Threading the Narrative: Message Appeal, Credibility, and Engagement in Social Media Messages About Sustainable Cotton

Introduction and Literature Review

Cotton is the world’s most important fiber crop and second most produced oilseed crop (Munsi, 2023). After cultivation and harvesting, cotton is processed into yarn, fabric, and other materials before reaching consumers (Munsi, 2023). In recent years, growing consumer awareness about the environmental impacts of their purchases has increased demand for sustainably produced products (Hustvedt, 2009), including cotton. To meet these demands, companies must effectively communicate sustainable cotton production by simplifying complex information into clear, engaging messages that resonate with consumers (Sivarajah, 2020).

Today’s consumers are motivated by a desire to positively impact their communities and the environment through their purchasing decisions (Miller, 2024), often feeling a moral responsibility to choose sustainable products. Without continued movement toward sustainable agricultural practices, global food systems may fail to meet the needs of a growing population (Trigo, 2021). The U.S. Cotton Trust Protocol, which partners with producers to improve sustainability metrics in exchange for incentives (U.S. Cotton Trust Protocol, 2024), exemplifies an initiative to promote sustainable cotton. The program emphasizes traceability, giving consumers insight into the origins of their cotton products (U.S. Cotton Trust Protocol, 2024). This transparency helps build consumer trust and drive sales growth five times faster than non-sustainable alternatives (Ruiz, 2024), further highlighting consumer demand for sustainability and credible communication. As producers balance profitability with environmental responsibility, understanding consumer priorities regarding sustainable communication is critical. 
	
Social media have emerged as an important space for sustainability conversations (Hamid, 2017; Sivarajah, 2020). These platforms allow diverse audiences to share their unique perspectives and influence public opinion through the tone and framing of the sustainability messages (DiRusso & Myrick, 2021). Prior research shows social media conversations accurately reflect consumer priorities and offer an important channel for communicating sustainability (Hamid, 2017; Sivarajah, 2020). Understanding the themes and message elements within these conversations is key for creating messages that engage and resonate with audiences. 

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on framing theory (Entman, 1993) to examine how sustainable cotton messages on social media highlight certain elements to influence audience perceptions. Framing theory suggests communicators can select particular aspects of a context and increase their salience to influence the way an issue or topic is defined and evaluated by the audience (Scheufele, 1999). Increasing salience makes certain information more meaningful to an audience and enhances processing and retention (Entman, 1993). Through framing, media content can shape the perspectives which consumers use to observe topics and ideas (Scheufele, 1999), transforming information that may have been deemed insignificant into something recognizable. Using the lens of framing theory, this study sought to inform sustainability communication efforts in the cotton industry, enhancing both engagement and message retention.  
Purpose & Research Objectives

The purpose of this study was to examine how sustainable cotton is discussed by consumers on social media. By analyzing these conversations, this study aims to provide insights into consumer motivations and communication techniques that resonate most effectively with sustainability-oriented audiences. The following objectives guided this research: 
	
RO1: Assess the use of emotional and logical appeals in messages about sustainable cotton on social media. 
RO2: Evaluate the credibility of sustainable cotton messages on social media. 
RO3: Examine relationships between emotional appeals, logical appeals, credibility, and engagement in sustainable cotton messages on social media.  

Method

This study analyzed public conversations about sustainable cotton on X (formerly Twitter) using data collected through Sprout Social over a three-month period from February 1, 2025 to April 30, 2025. An initial search including Facebook, Instagram, and X produced an abundance of advertisements, a majority of which came from Instagram and Facebook. X was chosen as the sole source to minimize the number of advertisements in the sample demonstrating a limitation of this study’s methodology. Sprout Social was used due to its proven effectiveness in measuring similar agricultural topics (Lux, 2024), and X was selected for analysis to maximize consumer conversations rather than retailer content or advertisements. Messages were identified using a list of keywords: sustainable cotton, ethical cotton, organic cotton, eco-friendly cotton, environmentally friendly cotton, responsible cotton, regenerative cotton, #sustainablecotton, and #organiccotton. To ensure relevance and reduce the presence of advertisements, promotional language (e.g., “buy it now) and retail links (e.g., eBay, Amazon, t.co) were excluded. A total of 1,747 messages was compiled. Stratified random sampling was used to select 105 messages from each month, resulting in a representative sample of 315 messages to achieve a 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error calculated by Qualtrics’ sample size calculator (Qualtrics, n.d.). 

