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Abstract
[bookmark: 002][bookmark: 003]This article summarizes the researchers’ presentation for the In Pursuit of Luxury 2025 Conference, themed ‘Honest Luxury’, held on Thursday, 19 June 2025. The article explores the underdeveloped construct of brand honesty in marketing scholarship and practice. Although honesty is often mentioned alongside authenticity, transparency, credibility and morality, it is rarely examined as a distinct concept. To address this gap, we conducted a systematic literature review of studies published between 1985 and 2024, following PRISMA guidelines. Our aims were to identify dominant theoretical perspectives and highlight conceptual and methodological shortcomings in current research. The review reveals that brand honesty is typically treated as a secondary or antecedent dimension, often conflated with other constructs, which limits definitional clarity. Yet the rapid rise of e-commerce and social media has intensified the need for a more precise understanding of honesty, particularly in contexts where trust must be built without physical interaction. We argue that relationship marketing theory provides a more suitable framework for reconceptualizing brand honesty as a dynamic, co-created process. In this perspective, honesty is not limited to disclosure or compliance but involves recognizing brand shortcomings, communicating openly and aligning promises with behaviours throughout the customer journey. Our contribution is twofold: first, we propose a theoretical definition of brand honesty that integrates authenticity, transparency, morality, credibility and relational perspectives; second, we outline future research directions to examine how participatory mechanisms enable verification of brand claims. By doing so, the study advances understanding of how honesty can strengthen consumer trust, enhance accountability and support brand resilience.
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1 Introduction: Brand honesty in contemporary marketing and research context
1.1 The strategic importance of brand honesty
Brand honesty encompasses the willingness of brands to admit flaws and maintain transparency, and it has become an increasingly vital attribute for brand growth and longevity (Portela et al. 2023). Many organizations find it unsettling to admit their imperfections. Yet by concealing them, they risk fostering unrealistic expectations that can lead to frustration and undermine consumer trust. The challenge intensifies within contemporary media environments. Amidst ongoing communicative transformation, where media and popular culture exert profound influence on perceptions and relationships, brands face unprecedented challenges in keeping authentic connections with their audiences (Di Domenico and Visentin 2020).
1.2 Theoretical foundations: The symbolic power of brands
Understanding brand honesty requires engagement with foundational theory on how brands function symbolically within market systems. Jean Baudrillard’s (Baudrillard 1983, 1998) work from the late 1960s onwards offers critical insights into this dynamic. Baudrillard argues that communicative and symbolic interactions actively shape and modify the economic system rather than merely reflecting it. Following thinkers such as Marshall McLuhan (1964), he contends that consumer perceptions of brand values can have tangible effects on production processes and organizational mechanisms. This perspective is essential for understanding brand honesty: when consumers trust a brand’s representation, that trust influences not only their purchasing decisions but also how organizations operate. His theorization of hyperreal simulacra, which are representations disconnected from underlying material reality, is particularly relevant to contemporary brand communication. In social media contexts, sudden bursts of hype or sharp drops in consumer trust can rapidly influence markets and consumption patterns by constructing and deconstructing brand meaning in volatile, unpredictable ways (Baudrillard 1983; Thompson et al. 2006).	Comment by NEWGEN: AQ: Please note that the reference citation ‘Baudrillard 1988’ has been changed to ‘Baudrillard 1998’ as per the reference list. Please check and provide necessary changes using the comments option. 	Comment by NEWGEN: TS: Please link this reference.	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo: CORRECT;  Baudrillard, J. (1998), The Consumer Society, London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

