the importance of equity, arguing 
that perceived value, satisfaction, service quality are key requirements of a relation-
ship whereas trust is the key, central factor (ibid). Their finding that trust is the key 
and that loyalty may follow is supported by more recent studies (Bertoli et al., 2020).

2.2.1 � Loyalty Ladders

A relatively easy way of categorising behavioural loyalty (what customers or pros-
pects do) is the loyalty ladder (Richardson, 2020; Richardson et  al., 2015). BAU 
Loyalty ladders (Fig.  5) help companies to segment customers according to their 
levels of loyalty and contribution to the bottom-line.

The ladders allow the segmentation of customers (and prospects) with a view to 
moving them up the ladder. Harridge-March and Quinton (2009) revised the tra-
ditional ladder to take into account the importance of social networks. In the top 
category ’Devotees’ contribute regularly and are developing social ties; Insiders 
are deemed experts in specific topics who post regularly. Finally, ‘Lead members’ 
or ‘Celebrities’ are the most influential and active (ibid). ’Evangelists’ are deemed 
comparable with the traditional ’Advocates’.

3 � Adapting BAU loyalty building blocks to incorproate the TBL

Despite definitions of sustainability and SM existing for decades, very few stud-
ies have developed the link between sustainability and marketing strategy (Kumar 
et al., 2012). Marketing academics need to create new models or adapt existing ones 
so that practitioners can adopt sustainability in strategic marketing practices (ibid). 
Adapting models to incorporate sustainable practices is not new, indeed Peattie and 
Belz (2010) refined elements of the extended Marketing Mix for Services 7Ps (Prod-
uct, Price, Place, Promotion and People) to offer the concept of 5Cs i.e., Customer 
solution, Customer cost, Convenience, Communications and Co-relations. Alterna-
tive Cs have subsequently arisen e.g. Richardson et al (2015) prefer Customer Ben-
efits to solution as it provides a focus on what customers seek rather than what the 
provider offers. Increasingly, businesses are becoming exposed to the risks associ-
ated with the gap between what they say and what they do (Jones et  al., 2009, p. 
305). This paper contributes to those offering the loyalty or segmentation tools to 
be used by practitioners (see Mitchell et al., 2010). Hence it is prudent to propose 
adaptations to the BAU building blocks needed to create the loyalty ladder (Fig. 5).
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3.1 � Adapting an MO to become an SMO

The first adaptation this paper advocates is from an MO (see 1.5) to a Sustainable 
Market Orientation (SMO). The adoption of an SMO offers the potential to pro-
duce significant long-term benefits for both primary and secondary corporate stake-
holders (Mahmoud, 2016; Mitchell et al., 2010). This paper builds on the work of 
Crittenden et  al (2011) who offered a model to drive market-oriented sustainabil-
ity research and provide directions for sustainability theory, research, and practice. 
They adapted MO to produce their own model of an SMO. For the purposes of this 
paper (also drawing on Mitchell et al., 2010; Hult, 2011; Kumar et al., 2012; Sinčić 
Ćoric et al., 2020), SMO is defined as where an organization:

"strategically aligns itself with the market-oriented needs and wants of cus-
tomers and other stakeholders concerned with social responsibility issues 
involving economic, environmental, and social dimensions. An SMO is predi-
cated on the TBL and involves adopting a balanced and equitable integrational 
management of environmental, social and economic resources."

Fig. 5   Traditional and social 
media loyalty ladders. Adapted 
from Christopher et al (1991), 
Harridge-March and Quinton 
(2009) and Richardson et al 
(2015)

Tradi�onal Social media 

Advocate-ac�vely 
promotes brand to others

Supporter-an influencer 
rather than a customer

Client- a customer who 
makes repeat purchases

Customer- an individual 
who purchases your 
product or service

Prospect- finds the 
company’s offer of 
interest

Suspect -researches a 
brand but is not 
interested

Evangelist- ac�vely promotes 
social site to others

‘Lead members’ or 
‘Celebri�es’ – highly ac�ve. 
May influence others

Insiders -seen as experts in 
specific topics and post 
regularly. 