Messages were coded for the presence or absence of emotional (i.e., triggering feelings or emotions) and logical appeals (i.e., using facts, reasoning, or evidence), which were measured according to procedure established in prior content analyses (Bhatia, 2019; Xie et al., 2022). Messages also received a credibility score based on a credibility scale adapted from previous research (Lux, 2024). Each message was coded on a 0-7 point scale based on the presence of seven credibility-reducing factors including incomplete sentences, grammatical errors, redundancies, bias, slang, profanity, and text abbreviations, where higher scores indicated lower credibility. The messages started with a credibility score of 0 and received 1 point for each credibility-reducing factor. To improve interpretability, credibility scores were reverse coded so that higher values indicated greater credibility. The resulting variable ranged 0 = least credible to 7 = most credible. Engagement was measured as the total of likes, comments, and shares reported by the Sprout Social analysis. After coder training, two coders independently coded 20% of the sample, 63 messages, to establish intercoder reliability. Krippendorf’s α for emotional appeals (α = .97), logical appeals (α = .91), and credibility score (α = .90) indicated strong reliability across all variables. Once reliability was confirmed, one coder completed coding the remaining sample. 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the frequency of emotional and logical appeals (RO1), as well as the presence of credibility scores within the sample (RO2). Pearson’s correlations were conducted to examine the relationships between emotional appeals, logical appeals, credibility, levels of engagement (RO3). We utilized Davis’s (1971) descriptors for interpreting the associations of the correlations (Kotrlik et al., 2011). 

Results

RO1: Assess the use of emotional and logical appeals in messages about sustainable cotton on social media. 

The presence of emotional and logical appeals across the sample are presented in Table 1. Messages were coded as displaying only emotional appeals, only logical appeals, both emotional and logical appeals, or neither type of appeal. Emotional appeals were present in 37.5% (f = 118) of the messages, while logical appeals appeared in 25.4% (f = 80). However, only 1 message (0.3%) featured both appeal types. Most messages relied on a single type of appeal or none at all. 

Table 1
Presence of Emotional and Logical Appeals in Messages (N = 315)
	Appeal Type
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Neither
	118
	37.5%

	Only emotional
	117
	37.1%

	Only logical
	79
	25.1%

	Both emotional & logical
	1
	0.3%



RO2: Evaluate the credibility of sustainable cotton messages on social media. 

The mean credibility score was 6.14 (SD = 1.15), indicating a majority of the messages were highly credible. Over half (54.9%, f = 173) of messages received the maximum score of 7 with no credibility-reducing features. Nearly 20% (19.7%, f = 62) scored 6 and 12.1% (f = 38) scored 5, meaning 86.7% (f = 273) exhibited high credibility. Only 0.3% (f = 1) received the lowest score of 1. The presence of credibility scores across the sample are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2
Presence of Credibility Scores in Messages (N = 315)
	Score
	Frequency
	Percentage

	0 (Low Credibility)
	0
	0.0%

	1 
	1
	0.3%

	2
	0
	0.0%

	3
	4
	1.3%

	4
	37
	11.7%

	5
	38
	12.1%

	6
	62
	19.7%

	7 (High Credibility)
	173
	54.9%


Note: Mean credibility was 6.14 (SD = 1.15), with a median of 7.00. Messages were reverse coded, so higher scores indicate greater credibility. 
RO3: Examine relationships between emotional appeals, logical appeals, credibility, and engagement in sustainable cotton messages on social media.  