1.3 Consumption and identity: The contemporary context
Consumption extends beyond the mere acquisition of goods. It involves the appropriation of signifiers, with brands serving as powerful symbols within consumers’ identities and social narratives (Fournier 1998; Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Banet-Weiser 2012). Contemporary marketing has intensified this phenomenon, integrating brands into the fabric of daily life. This integration amplifies the importance of honest engagement in every interaction (du Plessis 2022), as consumers increasingly perceive brands as extensions of themselves and their values.
1.4 Current state of research: Identifying the gap
Despite the recognized importance of brand honesty and transparency, the literature lacks comprehensive, systematically synthesized understanding of how brand honesty functions as a construct. Existing research addresses authenticity, credibility, transparency, morality and ethical branding largely as separate domains, with limited integration across these perspectives (Table 2). Several dimensions remain underexplored: how practitioners and consumers define brand honesty, what mechanisms restore trust following breaches and how digital accountability platforms enable verification and transparency. This fragmentation creates an opportunity and necessity for systematic synthesis.
1.5 Accountability and heightened expectations
Recent high-profile brand crises have illustrated the critical importance of ethical communication and culturally sensitive branding. Balenciaga in 2022, H&M in 2018 and Gucci in 2019 faced intense backlash for culturally insensitive campaigns, each responding with apologies, product withdrawals and diversity initiatives (Musafer and McMahon 2025). Benetton’s Rana Plaza crisis exemplifies the tension between stated values and actual behaviour, initially denying involvement before contributing to victim compensation under public pressure (Butler 2015; Carrington 2015). These episodes underscore how inconsistencies between professed values and real-world actions damage brand reputation and erode consumer trust, particularly regarding sensitive cultural and ethical issues. They also highlight failures in brand reputation causing significant damage and erosion of consumer trust, particularly when intersecting with sensitive cultural and ethical issues (Abendroth and Heyman 2013; Di Domenico and Visentin 2020; Joshi 2024). New media platforms have evolved from tools for brand-building into powerful channels for social influence and accountability. Brands now navigate a delicate balance between visibility, activism and genuine engagement, as consumers increasingly scrutinize not just what brands say, but what they do.
From this context arises the need for a systematic literature review that integrates scholarship on brand honesty, transparency, credibility, authenticity and moral brand behaviour. Such synthesis would advance theoretical understanding and provide practitioners with clearer guidance on how to build reliable communication systems and ensure consistency across the customer journey.
2 Research aims and current knowledge
The main goal of our research is to conduct a systematic review of how the concepts of brand and honesty intersect within the marketing literature. In carrying out this analysis, we observed that the intersection is commonly discussed through a set of recurring interpretative perspectives, as highlighted in Table 2, which ultimately informed the development of a theoretical definition of brand honesty aligned with the realities faced by contemporary brands’ communication.
In an early study concerning brand honesty Carson et al. (1985) approach deception in advertising as a fundamental moral problem, not merely a legal one. They argue that brand honesty requires avoiding communications that create false or seriously misleading beliefs, whether through explicit falsehoods, half-truths, suggestive imagery or strategic omissions. A key distinction in their framework is that deception extends beyond literal lies. Brands must take responsibility for the overall impressions their communications produce in reasonable consumers, rather than hiding behind technical truth or legal fine print. This reflects a moral presumption that deception treats consumers merely as means to an end, exposing them to costs they would not have accepted if adequately informed. Carson et al. (1985) distinguish between serious deception and obvious exaggeration that reasonable consumers recognize as puffery. Brand honesty therefore requires proportionality: the more material the attribute (e.g. safety, sustainability and health), the stronger the obligation to avoid misleading claims. Their framework emphasizes the ethics of withholding information. Deception arises when brands omit facts they know would significantly affect consumer decisions. Brand honesty thus aligns with transparency: brands must disclose material defects, risks or practices consumers reasonably expect to know when