
Vol.:(0123456789)

AMS Review 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13162-025-00304-1

THEORY/CONCEPTUAL

Developing consumers’ paradox mindsets: Making sense of tensions 
in sustainability

Claire Beach1   · Sitong Michelle Chen2   · Michael S. W. Lee1 

Received: 31 March 2024 / Accepted: 29 April 2025 
© The Author(s) 2025

Abstract
Greening, or adopting sustainable business practices, requires firms to balance economic, environmental, and social goals, 
which often creates tensions in sustainability. Firms frequently employ paradoxical logic to manage these tensions, pursuing 
these objectives simultaneously and without prioritization. However, using paradoxical logic may make it difficult for firms 
to communicate their greening initiatives to consumers. Messages that conflict with consumers' existing mental frameworks 
may amplify perceived tensions, arousing cognitive dissonance. Consumers with limited paradox mindsets may be unable to 
make sense of these tensions or tolerate their cognitive dissonance, prompting them to avoid or exit the firm or question its 
commitment to greening. To reduce these risks, greening firms need to consider and actively develop consumers’ paradox 
mindsets when crafting their sustainability communications. This paper draws on connections between cognitive dissonance 
and sensemaking to develop a conceptual model that illustrates how greening firms can develop consumers’ paradox mindsets. 
Through this iterative process, firms challenge consumers’ existing mental frameworks and offer sense-giving narratives 
that reframe tensions in sustainability as interdependent and complementary, reducing consumers’ cognitive dissonance. 
By tailoring their messages to align with consumers’ varying receptivity to paradoxical logic and sensitivity to tensions in 
sustainability, greening firms can craft coherent narratives that promote consumer engagement with the sensemaking process. 
When this process is successful, greening firms can develop consumers’ paradox mindsets and, thus, their ability to make 
sense of tensions in sustainability. This paper extends the literature on paradox mindset development from managers and 
employees to firm-consumer communications.
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Introduction

A recent report by the World Economic Forum found that 
60% of the firms surveyed were engaged in greening (Rafi, 
2022), which is a long-term process “of becoming sustain-
able” (Cekanavicius et al., 2014, p. 76). Greening involves 
adopting sustainable business practices that improve a firm’s 

social and environmental impact (Ortiz-De-Mandojana & 
Bansal, 2016), requiring firms to balance economic, social, 
and environmental goals. These competing demands gener-
ate tensions in sustainability, highlighting the complexity 
of greening and the trade-offs greening firms must navigate 
(Hahn et al., 2015; Livonen, 2018).

Firms can manage tensions in sustainability using hier-
archical or paradoxical approaches, reflecting the cognitive 
frames managers use to make sense of tensions in sustain-
ability (Sharma & Jaiswal, 2018). The hierarchical approach 
resolves tensions by prioritizing one goal—usually eco-
nomic—over the others, creating a clear decision-making 
process (M. S. Chen & Eweje, 2022; Epstein et al., 2015) 
but often sacrificing long-term sustainability and innovation 
(Slawinski et al., 2024). In contrast, paradoxical approaches 
acknowledge tensions as “interrelated yet conflicting” con-
cerns (Hahn et al., 2018, p. 237), encouraging the pursuit 
of multiple sustainability goals simultaneously and without 
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prioritization. The paradoxical approach enables firms to 
generate greater value, achieve competitive advantages, and 
make meaningful contributions to sustainable development 
(Hahn et al., 2015, 2018).

Central to this approach is the paradox mindset, which 
is defined as an individual's capacity to accept, integrate, 
and make sense of contradictory yet interrelated elements 
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Praszkier et al., 2022). Exist-
ing research has focused on developing paradox mindsets 
among managers and employees and their ability to navigate 
tensions within firms (e.g., Knight & Paroutis, 2017; Ros-
ing et al., 2011). However, less is known about how firms 
can achieve this among consumers, who may encounter the 
paradoxical logic embedded in the greening process through 
the firm’s sustainability communications.

Sustainability communications may highlight the com-
plexity of sustainability initiatives and increase the sali-
ency of tensions in sustainability. When consumers strug-
gle to make sense of these tensions, they may experience 
psychological discomfort, known as cognitive dissonance 
(Festinger, 1957), which can lead to accusations of green-
washing. Lyon and Montgomery (2015) define greenwashing 
as “any communication that misleads people into adopting 
overly positive beliefs about an organization's environmental 
performance, practices, or products” (p. 226). Even when 
unintentional, greenwashing damages a firm’s reputation and 
credibility (Keilmann & Koch, 2024).

For example, Nespresso, known for its premium coffee 
pods, partnered with the Rainforest Alliance in 2003 to 
launch its AAA Sustainable Quality Program (Nespresso, 
2024). Initially focused on supporting environmental and 
socio-economic sustainability for coffee growers, the pro-
gram has since shifted towards regenerative agriculture and 
circularity (Ludmir, 2023; Nespresso, 2022a). However, 
tensions have surfaced throughout Nespresso’s greening 
process, and the firm has faced accusations of greenwash-
ing, illustrating the challenges in communicating how they 
balance their existing business practices and greening initia-
tives (Burrows, 2017).

Some firms attempt to avoid accusations of greenwash-
ing through greenhushing or green blushing by intention-
ally under-communicating or deliberately avoiding sharing 
their greening initiatives (Falchi et al., 2021; Font et al., 
2017). However, many firms are legally required to disclose 
their environmental and social governance (ESG) standards 
(STACS, 2024), while others market their sustainability 
efforts to gain a competitive advantage (Esty & Simmons, 
2011). Consumers are increasingly attentive to such claims: 
78% of U.S. consumers consider a sustainable lifestyle 
important, and products with sustainability claims experi-
ence 66% faster growth, which doubles for products with 
multiple sustainability claims across sustainability dimen-
sions (Bar Am et al., 2023).