Devotees- contribute 
regularly and are beginning to 
develop social �es

Mingler- mature tourist, 
perhaps, who posts 
comments but without any 
regularity or frequency.

Newby-an individual who has 
just started to post comments

Tourist-post comments but 
lacks engagement with the 
network

Lurker -observes and may join 
the network

Adapted from Christopher et al (1997); Harridge-
March & Quinton (2007); Richardson et al (2015)



304	 Italian Journal of Marketing (2022) 2022:289–315

1 3

Having adopted a definition for an SMO, the next BAU building blocks to adapt 
involve segmentation.

3.2 � Segmenting sustainable stakeholders

Segmentation, targeting and positioning (STP) are key parts of SM’s strategic deci-
sions (Rudowska, 2018). This paper focuses on TBL-based segmentation whilst rec-
ognising the need for ’targeting’ and ’positioning’ to be seen through the prism of 
SM. In their analysis of SM related articles, Kemper and Ballantyne (2019) identi-
fied only 5 instances of green or ecological segmentation. They found no articles 
relating to TBL-based segmentation. Considerable attention has been given to com-
panies being attacked online about aspects of their social and environmental perfor-
mance (Belz & Peattie, 2009). The greater focus on ’green’ segments is not surpris-
ing as consumers are increasingly exposed to information about sustainability issues 
such as climate change (ibid). Furthermore, a bias towards ecological and economic 
studies has always existed in the sustainability literature (Barkemeyer, 2009; Mus-
grave & Raj, 2009; White et al., 2019; Sinčić Ćoric et al., 2020). This may in part 
be because social SM activities have less significant impacts on brand image (Jung 
et al., 2020).

Sustainable segmentation is seen as essential with SM (Wiscicka-Fernando, 
2018) as it identifies how people perceive and respond to sustainability issues (ibid). 
Previous studies focused on segmenting ‘elusive’ green consumers (Peattie, 1992; 
Worthington, 2013; Young et  al., 2010) with mixed results (Oates et  al., 2008). 
Indeed, the term ’green’ can be problematic as clearly different shades of ‘green’ 
consumers exist with some being ’light’ green whilst others are heavily involved and 
self-identify as voluntary simplifiers (Oates et al., 2008; Richardson, 2015; Young 
et al., 2010).

The stakeholder concept has been important in helping marketing strategists to 
understand the implications of the sustainability agenda (Belz & Peattie, 2009). 
Drawing on the sustainable consumer literature (Fuller, 1999; Jackson, 2005; Rich-
ardson, 2015) this study advocates conflating the traditional segments (Fig. 3) with 
the TBL to produce a Sustainable Segmentation Typology (SST).

The SST (Fig. 6) should improve understanding of segmentation however critical 
scholars would argue that all such typologies have limitations e.g. ’Power’ sources 
may be identified however relationships may not. Furthermore, it does not forecast 
where the stakeholders may be in the future or that they may only have interest 
in aspects of an organisation’s activities, say a project. The terms within the SST 
may need sub-sections to reflect other research and the reality. Young et al (2010) 
investigated voluntary simplifiers who strive to survive in a mode of sufficiency and 
demonstrated more complex decision-making processes than other consumers. Vol-
untary simplifiers were critical of certain sources and willing to search harder for 
information which, when provided by third parties, tends to be less biased (ibid). 
They would most likely be ‘segmented’ (Fig.  6) amongst ‘Eco warriors’ however 
depending on other values they could be Pro-Eco, Pro-Eco-Social or Sustaina-
ble Stakeholders. The SST is still relevant as it informs how IMC may need to be 
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tailored (Porcu et  al., 2020) to clarify, say, contradictory claims or terminological 
confusion.