evaluating an offer. Ultimately, the authors support a conception of brand honesty as commitment to non-manipulative communication and consumer autonomy, extending well beyond legal compliance (Carson et al. 1985). Hence, brand honesty lies at the heart of consumer trust, encompassing not only transparency and ethical practices but also the authenticity of brand communications (Morhart et al. 2015; Moulard et al. 2021; Ligaraba et al. 2024). In highly competitive markets, and especially within omnichannel and digital contexts, consumers demand clear, truthful information about products, production processes and brand values. Practices such as disclosing incentives in word-of-mouth marketing, providing transparency in pricing and supply chains, and revealing sponsored content have become central to building and maintaining trust (Abendroth and Heyman 2013; Papadopoulou et al. 2023). Brands like Patagonia and Everlane exemplify the positive impact that transparency can have on consumer perceptions and loyalty. Conversely, ethical breaches, such as misleading product claims, can inflict lasting damage on trust and brand equity (Tandoc 2019).
The study of brand honesty has generally followed two main perspectives: one focused on consumer communication, emphasizing product information, advertising and value disclosure; the other cantered on business operations, with an emphasis on supply chain, production and pricing transparency (Mohan et al. 2020; Rothenberg and Kim 2019; Campagna et al. 2023). Despite its importance, brand honesty is often measured as a precursor to authenticity or transparency, rather than as an independent construct, a tendency that is particularly pronounced in studies of omnichannel and online brands.
3 Methodology
For our systematic literature review we applied the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) method, an internationally recognized framework designed to make systematic reviews more transparent, rigorous and replicable. It provides a standard checklist and a flow that help researchers clearly report how studies were identified, screened, included and excluded. The framework was first introduced in 2009 by an international team led by David Moher (Moher et al. 2009), evolving from the earlier QUOROM guidelines. It was later updated to reflect new practices in evidence synthesis (Page et al. 2021). We have chosen PRISMA for four main reasons. First, PRISMA’s four-phase process, such as identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion, ensures transparency and mitigates selection bias using a flow diagram. Second, although designed for health-related research, PRISMA has demonstrated flexibility and has been successfully adopted in marketing and branding contexts (Yu et al. 2024; Solanki and Thomas 2023; ‘t Hart and Phau 2022). Third, its design accommodates non-intervention studies and allows the integration of sources beyond traditional academic databases (Denyer and Tranfield 2009). Finally, while we considered frameworks such as PICO, SPICE, SPIDER and ADO, PRISMA offered the best alignment with the objectives of this review; a full detailed comparative overview for this choice is presented in Appendix 1 Table A1, while Figure 1 illustrates the PRISMA process applied.
Our review covers literature on brand honesty communication published between 1985 and 2024 to capture both foundational and emergent scholarship. Two notable trends were observed: first, a sharp increase in publications after 2019, likely linked to heightened concerns over brand misconduct and consumer demand for transparency (Gielens and Steenkamp 2019; Roberts-Lombard and Petzer 2025); and second, early conceptual contributions from Carson et al. (1985) and Jackson (1990), which, although less cited today, provide important insights into deception and legalistic ethics in advertising such as defining deception beyond literal falsehoods, emphasizing non-manipulative communication and consumer autonomy. Their framework establishes brand honesty as ethical obligation transcending legal compliance, requiring transparency about material information affecting consumer decisions.
For data collection, six keyword combinations were used: ‘brand’ AND ‘honesty’, ‘communication’ AND ‘honesty’, ‘branding’ AND ‘honesty’, ‘brand’ AND ‘honest’, ‘branding’ AND ‘honest’, and ‘marketing’ AND ‘honest’. This approach follows systematic review best practice (Oguz and Marsden 2024). Searches were conducted across Google Scholar (n = 48), EBSCO (n = 26) and ResearchGate (n = 6).
Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed, published between 1985 and 2024, written in English, provided full-text access and contained at least two relevant keywords (e.g. ‘honesty’ and ‘brand’). Exclusion criteria applied the inverse (Glette and Wiig 2022), with further details in Table 1 and in Appendix.
[bookmark: _log101][bookmark: Jrnl_Float_tab_001][bookmark: _log102][bookmark: _log103]Table 1: Exclusion/inclusion criteria.
	No.
	EXCLUSION criteria
	Reasons for exclusion