This highlights the importance consumers place on sus-
tainability claims and the need for firms to clearly commu-
nicate their greening initiatives, particularly when pursuing 
multiple initiatives that may appear conflicting or as com-
peting priorities. As a result, firms face the dual challenge 
of mitigating consumer cognitive dissonance while avoid-
ing perceptions of greenwashing. In this context, consum-
ers’ paradox mindsets may have “deeper connotations than 
segmentation or differentiation” (Pang et al., 2022, p. 434). 
Boemelburg et al. (2023) argue that developing individu-
als’ paradox mindsets can help them make sense of tensions 
in sustainability, thereby reducing or pre-empting cognitive 
dissonance.

We seek to contribute to this area of research by ask-
ing: How can firms help develop consumers’ paradox mind-
sets? Utilizing theorizing (Weick, 1995b) and Nespresso 
as a case example, we develop a process-oriented model to 
explain how firms can develop consumers’ paradox mindsets 
through sensemaking. This process helps consumers make 
sense of tensions in sustainability, reducing their cognitive 
dissonance. By elaborating on the sensemaking process 
between firms and consumers, we integrate existing theoreti-
cal connections between paradox mindsets and sensemaking 
(M. S. Chen et al., 2021; Child, 2020; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 
1991) and cognitive dissonance and sensemaking (Beverland 
et al., 2023; Weick, 1995a) into a single conceptual model.

We begin with a brief overview of cognitive dissonance 
and how it can lead consumers to engage in the sensemaking 
process. We then theorize how firms can use the sensemak-
ing process to help develop consumers’ paradox mindsets. 
Finally, we discuss the theoretical and managerial implica-
tions for greening firms.

Cognitive dissonance

Greening requires managers and employees to balance 
business-as-usual tasks with adopting sustainable practices, 
often leading to cognitive dissonance (Rao & Mattarelli, 
2023). Cognitive dissonance is the psychological discomfort 
individuals feel when perceiving inconsistencies between 
two or more cognitions (Festinger, 1957). For instance, man-
agers may experience discomfort when choosing suppliers 
that align with their environmental and social sustainability 
goals without harming the firm’s economic sustainability 
by making products unaffordable to consumers. Similarly, 
employees may experience cognitive dissonance when their 
productivity targets, based on traditional business metrics, 
conflict with the firm’s environmental or social standards, 
creating tensions between individual and organizational 
goals.

Consumers may also experience cognitive dissonance 
when perceiving inconsistencies between a firm’s economic, 
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environmental, and social goals and practices. Cognitive dis-
sonance in consumers has been linked to lower satisfaction 
(Koc, 2019; Oliver, 1987), complaining (Loo et al., 2021; 
Voorhees et al., 2006), and switching behavior (Dröge et al., 
1997; Voorhees et al., 2006). As a result, cognitive disso-
nance poses a strategic risk for firms whose sustainability 
messaging fails to align with consumer expectations by 
reducing customer retention, increasing service costs, and, 
ultimately, eroding competitive advantage.

The intensity of the cognitive dissonance aroused depends 
on the distance between the consumers’ existing knowledge, 
values, and beliefs and the firm’s communications and 
actions. Social Judgment Theory (SJT) offers insight into 
this process. According to SJT, individuals evaluate new 
information by comparing it with their existing attitudes; 
firm messaging close to a consumer’s views falls into their 
latitude of acceptance, while conflicting viewpoints fall into 
their latitude of rejection (Sherif & Hovland, 1961). Mes-
sages that consumers find neither acceptable nor objectiona-
ble fall into their latitude of noncommitment (Lee & Chung, 
2023). Firm communications that fall into the consumer's 
latitude of rejection are more likely to be perceived as insin-
cere, which may exacerbate their cognitive dissonance or 
fuel accusations of greenwashing.

However, consumers vary in their ability to tolerate 
cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957). Some consumers 
may avoid cognitive dissonance arousal altogether by using 
selective perception, filtering out inconsistencies (Bryant, 
1989). Others may accept contradictions without discom-
fort, as the theory of cognitive polyphasia suggests indi-
viduals can live with competing ideas and employ different 
rationales to understand the same phenomenon (Upham & 
Johansen, 2020). In such cases, consumers’ existing mental 
frameworks enable them to make sense of tensions in sus-
tainability without experiencing psychological discomfort.

In cases where consumers cannot sufficiently reconcile 
competing cognitions, they may rely on defense mechanisms 
to manage their cognitive dissonance. These are habitual and 
unconscious strategies, like neutralization, rationalization, 
and compensatory behavior, that help consumers pre-empt 
or reduce their cognitive dissonance without engaging with 
the underlying inconsistencies (Homburg & Fürst, 2007). 
One such mechanism is moral licensing, where individuals 
use past or concurrent behaviors to justify less ethical sub-
sequent behavior (Merritt et al., 2010), that would otherwise 
arouse cognitive dissonance. For example, a Nespresso cus-
tomer might justify their continued use of single-use pods 
by pointing to their participation in the company’s recycling 
program, balancing out their unsustainable consumption. 
Consumers may also rationalize their behavior using jus-
tifications like “It is only a small indulgence” or “I have 
worked so hard – I earned it.” These defense mechanisms 
often work in tandem, forming a psychological buffer that 

helps consumers avoid deeper engagement with contradic-
tory cognitions.