As discussed, consumers may self-identify as sustainable and can be segmented. 
Hence the sustainable segments’ viabilities must be seen through a sustainable lens 
(Fig. 7).

The TBL-based APPROVES framework (Richardson, 2020) embeds sustaina-
bility into the process that establishes a segment’s viability. It shares some limita-
tions with its traditional predecessors (Fig. 4). As good as a segment may appear, 
its value will be wasted unless the whole organisation embraces it. Too often, 
critical insights are not realised, because of a lack of senior-management buy-
in (McDonald, 2017). Furthermore, poor Internal Marketing (Rafiq & Ahmed, 
2000) and IMC (Porcu et  al., 2020) may result in other functions (not directly 
involved) feeling disconnected and lack engagement.

There is agreement that consumers experience involvement when objects or 
events ‘connect’ to important goals or centrally held sustainable values e.g. being 
environmentally friendly often featuring intense emotional commitments (Rich-
ardson, 2015; Sheehan, 2010) that in turn increasingly influence their patronage 

Pro-Social
regularly buys ethical 
brands
that reinvest profits in 
People, say, Fairtrade.

Pro Eco-Social
regularly buys brands 
that reinvest profits in 
People and Planet

Pro-Eco
Light-Medium green, 
eco-aware regularly 
buys brands that 
reinvest profits in 
Planet

PEOPLE

PROFIT

Libertarian
believes in small 
government. Thinks tax is 
theft. Everything should be 
purchased at point of sale
inc. health

PLANET

Dark green, Eco-warrior
or Voluntary Simplifier.
Wholly committed to a 
green lifestyle.

SUSTAINABLE
STAKEHOLDER
advocate of brands 
that reinvest profits in 
People and Planet. 
Influences others to 
adopt sustainable 
practices

Fig. 6   Sustainable stakeholder typology. Source adapted from adapted from Mitchell et  al (1997), 
Jackson (2005) and Richardson (2015)
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decisions (Carpenter & Moore, 2006). Pro-environmental behaviour involves pur-
chasing and non-purchasing behaviour (Jackson, 2005). Green consumers’ con-
texts and values frame purchases apropos the motivation to pursue green criteria. 
It is influenced by the consumer’s knowledge of the relevant issues as well as 
how previous purchase experience influenced the consumer (Young et al., 2010). 
The APPROVES framework benefits from being more relevant to the increasing 
numbers of people who use ecological and ethical heuristics (Mitchell & Harris, 
2005) to buy goods and services.

3.3 � Sustainability and loyalty

If sustainability involves anticipating, managing and evaluating all human activ-
ity in the business environment and beyond in order to maintain social, envi-
ronmental and economic activity (Emery, 2012), then the role of stakeholders 
apropos loyalty must be considered. Worryingly, few companies have a working 
definition of loyalty (Aksoy, 2013) and, as such, may not how it is engendered. 
Figure 8 portrays the Sustainable Marketing (SM) Loyalty Ladder (Fig. 8).

Critiques exist for TBL-based and BAU ladders (Fig. 5). Clearly, neither of 
the BAU ladders embrace non-customer stakeholders nor (explicitly) the increas-
ing ethical and ecological demands of consumers. Apropos the SM Loyalty Lad-
der, marketers could choose to focus on the economic bottom line and ignore the 
ethical and ecological dimensions. This could lead to customer attrition if the 
company’s values no longer align with sustainable consumers (Jackson, 2005).