	1
	Case study
	Too Specific and Subjective; from the reliance on researcher interpretation and qualitative data, and from the focus on unique, context-bound cases that are not easily generalized to other settings or populations (Glette and Wiig 2022).

	2
	Not peer-reviewed journals and UG and PG thesis
	To ensure the reliability and consistency of the research findings, only studies that meet established academic and scientific standards are included. Non-peer-reviewed studies are excluded due to their lack of rigorous evaluation, which may compromise the quality and credibility of the evidence.

	3
	Not enough subject specific
	Not published in a marketing-related context
No mention of ‘Honest’, ‘Honesty’ or ‘Brand Honesty’ or ‘Communication’ in the body of the article. Or related constructs (authenticity, ethics, transparency)

	No.
	INCLUSION criteria
	Reasons for inclusion

	1
	Academic publication and articles in English
	Peer-reviewed journal articles relevant to the subject of research. Peer-reviewed studies, systematic reviews and evidence syntheses are more likely to be based on robust, credible and reproducible evidence, thereby strengthening the validity of their conclusions

	2
	Publications that include literature review in related brand honest constructs.
Publication that includes primary data research.

	To comprehensively review previous studies and research methodologies on Brand Honesty and related construct to address RO1 and RO2 and investigate RO3

	3
	Journals in the area of marketing discipline
	Area related to the field of this study


During the eligibility phase, 80 studies were screened. After removing duplicates (n = 4), we excluded papers where brand honesty communication was marginal (n = 18) or mentioned only in abstracts (n = 6). This process resulted in 52 studies for analysis, with each included study systematically recorded in a structured Excel database using fourteen coding variables: Year, Title, Journal, ABS rating, Authors, Database source, Subject Area, Research Focus, Eligibility status, Abstract summary, Identified Research Gap, Methodology employed, Key Results and Limitations relative to the present study (Chang 2017). This standardized coding approach enabled systematic comparison and synthesis across heterogeneous literature while maintaining transparent audit trails for methodological accountability.
[bookmark: _log104][bookmark: Jrnl_Float_fig_001]Figure 1: Systematic review on brand honesty studies.	Comment by NEWGEN: AQ: Please provide the missing alternative text for Figure 1 using the comments option.	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo:  
4 Findings
The review reveals several important insights. First, consumers consistently favour brands that are transparent about their practices, a phenomenon described as disclosure marketing (Abendroth and Heyman 2013). Clear communication regarding pricing and supply chains not only fosters positive perceptions but also enhances purchase intentions, provided that the information is perceived as fair and accurate (Papadopoulou et al. 2023). Honest communication is essential for establishing credibility and securing long-term consumer loyalty (McKinney and Benson 2013). Furthermore, honesty is often positioned as an antecedent to authenticity, underpinning the trust, care and congruence that characterize strong consumer–brand relationships (Papadopoulou et al. 2023; Mousavi and Roper 2023). Nonetheless, brand honesty is rarely examined as a standalone construct, typically being subsumed into broader frameworks such as authenticity, brand ethics or brand equity (Ginting et al. 2023; Jestratijevic et al. 2023; Holloway 2024; Ligaraba et al. 2024). Within these fields, honesty is generally framed as an ethical principle encompassing truthfulness, fairness and openness, which serve as benchmarks for evaluating honest or dishonest behaviour (Mauri 2011). It has been defined as ‘sincerity in fulfilling responsibilities and avoiding deceit’ (De Silva and Abeysekara 2011), ‘a condition of truthfulness grounded in integrity’ (Vivekananda and Meenakshi 2024), ‘a stable character trait in opposition to lying or cheating’ (Miller and West 2020) and ‘a virtue resisting distortion of facts’ (Appiah et al. 2022). Across these perspectives, honesty is consistently positioned as a moral ideal that promotes trust, accountability and social cohesion.	Comment by NEWGEN: AQ: Please insert page number, or n.pag. if this is not available/applicable (e.g. for an online resource). Provide necessary changes using the comments option. 	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo: Please remove the quotation marksas this is our own interprtation from the selected studies 
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Despite this strong ethical grounding, the literature exhibits limited conceptual clarity. Brand honesty is often conflated with constructs such as transparency, authenticity and credibility without clear justification, weakening definitional precision. Some scholars define it narrowly as ‘complete disclosure’ (‘t Hart and Phau 2022: 333) or align it with transparency-led communication strategies, particularly in sustainability and fair pricing contexts (Jestratijevic et al. 2023; Campagna et al. 2023; Rothenberg and Kim 2019). Brands like Patagonia and Everlane illustrate this emphasis by disclosing supply chain and cost structures (Masuda et al. 2022). However, reducing honesty to transparency risks oversimplification, overlooking its multidimensional ethical scope (Ligaraba et al. 2024; Chu et al. 2023).
Specifically, four attributes dominate attempts to frame brand honesty in the literature: authenticity, emphasizing consistency and genuineness (Bruhn et al. 2012; Morhart et al. 2015); transparency, denoting openness in information flows (Montecchi et al. 2024; Sansome et al. 2024); credibility, linked to perceived trustworthiness and competence (Erdem and Swait 2004; Desfiandi et al. 2019); and morality, reflecting adherence to cultural, social and regulatory norms (Jackson 1990; Wei et al. 2024). These scholarship fragments across authenticity (Bruhn et al. 2012; Morhart et al. 2015), transparency (Montecchi et al. 2024), credibility (Erdem and Swait 2004) and morality (Jackson 1990) limit integration prevents coherent theorization of how these dimensions interconnect to constitute brand honesty.	Comment by CE: AQ: The sentence ‘These scholarship fragments across…’ is unclear. Please check and amend as necessary.	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo: These scholarship fragmentation across authenticity (Bruhn et al. 2012; Morhart et al. 2015), transparency (Montecchi et al. 2024), credibility (Erdem and Swait 2004) and morality (Jackson 1990) limit integration, and prevents coherent theorization of how these dimensions interconnect to constitute brand honesty.