While these examples focus on internal responses to 
cognitive dissonance, similar strategies can help consumers 
make sense of tensions in firms’ sustainability communica-
tions. For instance, Nespresso’s messages about its carbon-
neutral status may neutralize cognitive dissonance by reas-
suring consumers that their consumption is environmentally 
responsible. However, when firms’ sustainability communi-
cations clash with consumers’ perceptions of the firm, these 
messages may be interpreted as greenwashing (Keilmann 
& Koch, 2024), making consumers’ cognitive dissonance 
intolerable. If consumers can no longer rely on their inter-
nal coping strategies like moral licensing, they may experi-
ence a breakdown in their existing mental frameworks. This 
disruption can trigger the sensemaking process, prompting 
consumers to seek out new information to help them make 
sense of tensions in sustainability (Miron-Spektor et al., 
2018; Pizzutti et al., 2022; Qu et al., 2022).

Sensemaking process

Sensemaking is a “reasoned discourse between people” 
(Weick, 1995a, p. 137) consisting of three steps: sense-
breaking, sense-giving, and sensemaking (Giuliani, 2016). 
Sharma & Jaiswal (2018) found that organizational and 
project leaders’ cognitive frames vary over time, and sense-
making helps individuals converge on shared meanings, 
changing how they make sense of tensions in sustainability. 
For greening firms, sensemaking can help align meanings 
and expectations between firms and consumers (Rosa et al., 
1999).

Sense‑breaking

A consumer’s inability to reconcile conflicting cognitions 
indicates that their “frame[s] of reference” (Lewis, 2000, p. 
767) have been violated, disrupting their existing sensemak-
ing processes. Thus, sense-breaking is the “destruction or 
breaking down of meaning” (Pratt, 2000, p. 464) that leads 
individuals to question and reframe their existing mental 
frameworks (Giuliani, 2016). Communications between 
firms and consumers highlighting the inherent conflicts 
between their sustainability goals may provoke or increase 
the consumer’s cognitive dissonance, breaking their sense-
making processes.

Nespresso, for example, faced skepticism after achiev-
ing B Corp status in 2022 due to previous issues with child 
labor in Nespresso’s supply chain and waste from single-use 
pods (Ludmir, 2023; Tatum, 2023). These criticisms indicate 
that consumers could not reconcile their knowledge of Nes-
presso’s practices with B Corp certifications, breaking their 
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sensemaking processes. The resulting cognitive dissonance 
also undermined trust in B Corp certifications, with many 
questioning its validity as the ‘gold standard’ for ethical 
companies, a status that is increasingly debated (Bennett, 
2024). Such disruptions may prompt consumers to avoid 
or exit firms, or to re-evaluate their assumptions and seek 
new information or mental frameworks to help them make 
sense of tensions in sustainability (Pizzutti et al., 2022; Qu 
et al., 2022).

Sense‑giving

In sense-giving, firms provide narratives that help consum-
ers make sense of tensions in sustainability. By offering 
rationales, firms explain and legitimize their decisions and 
actions (Giuliani, 2016), connecting practices to reason 
(Green, 2004). Communicating these narratives to consum-
ers requires consensus-building between the firm and the 
consumer through rounds of “negotiated social construction” 
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 434), which occurs slowly, 
over time. Effective sense-giving requires greening firms 
to craft narratives that fall within consumers’ latitude of 
acceptance, aligning with the consumer’s existing knowl-
edge, values, and beliefs (Weick et al., 2005).

Greening firms often dedicate substantial portions of 
their websites to explaining their sustainability initiatives. 
For instance, Nespresso’s AAA Sustainable Quality Program 
integrates quality, productivity, and sustainability into an 
overarching program, linking its greening initiatives with 
business-as-usual practices. Quality is explicitly linked to 
coffee production and increased revenues, while productivity 
is connected to economic management and farmer liveli-
hoods, and sustainability is integrated as a separate pillar, 
further emphasizing social and environmental well-being 
(Nespresso, 2024). These sense-giving narratives help con-
sumers make sense of tensions in sustainability by acknowl-
edging and integrating tensions into a coherent and compel-
ling message that helps consumers reinterpret tensions in 
sustainability as complementary.

Sensemaking

Consumers can either assimilate or reject the firm’s narra-
tives in the sensemaking stage. Assimilation occurs when 
consumers fuse the firm’s narratives with their ‘broken’ 
mental frameworks to create a new understanding of ten-
sions in sustainability. For Nespresso, consumers may assim-
ilate the firm’s messages around the complexity of balancing 
investments in developing technologies like biodegradable 
capsules (Ludmir, 2023) while maintaining their business-
as-usual operations.

In this approach, tensions in sustainability are not sup-
pressed or ignored but integrated into a consonant whole 

(Child, 2020), making it important for greening firms to 
ensure their sustainability communications resonate with 
consumers while minimizing consumers’ cognitive disso-
nance. By engaging in the sensemaking process, greening 
firms can help consumers develop a more nuanced under-
standing of the trade-offs and complexities of greening while 
presenting transparent narratives that avoid unintentional 
greenwashing. Thus, for greening firms, the sensemaking 
process provides the foundation for developing consumers’ 
paradox mindsets.

Paradox mindset

An individual’s paradox mindset captures their propensity to 
embrace contradictions (Praszkier et al., 2022) and tolerate 
ambiguity (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Paradox mindsets 
help individuals recognize and accept tensions (Smith & 
Tushman, 2005) and “accommodate interrelated yet conflict-
ing economic, environmental, and social concerns” (Hahn 
et al., 2018, p. 237). Paradox mindsets consist of paradoxical 
frames (Miron-Spektor et al., 2011), or mental templates, 
that individuals use to recognize and accept tensions (Smith 
& Tushman, 2005). Paradoxical frames allow individuals 
to view tensions as competing demands that are contradic-
tory yet interdependent (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Miron-
Spektor & Erez, 2017).