None of the ladders explain how to move incumbents (presumably) upwards 
and the SM Loyalty Ladder does not provide instructions on how to move cus-
tomers across from economic to ecological and/or ethical practices. Both pro-
vide challenges for organisational IMC (Porcu et  al., 2020). SM, like Social 
Marketing, will be used to try to effect individual-level behavior change however 
"many people do not have full information, or lack the processing capability in 

Term Comment
Accessible The marcomms campaign must be able to access buyers, prospects, influencers … whether B2B, B2C, B2G 

etc each segment should be unique and may need a tailored marke�ng mix.
Profit The segment must be able to generate revenue profitably now and in the future.  
People & Planet  The segment must be willing to buy goods and services where some profit is invested in suppor�ng ethical 

(or social) prac�ces and invested in reducing ecological harm.
Return Marketers should differen�ate consumers by their profitability and their involvement in a category. That 

helps to priori�ze investments in business ac�ons intended to promote segment growth.
Opportunity Opportunity considers frequency or depth of use, knowledge or exper�se and the amount of money spent 

(or available) by customers. It considers the �me they spend thinking, researching, learning, talking about 
and shopping for brands. 

Values The segment should be aligned with the company's mission (or purpose), vision & objec�ves. These should 
fit with the brand.

Es�mable 
 

Marketers should be able to forecast with some accuracy. The segment must have long-term prospects 
unless it is for a specific project.

Size It must be large enough (or alterna�vely in small segments the customers must have sufficient disposable 
income) to provide revenue and profit (RoI) or to achieve other objec�ves (RoO). 

(Source adapted from Richardson, 2020, p183)

Fig. 7   Sustainable segmentation framework approves
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certain situations to make logical choices” (Kennedy, 2015, p. 2). Apropos IMC, 
Marketers should target responsive segments with sustainability appeals and 
interventions should be tailored to reflect the specific needs and motivations, 
barriers, and benefits of the target consumer (White et al., 2019). Marketers will 
have to tailor their communications to their audience which may involve dif-
ferent communications mixes for the respective sub-segments (see the SST in 
Fig. 6).

3.4 � Sustainability and organisational culture

The nature of the organisation may also shape the approach to using the SM loyalty 
ladder. On one issue a corporation might have exemplary behaviour but on another 
it may perform poorly and need corrective action (Jones et al., 2009). Some compa-
nies will have inclusive cultures whereas others will be authoritarian. Progressive 
marketers are, however, recognising that consumers are not only more discerning, 
but they have more choice than ever before. Adapting an organisation to become 
sustainable (i.e. using the SM Loyalty Ladder) may be a difficult task for companies 
that have operated in markets for many years, often managed by the same people. 
Such managers may treat these issues more as activities that create an image for the 
company rather than a sine qua non for modern companies that to ensure long term 
growth (Rudowska, 2018).

Creating sustainable value may be subject to time constraints or may be impos-
sible given certain resource allocations. Specifically, while some are able to imple-
ment sustainable practices immediately others may need to accrue the resources to 
initiate changes (Pacheco et al., 2010).

Every firm has its own culture, which can be a great source of competitive advan-
tage (Porcu et  al., 2020). The culture determines "how firms understand the rela-
tionships between its members; the organizational structure; the flexibility enjoyed 

SUSTAINABLE STAKEHOLDER

Pro Eco

Is Cm green 
and ethical?

Tradi�onal or 
online  loyalty 
ladders – only 
view segment 
through the 

contribu�on to the 
bo�om line & RoI

Dark green Eco 
Warrior Voluntary 

simplifier Social

Pro-social

Y

Libertarian

Pro Eco Social

Is Cm green? Is Cm  ethical?

Y

N

Y

N

NN

Fig. 8   Sustainable marketing (SM) loyalty ladder
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by employees to discover new ideas and share them both vertically and horizon-
tally; and the degree of agility with which a firm is able to adapt to changes in its 
operating environment" (ibid, p. 436). Not all firms will want to adopt sustainability 
nor necessarily be able to. Furthermore, firms cannot have the same level (depth) of 
relationship with each customer.