To strengthen this theoretical development, greater definitional clarity and recognition of brand honesty as a distinct communication construct are required.
[bookmark: Jrnl_Float_tab_002]Most studies conceptualize brand honesty as an attribute of the consumer–brand relationship, with particular emphasis on authenticity (Guèvremont 2018; Becker et al. 2019; Oh et al. 2019; Masuda et al. 2022; Papadopoulou et al. 2023; Campagna et al. 2023; Trinh 2024). The previously listed frameworks suggest the possibility of blending varied perspectives when studying brand honesty. We thus propose the following definition as a starting point for future research on the concept. It is a combination of the authenticity, transparency, credibility, morality and relational perspectives: ‘The systematic practice of verifiable information disclosure and promise alignment throughout the customer journey, facilitated through communication channels that are consistent, credible, transparent, and culturally sensitive’.	Comment by NEWGEN: AQ: As per the journal style, only quotations of more than 40 words should be set as display quotes. Please note that the quote ‘The systematic practice …’ has been set as in-text quotation as it is less than 40 words.	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo: Noted

[bookmark: _log105][bookmark: _log106]Table 2: Identified perspectives of brand honesty.
	Brand perspective
	Current literature interpretation
	Attribute to brand honesty
	Study

	Authenticity
	Typically defined as the extent to which consumers perceive a brand to be true to itself, consistent over time, and sincere in its motives, such that it is faithful to its core values
	It focuses on honesty of the ‘soul’ and ‘true self’ of the brand. It is the ‘un-pretentious, unmasked, and free expression of internal experience’ that is considered authentic
	‘t Hart and Phau (2022), Aaker (1996), Berthon et al. (2018), Boyle (2004), Bruhn et al. (2012), Campagna et al. (2023), Carson et al. (1985), Ginting et al. (2023), Guèvremont (2018), Ligaraba et al. (2024), Kososki and Prado (2017), Masuda et al. (2022), McKinney and Benson (2013), Moulard et al. (2021), Pigors and Rockenbach (2016), Portal et al. (2019), Lee (2022), Chu et al. (2023), Simon and Bontour (2023), Sit et al. (2021), Trinh (2024), Yildirim and Aydogan (2023)

	Transparency
	Conceptualized as the extent to which consumers perceive that a brand openly, proactively and intelligibly discloses relevant information about how it creates and distributes value
	It refers to the honest and voluntary disclosure of relevant information in a clear, accessible and straightforward manner.  Perceived brand transparency is the extent to which consumers perceive that a brand provides visibility of how it creates and delivers consumer value, communicates in a straightforward and accessible way, and voluntarily discloses relevant information
	Abendroth and Heyman (2013), Berthon et al. (2018), Burgers (2008), Carson et al. (1985), Erol (2023), Ginting et al. (2023), Holloway (2024), Jackson (1990), Janssen and Fransen (2019), Jestratijevic et al. (2023), Lee (2021), Mohan et al. (2020), Montecchi et al. (2024), Morhart et al. (2015), Moulard et al. (2021), Portela et al. (2023), Rothenberg and Kim (2019), Sansome et al. (2024), Strähle and Merz (2016), Yang and Battocchio (2021), Zakhem (2017)	Comment by S3G_NG_Check: TS: Please link this reference.	Comment by NEWGEN: TS: Please link this reference.

	Credibility
	Defined, following signalling theory, as the believability of the product or service information embodied in a brand
	Defined, following signalling theory, as the believability of the product or service information embodied in a brand
	Bellucci and Park (2020), Berthon et al. (2018), Chu et al. (2023), De Silva and Abeysekara (2011), Eisend and Stokburger-Sauer (2013), Erdem and Swait (2004), Fagerhaug and Andersen (1998), Koslow (2000), McKinney and Benson (2013), Morhart et al. (2015), Napoli et al. (2014), Nolting and Owen (2016), Pigors and Rockenbach (2016), Rudzewicz and Strychalska-Rudzewicz (2021), Lee (2022)	Comment by NG: 
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	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo: Napoli, Julie, Sonia J. Dickinson, Michael B. Beverland, and Francis Farrelly. 2014. Measuring consumer-based brand authenticity. Journal of Business Research 67 (6): 1090–1098. DOI: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.06.001.



	Morality
	Morality/moral brand behaviour
	Framed as the extent to which a brand’s intentions, decisions and practices are judged to align with shared moral norms and value
	Campagna et al. (2023), Jackson (1990), Sit et al. (2021), Wei et al. (2024)

	Relational attribute
	Conceptualized as the multidimensional quality of the consumer–brand relationship reflecting the strength, depth and durability of the affective, behavioural and cognitive bonds that consumers establish with brands over time
	Relational attributes of brand honesty include trustworthiness, transparency, authenticity and morality. Honest brands build meaningful connections by being genuine, consistent, open about flaws and delivering on promises
	Brown et al. (2019), Morgan and Hunt (1994), Morgan (2024), Ruiz-Molina et al.’s (2015)