Consumers with paradoxical frames may adopt problem-
solving strategies, such as seeking information or integrating 
sustainable practices into their daily routines, indicating that 
consumers accept the coexistence of contradictory forces 
(Moruzzi & Sirieix, 2015). An individual’s paradox mindset can 
be developed through engagement with paradoxical tensions 
(Boemelburg et al., 2023), paradoxical behavior (Rosing et al., 
2011) or persuasive communications (Shao et al., 2019). For 
instance, managers can assign tasks that require employees to 
engage in paradoxical behavior, increasing their capacity to 
make sense of tensions in sustainability and reducing their 
cognitive dissonance (Schad et al., 2016).

Although firms cannot assign tasks to consumers, green-
ing firms can use the sensemaking process to provide con-
sumers with paradoxical frames that present tensions in 
sustainability as a “necessary and complementary” (Jarzab-
kowski & Lê, 2017, p. 436) part of the greening process. 
The transcendent approach to paradox management views 
paradoxes and tensions as socially constructed (Lewis, 
2000; Sharma & Bansal, 2017), meaning that the existence 
of paradoxes is contingent upon how they are framed (Pang 
et al., 2022). For example, Nespresso’s initiative to repur-
pose used coffee grounds into fertilizer, compost, and biogas 
reframes coffee grounds from ‘waste’ to a valuable ‘input’ 
(Nespresso, 2018).
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These sense-giving narratives enable greening firms to 
develop consumers’ paradox mindsets (M. J. Chen, 2002, 
2008), by framing away (Child, 2020) tensions in sustain-
ability, reducing or negating consumers’ cognitive dis-
sonance. Thus, a paradox mindset requires consumers to 
embrace “the unity of opposites” (Boemelburg et al., 2023, 
p. 2), where tensions are accepted, integrated, and sense-
given. In doing so, greening firms can leverage the sense-
making process to provide consumers with a more nuanced 
and coherent understanding of tensions in sustainability, 
developing consumers’ paradox mindsets.

Conceptual model

The conceptual model (Fig.  1) illustrates how greening 
firms can develop consumers’ paradox mindsets through 
sensemaking. We theorize how this process unfolds by 
integrating sensemaking into Festinger’s (1957) process 
of cognitive dissonance arousal. Our approach mirrors 
how managers develop their employees’ paradox mindsets 
(Boemelburg et al., 2023; Knight & Paroutis, 2017), extending 
these insights to the firm-consumer relationship. The model 
focuses on consumers’ responses to tensions in sustainability 
within a firm’s sustainability communications and the role of 
firms in developing consumers’ paradox mindsets.

The conceptual model is divided into the business model 
and consumer mindsets. Dashed lines indicate the presence of 
paradoxical logic and/or behavior, while the double-headed 
arrow in ‘Tolerable’ indicates consumers’ ability to manage 

their tolerance for cognitive dissonance internally. Circular 
arrows indicate the iterative process of sensemaking at the 
firm-consumer interface. This process unfolds in four steps, 
explained in detail below using Nespresso as a case example.

Step 1: Tensions in sustainability and cognitive 
dissonance arousal

The consumer's journey into the paradoxical nature of greening 
begins when the paradoxical logic used to facilitate greening 
creates tensions in sustainability within firms’ business models. 
Tensions in sustainability arise as the firm simultaneously 
pursues economic, environmental, and social objectives, 
pulling the firm’s resources in different directions. Tensions 
in sustainability may become salient in the firm’s sustainability 
communications. For example, Nespresso highlights its global 
sourcing of coffee beans from countries like Brazil, Ethiopia, 
and India alongside its carbon neutrality certification, drawing 
consumers’ attention to contradictions within its operations.

Some consumers pre-empt cognitive dissonance by 
blocking out tensions in sustainability through selective 
perception. For instance, Nespresso customers who associ-
ate the firm with luxury may ignore tensions in sustainability 
communications. These consumers are immune to cognitive 
dissonance arousal and will not engage in sensemaking. To 
appeal to these consumers without trying to engage them in 
the sensemaking process, greening firms can use peripheral 
cues, such as certifications and eco-labels (Morris et al., 
2005). In Nespresso’s case, this might involve highlighting 
its B Corp status (Nespresso, 2022b), while downplaying 

Fig. 1   The process of devel-
oping consumers’ paradox 
mindsets
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other details to reduce the saliency of tensions in sustain-
ability in their communications.

For consumers more concerned with sustainability, ten-
sions in sustainability may be difficult to ignore, leading 
to cognitive dissonance arousal. The intensity of the dis-
sonance aroused depends on how well the firm’s messaging 
aligns with the consumer’s existing knowledge, attitudes, 
and beliefs. Messaging within a consumer’s latitude of 
acceptance may evoke little to no cognitive dissonance. In 
contrast, communications in their latitude of noncommit-
ment or rejection may provoke moderate to intolerable levels 
of cognitive dissonance.

For Nespresso, messages highlighting fair wages for cof-
fee growers and sustainable farming practices may align with 
the values of sustainability-conscious consumers, evoking 
no cognitive dissonance. However, communications about 
Nespresso’s recycling program might fall into a latitude of 
noncommitment for some consumers, who acknowledge the 
benefits of recycling but question the overall environmental 
impact of aluminum and single-use packaging. Conversely, 
claims of carbon neutrality juxtaposed with Nespresso’s 
global supply chain may fall into skeptical consumers’ 
latitude of rejection and may be interpreted as evidence of 
greenwashing, triggering strong cognitive dissonance.