Furthermore, moving incumbents up the rungs (or across in Fig. 8) is not always 
feasible (Richardson et al., 2015). Identifying ’suspects’ and/or ’lurkers’ may be dif-
ficult prior to establishing contact. Companies with traditional and online positions 
may find mixing the segment terminologies causes confusion. Many of the values 
attributed to sustainable segments change from generation to generation, depend on 
involvement and vary across sectors. For example, Generation Z often display high 
levels of environmental concern however recent studies suggest some Millenials 
may not (Bonera et al., 2020). Sectoral differences will also influence the viability of 
sustainable segments. Depending on the segments the stakeholder influence within 
industries differs with quality-oriented companies perceiving more pressure from 
stakeholders and consumers. They are more inclined to adopt SM strategies. How-
ever, companies in the mid-tier and lower-price segments perceive less stakeholder 
pressure and are less inclined to take up SM strategies (Belz & Schmidt-Riedeger, 
2010).

Put simply, the SM Loyalty Ladder should help companies to align their values 
with their segments. It presents different challenges to the BAU ladders (Fig. 5) as 
assume those at the bottom (say ‘suspect’ or lurker) are uncommitted, perhaps indif-
ferent or ambivalent about the brand (Harridge-March & Quinton, 2009). Whereas 
Critical Scholars would argue that those at the bottom of the SM Loyalty Ladder, say 
Libertarians, may have principled reasons for their attitudes and behaviours. Some 
consumers may have "negative moral values, generally associated with people who 
indulge in superfluous, not strictly necessary purchases, like those who buy luxury 
products" (Guido et  al., 2020, p. 38). Someone who self-identifies as an ‘ecowar-
rior’ (Fig. 6) chooses to value ecological considerations above all else (Young et al., 
2010). Marketers may not be able to move these up the ladder to the ultimate sus-
tainable stakeholder status. That said, the middle ground could be fruitful as pro-
social consumers could be encouraged to be more environmentally friendly and thus 
migrate towards being pro eco/social. If they are satisfied and advocate loyalty to 
brands that are committed to ethical and environmental causes, they may evolve into 
Sustainable Stakeholders.

4 � Conclusions

The concepts of orientations, segmentation, mapping stakeholders and loyalty are 
not new. Indeed, they are as old as marketing itself. Sustainability however rep-
resents a nascent, growing area of study which some consider a megatrend. This 
study has improved conceptualisation of Sustainable Marketing by building on 
the definitions of its predecessors, namely Social and Societal Marketing. It 
argues that Sustainable Marketing (SM) is the preferred term (to Sustainability or 
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Sustainability-driven Marketing) and in doing so reduces definitional ambiguity. SM 
is more than the marketing of sustainability, rather it represents a holistic orienta-
tion. In Marketing Oriented (MO) companies, the customer should be placed at the 
heart of all key decisions. Adapting this to have an SMO involves being principled 
and is predicated on re-investing profits into ethically and ecologically sound prac-
tices. This paper is located in the Critical School however the adaptation of exist-
ing models herein can build a bridge with the Developmental School of thought. In 
doing so it encourages Marketers to adopt a reflective critical, approach when using 
loyalty techniques.

This paper has critiqued the BAU building blocks for Loyalty particularly the tra-
ditional segmentation frameworks and loyalty ladders. These form a chain which is 
only as strong as its weakest link. In unsustainable companies these activities must 
still be implemented well. To be a sustainable company, they should be predicated 
on the TBL, adopting good Internal Marketing and their IMC must feature continu-
ous dialogues with stakeholders. Ultimately this is the only way to resolve the ten-
sions between customers, stakeholders, companies’ requirements, society’s long run 
interests and the need for balance.

The traditional tools and frameworks are well known to academics and practition-
ers alike. That said, there is little research carried out into increasing the adoption of 
TBL-based sustainability by adapting these tools and frameworks. This is evident 
in most Business Schools where teaching is predicated on the BAU (bottom-line) 
loyalty models. Clearly this has to change as society strives to become more sustain-
able. Hence, this paper offers coherent arguments for adapting existing loyalty mod-
els and frameworks to incorporate Elkington’s TBL. The TBL-based models herein 
provide extensive potential for future research.