Further addressed in this study


5 Future research directions
Building and maintaining honest brand identities necessitate strong, trust-based relationships with consumers (Delgado-Ballester and Alemán 2001; Roberts-Lombard and Petzer 2025). Especially for omnichannel and online-only brands, relationship building is paramount, as they heavily rely on digital content across various platforms for engagement (Chiu and Cho 2021; du Plessis 2022), and these platforms serve both for communication and for establishing rapport and trust (Janssen and Fransen 2019; Hollebeek and Macky 2022). Consequently, a relational perspective is essential in studying brand honesty within omnichannel and digital contexts. This raises new research questions around suitable theoretical frameworks, such as commitment-trust theory (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Brown et al. 2019; Morgan 2024), and around relational variables like interaction consistency. Trust built through honest behaviour and fulfilled promises becomes the foundation of long-term brand–consumer relationships. Frameworks like Ruiz-Molina et al.’s (2015) relationship value model also offer useful insights such as how brand honesty could strengthen emotional and functional bonds, and how honest communication builds relational equity, fostering interdependence, commitment and intimacy, key dimensions differentiating transactional from relational brand engagement. As stated, we propose a holistic definition of brand honesty combining all perspectives.
Looking forward, there is a need for exploratory qualitative studies involving both brand practitioners and young consumers. Such research should aim to establish an operational definition of brand honesty that is tailored to online contexts. Additionally, future studies should investigate how relational dynamics and participatory interfaces shape consumer perceptions of honesty in omnichannel and e-commerce environments.
5.1 Conceptual gaps and the need for dynamic perspectives
At a conceptual level, research direction then can emphasize the need to extend the study of brand honesty beyond static attributes such as authenticity, transparency, credibility and morality, by focusing on its dynamic, relational and contextual dimensions. Current literature largely addresses what brand honesty represents but overlooks how it is sustained over time, a limitation given the temporal and interactive nature of consumer–brand relationships. In an increasingly unstable marketplace characterized by low brand loyalty, fake reviews and cyber threats (Di Domenico et al. 2020; Hollebeek and Macky 2022), durable trust-building and relationship management become critical. Communicating an honest brand image requires trust and relational engagement to develop simultaneously (Delgado-Ballester et al.; Delgado-Ballester and Alemán 2001; Chu et al. 2023; Roberts-Lombard and Petzer 2025). For online-only brands with no physical engagement, perceptions of brand honesty are especially shaped by digital consumer–brand interactions (Chiu and Cho 2021). Hence, honesty should be viewed as a dynamic quality realized through continuous, trustworthy interactions.	Comment by NG: 
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Aligning with relationship marketing theory, Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) commitment-trust framework identifies trust as central to long-term relationships, grounded in integrity and dependability, which are rooted in honesty (Brown et al. 2019; Morgan 2024). Studies emphasize that brands build trust by honouring promises and displaying reliability (Thaichon et al. 2020). Similarly, Ruiz-Molina et al. (2015) introduce a relationship value framework, suggesting confidence, social and special treatment benefits influence consumer perceptions of honesty. This reveals opportunities for richer conceptualization of brand honesty that integrates relational dimensions with existing attributes. Building on this, an integrated definition of brand honesty is proposed, based on the ongoing practice of communicating authentic, transparent and credible information throughout the customer journey, supported by ethical action, alignment of promises with behaviour and participatory mechanisms for verification and accountability. This approach enhances credibility, integrity, trust and long-term loyalty.
5.2 Brand honesty in crisis communication
As noted earlier, brand honesty also plays a critical role in crisis communication. The examples discussed in the introduction, concerning four major fashion brands involved in incident management, illustrate that brand communication during reputational crises operates on two distinct but interconnected levels. The first is the immediate crisis management layer, aimed at damage control, public reassurance and the stabilization of stakeholder trust. As Coombs (2007) explains, effective crisis communication serves to protect organizational reputation, reduce uncertainty and prevent escalation. It is a short-term strategic response designed to preserve the company’s relationship with investors, regulators and the broader public (Ulmer et al. 2010).