Step 2: Consumer tolerance of cognitive dissonance

Consumers vary in their ability to tolerate cognitive disso-
nance (Festinger, 1957). In this step, consumers have three 
options: maintain a tolerable level of cognitive dissonance, 
engage in the sensemaking process with the firm, or avoid/
exit the firm.

Some consumers manage their cognitive dissonance 
internally through defense mechanisms such as rationalization 
and neutralization. For example, by participating in the 
company's recycling program, Nespresso customers may 
neutralize the cognitive dissonance aroused by the firm’s 
single-use capsules. If this proves insufficient, they may 
employ multiple dissonance reduction strategies, such as 
justifying their consumption as a deserved indulgence as the 
more ethical choice due to Nespresso’s prominent sustainability 
communications. These strategies enable consumers to manage 
their cognitive dissonance internally while avoiding deeper 
engagement with the sensemaking process.

Similarly, consumers with a strong commitment to 
sustainability may tolerate some cognitive dissonance without 
fully engaging in the sensemaking process. These consumers 
may respond best to messages highlighting greening initiatives 
that address multiple goals, such as Nespresso’s beekeeping 
program, which enhances coffee quality through pollination 
while providing an additional income stream for coffee 
growers, contributing to ecological health and economic 
resilience (Nespresso, 2022a). This win-win narrative 

(Esty & Simmons, 2011; Esty & Winston, 2006) minimizes 
the saliency of tensions in sustainability by reframing various 
greening initiatives as mutually reinforcing rather than 
contradictory. These messages allow consumers to focus on 
the positive impacts of their consumption while pre-empting 
or minimizing cognitive dissonance arousal.

Consumers with an existing paradox mindset may be bet-
ter equipped to tolerate cognitive dissonance, as they can 
already make sense of tensions in sustainability. For instance, 
they may understand how Nespresso’s decision to invest 500 
million CHF in sustainability initiatives (Nestlé Nespresso, 
2024) contributes to better long-term customer experiences 
by providing access to a wider variety and better quality of 
coffee beans. Exposure to messages within these consum-
ers’ latitude of acceptance, which resonate with consumers’ 
existing knowledge, values, and beliefs, can reinforce their 
paradox mindsets and support for the firm’s greening initia-
tives without engaging them in the sensemaking process.

When consumers’ cognitive dissonance becomes intol-
erable, responses diverge. Consumers are constrained by 
switching barriers, such as costs or contracts (Kiefer et al., 
2019), may tolerate their cognitive dissonance temporarily 
but avoid or exit the firm over time. Consumers for whom 
the firm’s messages fall within their latitude of rejection are 
more likely to disengage entirely, as the firm’s rationales are 
unlikely to align with their viewpoint. These consumers may 
be highly skeptical of firms'greening initiatives, bypass the 
sensemaking process, or accuse the firm of greenwashing.

For example, Nespresso’s recycling efforts are often criti-
cized as greenwashing (Burrows, 2017). While 90% of cus-
tomers have access to recycling points, only 32% of capsules 
are recycled (Nestlé Nespresso, 2021), leaving billions of 
capsules unrecycled annually (Ludmir, 2023). For consum-
ers deeply committed to environmental sustainability, this 
discrepancy between Nespresso’s messaging and outcomes 
may create intolerable cognitive dissonance, leading them to 
avoid or exit the firm or view its messages as greenwashing.

In contrast, consumers whose dissonance is intolerable 
but not deeply committed to a single dimension of sustain-
ability may not outright reject the firm’s messages. These 
consumers may still engage with messages that emphasize 
progress, such as Nespresso’s home-compostable capsules, 
supply chain circularity, and machine refurbishment (Lud-
mir, 2023). In these cases, the consumer's cognitive dis-
sonance signals that their existing mental frameworks are 
insufficient, prompting them to enter the sensemaking pro-
cess as a form of dissonance reduction.

Step 3: The sensemaking process

In the iterative sensemaking process, firms and consumers try 
to create a shared understanding of tensions in sustainability.  
To be effective, the firm’s narratives must align with 
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consumers’ values and expectations, falling within their lati-
tude of acceptance. Messaging outside this range may heighten 
skepticism or be perceived as greenwashing, exacerbating cog-
nitive dissonance and prompting consumers to avoid or exit the 
firm. At the end of step 3, consumers either reject or assimilate 
the firm’s narrative.

For instance, Nespresso frames its Reviving Origins pro-
gram, which aims to reestablish coffee growing in regions 
impacted by conflict and environmental disasters in terms of 
social and economic sustainability (Nestlé Nespresso, 2024). 
While such investments might seem unrelated to consum-
ers, Nespresso’s sustainability communications emphasize 
how these investments provide access to different varieties of 
beans, improving the customer experience. By linking these 
social initiatives to tangible customer benefits, Nespresso 
illustrates the interdependence of social and economic sus-
tainability, providing consumers with a sense-giving narra-
tive that helps them make sense of tensions in sustainability.

