
HOW 
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ARE SWISS 

BRANDS 
PERVEICED 

TO BE?



Publicis Communications Schweiz AG, Grownate AG and the University of 
St. Gallen have agreed to enter into a cooperation in the area of sustainability and 
branding in order to create a well-founded scientific study on the perceived sustain-
ability of companies. Out of the three dimensions of sustainability, the study will ana-
lyse the environmental and social dimensions.

Communication about sustainability has become a central task of corporate branding 
activities. However, efforts to legitimise organisations’ operations while also meeting 
stakeholders’ expectations and increasing their trust through communication are not 
always successful. Challenges of sustainability communication often arise when origi-
nal brand values deviate widely from sustainability values, when stakeholder audienc-
es are diverse, and due to the complex nature of sustainability as well as the peculiar-
ities of the given industry.

The goal is to conduct a benchmarking study and qualitative case studies that exam-
ine the sustainability image of 100 selected companies from the perspective of the 
Swiss population. In total, 5,000 Swiss citizens will be interviewed, of which 10 % will 
be identified as experts based on their previous experience and knowledge in the 
field of sustainability. In this way, two separate rankings will be developed, which will 
allow us to compare the perceived sustainability from the general population’s point 
of view with the perception from defined experts’ points of view.

QUANTITATIVE PHASE
The companies included in the quantitative study are selected from about 700 

companies, of which 100 companies were chosen based on various criteria  
(advertising spending, turnover, sector). Brands were selected from consulting several 
lists. First, the most relevant companies in Switzerland were identified and merged 
together on the basis of various groups, including the 500 Swiss companies with 
the highest turnover, according to Handelszeitung and Dun & Bradstreet, further 
supplemented by all companies that are part of Promarca. In addition, a directory of 
largest banks and insurance companies was added, as well as an index with the 50 
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companies in Switzerland with highest advertising budgets. In total, the final inventory 
included 673 companies. In order to reduce the number of brands, companies were 
classified by sector, size and turnover in order to select the 100 most relevant  
companies and brands.

In a two-step process, participants will first select the companies that they are 
familiar with and about which they have an opinion in terms of sustainability. Then, 
the participants will answer detailed questions about two randomly selected compa-
nies out of the list they created in the first step. The questions regarding sustainability 
are based on the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the environmental impacts 
along the product life cycle. In addition to the sustainability assessment, participants’ 
views on the brand personalities and their overall impression of the companies will 
also be studied.

QUALITATIVE PHASE
Based on multiple case studies, we will illustrate how sustainability has changed 

the branding landscape and become an integral part of (corporate) brand communi-
cations. We will conduct field research with multinational companies headquartered 
in Switzerland that have internationally known brands. Rich qualitative data, including 
semi-structured interviews with sustainability, brand and communication representa-
tives from selected firms, as well as archival and visual data, will provide insights into 
what successful sustainability communication looks like.

Data will be collected using a minimum of four cases with a diverse set of interview-
ees. Interviews will take place with internal representatives from the selected firms. 
For each selected company, we will also aim to conduct one external expert inter-
view, one interview with a communications/branding manager, and one with a sus-
tainability manager.

Archival and visual data in the form of sustainability reports, rankings and ratings, 
brand and communication manuals, corporate websites, vision/mission statements, 
advertising, as well as television/video campaigns, logos, and packaging will be col-
lected and analysed. To investigate the two-way communication between corporate 
brands and their stakeholders, we will analyse data from social media, public con-
sumer ratings, feedback and stakeholder activism from the previous two years.
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SYNTHESIS 
AND SUGGESTIONS 
FOR ACTION

The study will initially be limited to Switzerland and include both B2C (main 
focus) and B2B companies. The project will focus exclusively on perceived sustain-
ability from the perspective of different stakeholder groups (end-consumer focus). 
This project will not assess the actual or objective sustainability of companies and 
brands. The core findings of the study will result in the benchmarking of 100 compa-
nies along with their brand and communication strategies, and will also result in the 
definition and prioritisation of factors that are directly relevant for a company to be 
perceived as sustainable in the eyes of the Swiss population. 

CORE INITIATORS
Publicis Communications Schweiz AG, Grownate AG and the University of St. Gallen 
have entered into a cooperation in the area of sustainability and branding in order to 
create a well-founded scientific study on the perceived sustainability of companies.
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