However, beyond this reactive dimension lies a second, deeper and more structural layer of communication that concerns the very identity and values of the brand itself. Brands are not fixed or self-contained entities. Rather, they are co-constructed through ongoing narrative exchanges with consumer communities (Mills and Robson 2020). When a brand misaligns with the symbolic and ethical expectations of these communities, a reputational crisis can reveal fractures in its narrative coherence. Thus, managing brand meaning requires not only timely apologies or policy changes but also a reflexive engagement with the cultural and social values negotiated within its consumer base. An engagement that must include a commitment to brand honesty as an ongoing, transparent and relational practice (Holt 2004; Arvidsson 2006).
Moreover, while honesty’s role may appear straightforward, the challenges stem from frequent digital-age crises like misinformation, data breaches and service disruptions (Hansen et al. 2018; Tetrevova et al. 2025). E-commerce brands bear added risks due to reliance on mediated digital communication. The 2025 Marks and Spencer cyberattack illustrates how withholding or delaying disclosure results in long-term trust erosion (Musafer and McMahon 2025; Gerken and Fraser 2025). Effective crisis communication must balance transparency, control and relational trust, raising research questions such as whether brands should disclose information in full or incrementally, adjust communication for directly vs. indirectly affected customers, or proactively address issues like fake reviews (Park and Reber 2011; Baghi and Gabrielli 2019; Klutz and Albrecht 2025). Strategic approaches include acknowledging issues promptly (Coombs 2007), accepting responsibility (Fearn-Banks and Kawamoto 2024), communicating empathetically (Park and Reber 2011), maintaining consistent updates (Benoit 1997; Masud and Bowker 2025) and engaging through two-way dialogue across digital platforms (Vollmer et al. 2025).
5.3 Digital natives and evolving expectations of honesty
A final research agenda concerns whether digital natives necessitate revised honesty communication strategies. Generational differences in digital immersion affect interpretations of authenticity and trust (Kesharwani 2020). Younger consumers, such as Millennials and Gen Z, often prioritize relational and digital cues of honesty over traditional brand claims (Anon. 2024; Avidor 2025; Wang and Chen 2024). They demonstrate low loyalty (Feger 2025) and high distrust, influenced heavily by peers, online personalities and user-generated content (Sanak-Kosmowska 2021). Brands must adapt by leveraging social proof, prioritizing visual and video storytelling (Mueller and Rajaram 2022), adopting authenticity and informality in tone (Cristol and Sealey 2001), and addressing criticism transparently (Fearn-Banks and Kawamoto 2024). For this reason, future research should examine whether digital natives evaluate brand honesty differently for online-only vs. multichannel brands and which types of content most strongly communicate honesty across diverse platforms.	Comment by NEWGEN: TS: Please link this reference.
[bookmark: _log107]Taken together, these three agendas, relationality, crisis communication and digital natives, underscore the evolving, multidimensional nature of brand honesty. They highlight both its ethical and communicative attributes and its critical role in fostering trust, accountability and resilience across shifting consumer and technological contexts.
6 Conclusion
In conclusion, the reviewed literature, spanning nearly four decades from Carson et al. (1985) to contemporary work in 2024 (Sansome et al. 2024), demonstrates sustained scholarly interest in brand honesty. This analysis provides a foundation for continued investigation into how brands can build, maintain and recover honesty perceptions and communication in an increasingly complex, transparent and ethically conscious marketplace. Despite its longstanding presence, research on brand honesty has progressed slowly, especially considering the rapid transformation of the marketing landscape due to e-commerce, fake news, cyberattacks, generative AI and postmodern consumer behaviours (Di Domenico et al. 2020; Brüns and Meißner 2024). Most studies treat brand honesty as a secondary, unidimensional aspect, often linked to broader constructs. However, this narrow focus overlooks the pressing need for brands to foster enduring, mutually beneficial relationships with consumers in today’s digitized environment (McKinney and Benson 2013). These relationships are complex, shaped by diverse online platforms and the involvement of multiple stakeholders (Gumparthi and Patra 2019; Portela et al. 2023). In omnichannel and digital marketing, brand honesty is frequently discussed in relation to consumer engagement and loyalty (Abendroth and Heyman 2013; Sitorus and Yustisia 2020; Rudzewicz and Strychalska-Rudzewicz 2021). We propose integrating a relationship marketing perspective (Hess 1995; Garbarino and Johnson 1999) to address this gap, broadening the conceptual framework to better reflect the realities of online-only brands, social media and digital-era challenges such as crisis communication.
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Appendix 1
[bookmark: _log108][bookmark: Jrnl_Float_tab_003][bookmark: _log109]Table A1: A summary of prominent systematic review models.
	Model
	Unique features
	Reported limitations, and inclusion and exclusion criteria