It is important to recognize that different segments (Figs. 6, 8) will have unique 
barriers to adoption and seek different benefits prior to behaviour change (White 
et al., 2019). Eco-warriors (see Fig. 6) distrust marketer-dominated communications 
therefore the IMC could use testimonials from green customers, ‘independent’ third-
party information (say from greenpeace) and/or credible celebrities (Richardson, 
2015; Young et al., 2010). Highly ethical and/or ecological customers would expect 
a depth of information involving all aspects of the product or service and would be 
willing to join online communities where they can express their ‘independent’ views 
(ibid). If the segment was deemed pro-eco-social the information credibility would 
still be a major issue however a balance between ‘green’ and ‘societal’ sources (e.g. 
Amnesty International) would be needed.

These instruments (Figs. 6, 7, 8) can provide insights into relationships, contrib-
ute to refined stakeholder communications and indicate area where processes can 
be improved. Improved segmentation will help in the formation of the company 
strategies and values that are consistent with the assumptions of the SD concept 
(Rudowska, 2018). Sustainable solutions require multi-stakeholder engagement and 
involve making incremental or radical changes to consumption and production pat-
terns (ibid). This study takes an incremental approach by adapting extant BAU mod-
els to create a TBL-based suite of loyalty tools that enables better decision-making. 
Their creation could act as a springboard for academics and practitioners alike.
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5 � Future research

Organizations must proactively gather information about consumers’ interests (Mer-
cadé-Melé et al., 2018) and behaviour (Jackson, 2005). Arguably, the most signifi-
cant shortcoming of the mainstream approach to consumer behaviour is the failure 
to recognise that “consumption encompasses a range of behaviours that both pre-
cede and follow purchase” (Peattie & Belz, 2010, p. 11). Sustainable consumption, 
unlike its traditional predecessor, does not end at the sale, rather it ends "at the stage 
of disposal of the side effects, recycling and detritus of consumption" (Rudowska, 
2018, p. 72). As little research exists using TBL-based mechanisms to enable sus-
tainable adoption, the SST (Fig. 6), APPROVES framework (Fig. 7) and SM loyalty 
ladder (Fig. 8) could inform future studies, for example, analysing why sustainable 
values may have a weaker influence on consumer decision making processes (Jack-
son, 2005); attitudes post-usage; motivation to be greener or more ethical; demo-
graphic characteristics, finance, habit, lack of information, lifestyles, or trading off 
between different ethical factors (Young et al., 2010); how consumers’ perceptions 
shape sustainable consumption (ibid); the extent to which personality influences 
sustainable consumption; trust and consumer involvement in sustainable practices 
(Bertoli et al., 2020). Future research could relate to sustainable STP approaches or 
to investigate the extent to which sustainable consumers feel ‘locked in’ (Harrison 
et al., 2012; Murray & Haubl, 2007; Sanne, 2002). These factors are not prioritised 
and future research could revolve around the extent to which such factors influence 
each other (or do not).

Apropos organisational behaviour, research could be undertaken regarding 
whether other traditional BAU frameworks need to be adapted or how the frame-
works herein can be applied e.g. the extent to which adoption of TBL-based 
approaches can be inculcated into Corporate Culture (CC) or Internal Marketing 
(Rafiq & Ahmed, 2000) and ultimately whether sustainability adoption generates 
competitive advantage. Different strands of CC research could allude to branding. 
Similarly, the impact on IMC (Porcu et al., 2020) would be worthy of study. What 
challenges does the SM Loyalty Ladder (Fig. 8) present apropos internal commu-
nications? How would communications need to be tailored internally and particu-
larly for "Boundary Spanning Employees" (Richardson, 2020, p. 223) who interact 
regularly with customers and prospects. Research could investigate STP apropos the 
appropriate tailored Mix required and the impact upon Segmentation, Targeting and 
Positioning as key aspects of strategic SM adoption (Rudowska, 2018). Clearly, any 
such studies could be extended across sectors and different countries.
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