Consumers may reject the firm’s narratives when they 
perceive its messaging as inconsistent or misaligned with 
its purpose or when the messages are too far away from 
their existing knowledge, values, and beliefs. For example, 
consumers who are highly focused on economic sustain-
ability may perceive a gap between the costs of the Reviving 
Origins program and the consumer benefits if they are unin-
terested in new flavors but sensitive to fluctuations in price. 
When the firm’s narratives fall within these consumers’ lati-
tude of noncommitment or rejection, this may exacerbate the 
consumer's already intolerable cognitive dissonance. Con-
sumers in this group may view the sensemaking process as 
a superficial or defensive response by the firm to legitimize 
their unsustainable practices or an indication of greenwash-
ing, leading these consumers to avoid or exit the firm.

Conversely, when consumers accept the firm’s narrative, 
they assimilate or integrate the paradoxical frameworks pro-
vided by the firm into their pre-existing frameworks, forging 
a new understanding of tensions in sustainability. In Nes-
presso’s case, consumers may assimilate the firm’s message, 
linking their social sustainability initiatives to consumer 
benefits, reinforcing perceptions of a premium experience, 
or as evidence of their commitment to sustainable consump-
tion. When done well, firms can use sensemaking to develop 
consumers’ paradox mindsets by cocreating shared under-
standings of tensions in sustainability, reducing consumers’ 
cognitive dissonance to a tolerable level. Such sense-giving 
helps develop consumers’ paradox mindsets by reframing 
greening as a multifaceted and ongoing journey rather than 
a binary choice to engage in sustainable business practices.

Step 4: Feedback loop

Consumer responses to the sensemaking process provide 
valuable feedback that greening firms can use to refine 

their sustainability communications and sense-giving nar-
ratives. By tracking consumer responses through various 
mechanisms like consumer complaints, negative reviews, 
and consumption (or anti-consumption) patterns, green-
ing firms can align their messaging more effectively with 
consumers’ knowledge, values, and beliefs. For example, 
if Nespresso receives feedback expressing doubts about its 
recycling initiatives, it might increase the transparency in 
its messaging or invest in developing alternative solutions, 
like its biodegradable capsules. This feedback loop allows 
firms to refine their sustainability communications, reducing 
perceptions of greenwashing and reassuring consumers of 
their commitment to greening.

Increased transparency and responsiveness, particularly 
when consumers express doubts or disengage, offer an alter-
native to greenhushing and green blushing. While greening 
firms may be tempted to reduce or stop their sustainability 
communications to avoid scrutiny or accusations of green-
washing, such defensive responses may backfire. Reducing 
communications risks alienating the growing number of 
consumers interested in sustainability, potentially under-
mining the firm’s credibility and diminishing support for 
the firm’s greening initiatives.

Rather than retreating into silence, greening firms can 
leverage the feedback loop to address consumer concerns 
by adjusting how tensions in sustainability are communi-
cated. If consumers find a particular tension, like the trade-
off between affordability and environmental impact, poorly 
explained, firms can reframe their messages to convey how 
these goals are interdependent and complementary rather 
than conflicting. This approach may help mitigate percep-
tions of greenwashing while encouraging consumers to 
engage in sensemaking, supporting the development of 
consumers’ paradox mindsets.

Theoretical and managerial implications

The conceptual model presented above offers several the-
oretical and managerial implications. First, it strengthens 
Pang et al.’s (2022) suggestion that consumers’ paradox 
mindsets need further consideration in marketing, particu-
larly for greening firms. Second, it underscores the impor-
tance of considering consumers’ sensitivity to the saliency 
of tensions in sustainability when firms craft their sustain-
ability communications. Third, it highlights how greening 
firms can leverage feedback loops to refine their sustainabil-
ity communications and sense-giving narratives, developing 
consumers’ paradox mindsets. This process can potentially 
be extended to other stakeholders, like investors, to increase 
support for greening initiatives in firms.

While we do not suggest that a consumer’s paradox mindset 
is more important than traditional approaches like segmentation 
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or differentiation, we assert that consumer receptivity to para-
doxical logic must be considered in a firm’s sustainability com-
munications. This insight challenges the conventional one-size-
fits-all approach to sustainability communications. We suggest 
that firms can communicate their greening initiatives more 
effectively by tailoring their messaging to align with consum-
ers’ receptivity to paradoxical logic. Firms may also alter their 
communication style and messaging when using media chan-
nels that will reach differing types of consumers (with varying 
levels of receptivity to paradoxical logic).

To effectively segment consumers based on their receptiv-
ity to paradoxical logic, greening firms can focus on identify-
ing psychographic traits that reflect openness to paradoxical 
logic and segment consumers into groups that are likely to be 
highly, moderately, and poorly receptive to paradoxical logic. 
Management research suggests that an individual’s ability 
to process paradoxical logic is influenced by traits such as 
integrative complexity (Shao et al., 2019) and trait mindful-
ness (Qu et al., 2022), which could also apply to consumers.

For instance, consumers who invest in innovative prod-
ucts such as solar panels or electric vehicles, balancing high 
upfront costs with long-term benefits, demonstrate integra-
tive complexity, making them more likely to be receptive 
to paradoxical logic. These consumers may respond well to 
messages that balance competing priorities, such as environ-
mental benefits and long-term economic savings. Transpar-
ent narratives that acknowledge tensions and frame them as 
opportunities for innovation may reinforce these consumers’ 
receptivity to paradoxical logic.

Consumers with moderate receptivity to paradoxical 
logic may exhibit trait mindfulness by engaging with sus-
tainability practices that align closely with their values, such 
as recycling or buying local products while avoiding more 
ambiguous or challenging trade-offs. For instance, they 
might choose reusable shopping bags or energy-efficient 
appliances because these options provide clear, practical 
benefits that resonate with their values without requiring 
significant lifestyle changes. These consumers may struggle 
to fully embrace paradoxical logic but respond positively 
to simplified messages emphasizing incremental progress. 
Firms may be able to effectively engage these consumers 
when their sustainability communications are framed in 
accessible, relatable narratives.