	PICO/SPICE/SPIDER*
	Specialized for clinical and intervention questions
	PICO dominates clinical reviews but is increasingly paired with SPIDER for qualitative components (Cumpston et al. 2021; Cooke et al. 2012)
SPICE is favoured in social sciences for structured, context-aware questions (Booth 2004) and is not relevant for the purpose of this study.
SPIDER is becoming a standard in qualitative health research, though its reliability depends on improved database indexing (Cooke et al. 2012) and not applicable to the current study

	Five-step model
	Clear procedural stages;
Conceptual phase
Design and planning phase
Empirical phase
Analytic phase
Dissemination phase
	Lacks standardized reporting guidelines, resource constraints, potential biases in study selection and challenges in assessing study quality, potentially affecting the comprehensiveness and reliability of the findings (Arvanitis 2024).	Comment by NEWGEN: TS: Please link this reference.

Because of the nature and purpose of this study (systematic literature review and meta-analysis) a specific and structured approach is needed.

	ADO**
	The ADO framework categorizes findings into three clear components; Antecedents, Decisions, Outcomes
Structured approach for conducting systematic literature reviews, in business and management research.
Clarity of structure and gap identification.
	Structured approach for conducting systematic literature reviews, particularly in business and management research (Paul and Benito 2018)	Comment by NEWGEN: TS: Please link this reference.	Comment by NEWGEN: AQ: Please note that the reference citation ‘Paul et al. 2018’ has been changed to ‘Paul and Benito (2018)’ as per the reference list. Please check and provide necessary changes using the comments option. 
Oversimplification of Complex Relationships
ADO’s linear structure (antecedents → decisions → outcomes) may not capture non-linear or recursive relationships between variables, such as feedback loops between outcomes and subsequent decisions.
Limited Contextual Depth
[bookmark: ScreenPosition]While ADO organizes variables, it may underemphasize contextual nuances (e.g. cultural or regulatory differences in international markets).
Methodological Blind Spots
The framework focuses on content (what is studied) rather than methodological rigor (how it is studied). For example, it does not inherently address biases in sample selection or measurement validity (Paul  et al., 2023)

	PRISMA***
	Assessment protocol checklist;

Title, Abstract, Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion in the attribute of the research.
Explicit flow diagram for transparency
Evidence synthesis
	Requires rigorous documentation, which can be resource intensive.
Potential for publication bias and the need for more empirical studies.

There is also potential for publication bias and a clear need for more empirical studies on start-ups and digital product development, as shown in a PRISMA-based SLR of product feature prioritization frameworks in start-ups building digital products (Krishnan et al. 2023)

PRISMA has been adopted in Brand Communication and Brand research domain

For example, Brand Development (Lopez-Rodríguez et al. 2022), Brand Visual Identity on Consumer Attitude (Yu et al. 2024), Product Feature Prioritization (Krishnan et al. 2023) and Brand Genuinity (‘t Hart and Phau 2022) are aligned with our research scope	Comment by NEWGEN: TS: Please link this reference.



[bookmark: Jrnl_Float_tab_004]Notes: *PICO = Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome; SPICE = Setting, attribute, Intervention, Comparison, Evaluation; SPIDER = Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, evaluation, Research Type. **ADO = Antecedents, Decisions, Outcomes. ***PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (Moher et al. 2009).
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[bookmark: _log110][bookmark: _log111]Table A2: Exclusion and inclusion criteria.	Comment by NEWGEN: AQ: Please note that Table 1 and Appendix 2 (Table A2) are identical. Please check and confirm whether the Appendix 2 (Table A2) can be removed from the article, using the comments option?	Comment by Guido Dal Pozzo: Please remove A2 appendix 
	No.
	EXCLUSION criteria
	Reasons for exclusion

	1
	Case study
	Too Specific and Subjective; from the reliance on researcher interpretation and qualitative data, and from the focus on unique, context-bound cases that are not easily generalized to other settings or populations (Glette and Wiig 2022).

	2
	Not peer-reviewed journals and UG and PG thesis
	To ensure the reliability and consistency of the research findings, only studies that meet established academic and scientific standards are included. Non-peer-reviewed studies are excluded due to their lack of rigorous evaluation, which may compromise the quality and credibility of the evidence.

	3
	Not enough subject specific
	Not published in in a marketing-related context
No mention of ‘Honest’, ‘Honesty’ or ‘Brand Honesty’ or ‘Communication’ in the body of the article. Or related constructs (authenticity, ethics, transparency)

	No.
	INCLUSION criteria
	Reasons for inclusion

	1
	Academic publication and articles in English
	Peer-reviewed journal articles relevant to the subject of research. Peer-reviewed studies, systematic reviews and evidence syntheses are more likely to be based on robust, credible and reproducible evidence, thereby strengthening the validity of their conclusions

	2
	Publications that include literature review in related brand honest constructs.
Publication that includes primary data research.

	To comprehensively review previous studies and research methodologies on Brand Honesty and related construct to address RO1 and RO2 and investigate RO3

	3
	Journals in the area of marketing discipline
	Area related to the field of this study
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