Consumers with poor receptivity to paradoxical logic 
likely prioritize one value or dimension of stainability, 
although their focus may differ. For example, consumers in 
this group may display conventional consumption patterns 
focused on price and convenience, while others may be 
dedicated to social sustainability. The latter group may 
prefer to purchase from firms with independent sustainability 
certifications, like Fair Trade, and boycott firms with vague 
messaging or whom they perceive as greenwashing. In 
contrast, cost- and convenience-driven consumers are more 

likely to switch brands based on sales or promotions. While 
the reasoning behind the behavior varies, these consumers 
will likely share a preference for unambiguous messaging 
that allows them to avoid the sensemaking process, rejecting 
paradoxical frames. Understanding psychographic traits and 
their implications for consumer receptivity to paradoxical 
logic would enable greening firms to effectively tailor their 
sustainability communications to different consumer segments.

This leads to the second implication: greening firms 
need to align their sustainability communications with 
consumers'sensitivity to the saliency of tensions in sustain-
ability. This theorizing is consistent with Moruzzi & Sir-
ieix's (2015) findings, suggesting that consumers strongly 
committed to a single dimension of sustainability may lack 
the integrative complexity necessary to engage with para-
doxical logic. These consumers may struggle with mes-
sages highlighting tensions in sustainability and respond 
differently to tensions in sustainability than less committed 
or indifferent consumers. Greening firms must craft their 
sustainability communications and sense-giving narratives 
carefully to ensure their messages resonate with consumers 
without arousing intolerable levels of cognitive dissonance.

For instance, consumers with high environmental involve-
ment may be less skeptical of greening messages (Cheng 
et al., 2020) but more sensitive to tensions in sustainability. 
Their prioritization of environmental goals may result in nar-
row latitudes of noncommitment, making them more likely to 
perceive inconsistencies or ambiguities in the firm’s messag-
ing and sustainability communications are not closely aligned 
with their values. Such messages may arouse an intolerable 
level of cognitive dissonance, leading consumers to bypass 
the sensemaking process, avoid or exit the firm, or question 
the sincerity of the firm’s commitment to greening.

In contrast, indifferent consumers who are not overly 
committed to a single dimension of sustainability may respond 
well to messaging that increases the saliency of tensions in 
sustainability. Greening firms can craft narratives that increase 
the saliency of tensions in sustainability in their communications, 
using interpretive contexts. Interpretive contexts are aspects such 
as environmental stimuli or framings that prime individuals to 
perceive behavior or goals as contradictory (Shao et al., 2019). 
Interpretive contexts offer consumers cues that indicate the 
presence of tensions (Knight & Paroutis, 2017).

For example, Nespresso can try to engage these consumers 
in the sensemaking process by combining messages about 
its progress and ongoing challenges in greening. By 
transparently acknowledging issues such as waste from 
single-use pods and the complexities of developing home-
compostable capsules, Nespresso can spark consumers’ 
curiosity and encourage them to engage in the sensemaking 
process. This transparency allows the firm to develop 
consumers’ understanding of tensions in sustainability and, 
thus, their paradox mindset.
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Greening firms, however, should employ messaging 
within consumers’ latitude of rejection sparingly. Such mes-
sages risk exacerbating consumers’ cognitive dissonance and 
appearing insincere, prompting consumers to disengage or 
reject the firm’s narratives. However, firms may find that 
their underlying values change when greening, making spe-
cific consumer segments less relevant. For instance, ethi-
cal sourcing and fair wages may increase prices, alienat-
ing budget-conscious consumers but reinforcing the firm’s 
appeal among socially conscious consumers.

Empirical research is needed to test how consumers 
respond to the saliency of tensions in sustainability within 
firms’ messaging. This paper suggests that some consum-
ers bypass the sensemaking process entirely by relying on 
internal defense mechanisms or avoiding or exiting the firm. 
Engaging these consumers in the sensemaking process is 
necessary for greening firms to develop consumers’ paradox 
mindsets, fostering consumers’ understanding of and support 
for greening initiatives.

Finally, the feedback loop enables greening firms to stra-
tegically refine their sustainability communications and 
sense-giving narratives based on consumer responses. For 
instance, if consumers express doubts about Nespresso’s 
carbon-neutral status, they can increase transparency by 
providing detailed reports or having their claims verified 
by independent organizations. Responsiveness to consumer 
feedback can help greening firms craft more compelling nar-
ratives that align with consumer expectations, mitigating 
perceptions of greenwashing and reducing disengagement.

Thus, incorporating a feedback loop enables greening 
firms to avoid defensive communication practices, offer-
ing an alternative to greenhushing and green blushing. By 
carefully managing the saliency of tensions in their mes-
saging, greening firms can help consumers make sense of 
tensions in sustainability while minimizing the risk of arous-
ing intolerable levels of cognitive dissonance. Aligning their 
sustainability communications with consumers'latitudes of 
acceptance and noncommitment allows greening firms to 
encourage consumer engagement in the sensemaking pro-
cess, developing consumers’ paradox mindsets.

Greening firms may benefit from applying this approach 
to other stakeholders, such as investors. Developing inves-
tors’ paradox mindsets may enhance their appreciation 
for the long-term strategic value of greening, even when 
short-term trade-offs exist. For example, Nespresso’s com-
munications about its Reviving Origins program highlight 
how social investments can improve customer experiences, 
driving stronger returns to shareholders in the future despite 
potentially reducing short-term dividends. This approach 
reinforces social and economic sustainability links while 
aligning investors’ priorities with Nespresso’s broader sus-
tainability objectives. Future research could explore how 

firms can develop investors’ paradox mindsets and whether 
this influences their support for greening initiatives.

Conclusion

Our primary theoretical contribution is extending the devel-
opment of paradox mindsets from managers and employees 
to firm-consumer communications. The conceptual model 
integrates cognitive dissonance and sensemaking to illustrate 
how firms can develop consumers’ paradox mindsets.

Throughout this paper, we argue that the paradoxical 
logic used in greening complicates how firms communicate 
their sustainability initiatives. When tensions in sustainabil-
ity are salient, or when communications fall outside consum-
ers’ latitude of acceptance, consumers may perceive green-
ing firms as inconsistent or insincere, arousing cognitive 
dissonance. Intolerable levels of cognitive dissonance may 
cause consumers to avoid or exit relationships with the firm, 
resulting in accusations of greenwashing.

Greening firms can reduce these risks by carefully craft-
ing their sustainability communications and sense-giving 
narratives to engage consumers in the sensemaking process. 
Through iterative cycles of sense-breaking, sense-giving, 
and sensemaking, firms can challenge consumers’ existing 
mental frameworks and provide coherent narratives that 
reframe tensions as interdependent and complementary. By 
aligning their messages with consumers’ latitudes of accept-
ance or noncommitment, firms can reduce cognitive disso-
nance arousal and foster the development of consumers’ 
paradox mindsets. Furthermore, feedback loops, informed 
by consumer responses, allow firms to refine their messag-
ing, avoid unintentional greenwashing, and offer a proactive 
alternative to greenhushing or green blushing.

Despite the potential of this model, there are several 
limitations. First, when sustainability messages fall within 
consumers’ latitude of rejection and arouse intolerable cog-
nitive dissonance, consumers may bypass the sensemaking 
process and avoid or exit the firm. Consumers’ willingness 
to engage in sensemaking is likely influenced by their level 
of involvement, both with the product and sustainability. 
Consumers with higher involvement may be more moti-
vated to make sense of tensions in sustainability, while 
lower involvement may increase the likelihood of disen-
gagement. Future research should explore how involvement 
levels shape engagement and identify narrative framings or 
interpretive contexts that can encourage consumer partici-
pation in the sensemaking process. Understanding how to 
engage consumers in the sensemaking process effectively 
could provide valuable insights into crafting sustainability 
communications that promote the development of consum-
ers’ paradox mindsets.
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Second, communication channels may influence how 
consumers respond to tensions in sustainability. For 
instance, firm websites may support more in-depth sense-
giving than social media. Future research could investigate 
how different channels affect consumers’ receptivity to 
paradoxical logic, sensitivity to tensions in sustainabil-
ity, and engagement with the sensemaking process. Such 
research would significantly contribute to understanding 
how firms can craft effective sustainability communica-
tions while minimizing the risks, such as unintentional 
greenwashing.

Third, developing consumers’ paradox mindsets may also 
have a potential ‘dark side’. Increasing consumers’ under-
standing of tensions in sustainability may reduce their cog-
nitive dissonance and, thus, the pressure consumers exert 
on firms to pursue consistency in their greening initiatives. 
It may also promote defense mechanisms such as moral 
licensing among consumers, hindering further progress. For 
instance, consumers may justify opting out of Nespresso’s 
recycling program by pointing to the firm’s carbon-neutral 
status – if the impact is offset, why go through the hassle of 
cleaning and returning the pods? Such unintended conse-
quences could slow greening efforts or legitimize continu-
ing business-as-usual practices. Future research is needed 
to determine the validity of these concerns and how to miti-
gate them, ensuring that developing consumers’ paradox 
mindsets leads to stronger support for greening in firms, not 
rebounds.

Finally, this article has focused on the paradoxical 
approach to managing tensions in sustainability. Firms that 
employ a hierarchical approach may risk arousing higher 
levels of cognitive dissonance among consumers or default-
ing to defensive communication strategies, such as green-
hushing or green blushing. Future research could explore 
how hierarchical and paradoxical approaches differ in their 
effects on consumers'cognitive dissonance and receptivity 
to sustainability communications, offering valuable insights 
into how managerial strategies influence the development of 
consumers’ paradox mindsets.

This paper contributes to the literature on tensions in sus-
tainability and paradox mindsets by theorizing how firms can 
actively develop consumers'capacity to tolerate ambiguity 
and embrace contradictions. Our model integrates cognitive 
dissonance and sensemaking to demonstrate how firms can 
develop consumers’ understanding of the paradoxical logic 
underpinning sustainability communications. By tailoring 
messages to align with consumers’ latitudes of acceptance 
and noncommitment, greening firms can reduce cognitive 
dissonance arousal, minimize perceptions of greenwashing, 
and engage consumers in an iterative sensemaking process. 
Feedback loops allow firms to refine these narratives over 
time, offering a proactive alternative to defense strategies 
like greenhushing or green blushing.

Understanding how firms can develop consumers’ para-
dox mindsets becomes increasingly important as more firms 
engage in greening and consumers place greater emphasis 
on environmental and social responsibility. To successfully 
navigate tensions in sustainability, firms must do more than 
share information; they must help consumers make sense of 
the paradoxical nature of greening. Developing consumers’ 
paradox mindsets can support this process by encouraging 
deeper engagement with firms’ greening efforts, helping 
to sustain and accelerate the sustainable transitions neces-
sary to address complex and interdependent sustainability 
challenges.
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