Mean engagement was 1.82 (SD = 8.07) with a median of 0.00. The relationships between each coded variable are outlined in Table 3. Emotional appeals revealed a moderate positive correlation with logical appeals (r = -.436, p < .001), indicating messages tend to utilize either appeal, but rarely both. Emotional appeals had a substantial negative correlation with credibility scores (r = -.655, p < .001), suggesting messages with emotional appeals tended to have lower credibility. No significant correlations emerged between engagement and emotional appeals (r = .046, p = .417), engagement and logical appeals (r = .025, p = .660), or engagement and credibility (r = -.079, p = .163). 

Table 3
Correlations between variables
	Variables
	Correlation

	Emotional and logical appeals
	r = -.436, p < .001

	Emotional appeal and credibility score
	r = -.655, p < .001

	Emotional appeal and engagement
	r = .046, p = .417

	Logical appeal and engagement
	r = .025, p = .660

	Engagement and credibility score
	r = -.079, p = .163



Conclusions & Discussion

This study examined how sustainable cotton was discussed on social media, focusing on the presence of emotional appeals, logical appeals, message credibility, and engagement. Framing theory (Entman, 1993) guided the analysis, offering an understanding of how message components may increase the salience of certain ideas over others, and revealing several trends. Findings suggested that while emotional appeals were more common than logical appeals, neither was dominant across the dataset. Very few messages applied both, indicating a clear divide in how users choose to frame sustainability. While prior studies have emphasized the persuasive strength of combining emotional and logical appeals (Bhatia, 2019; Xie et al., 2022), this sample revealed a strong preference for using one or the other, and most often emotional. This highlights a potential missed opportunity for social media users to build more holistic, engaging sustainability messages. 

Messages containing emotional appeals were associated with lower credibility scores, more often including features such as redundancy, bias, or informal language. While this may not necessarily be indicative of audience perception, it does indicate that emotional framing on social media may sometimes come at the expense of message polish and clarity. From the perspective of framing theory, this suggests emphasizing emotion may reduce the prominence of other credibility-enhancing attributes. Based on framing theory’s assertion that what is excluded from a message can reduce the persuasive power of what is included (Entman, 1993; Scheufele, 1999), the credibility-reducing features could be counteracting the message effectiveness increased by emotional appeals. 

No significant correlations emerged between the type of appeals and engagement, nor engagement and credibility. This contradicts prior findings that emotional content tends to increase engagement on social platforms (Hamid, 2017). One possible explanation could be users on X prioritizing alignment with their own values or identities over message appeals and quality. Alternatively, the contradiction could reflect the complexity of sustainability topics, where engagement is influenced by a broader social context rather than any specific message feature. 

Framing theory emphasizes that how information is presented can shape public understanding by making certain elements more prominent (Entman, 1993). This study affirms social media users selectively focus on emotion or logic when constructing their sustainability narratives, but rarely both. However, the lack of engagement differences across frames complicates assumptions about the effects of framing in an engagement-focused media environment. Future applications of framing theory may need to consider message credibility as a framing component, particularly in peer-to-peer communication, to obtain a more well-rounded picture of how framing affects engagement. 

Recommendations

The findings from this study brought forth many recommendations, both practical and for future research. Users seeking to communicate about sustainability should improve message quality while maintaining an emotional appeal. Emotional appeals can capture attention (Xie at al., 2022), but communicators should ensure high standards of clarity and professionalism to maintain credibility and attract positive attention. Additionally, including data, statistics, or cause-and effect explanations in messaging may enhance trust when combined with emotional appeals (Bhatia, 2019), fostering engagement and maintaining credibility. Lastly, communicators should consider aiming for value alignment and retention rather than reach. Different combinations of message factors could have more impact if designed for the purpose of not only fostering engagement, but also improving understanding and behavioral intent. 

Future research should investigate the impact of combining emotional and logical appeals on message engagement. This study found that messages tend to rely on only one, producing low engagement. Investigation on the combination of both could offer insight into whether the message design or other, external factors are contributing to the lack of engagement. The lack of correlation between message features and engagement may indicate external factors in a broader social context or visual messages, which were not included in this study, could matter more. Additionally, researchers should explore audiences perceive message credibility across different message strategies. This credibility coding framework captured objective markers of message quality, but did not provide any insight into audiences’ perceptions of these markers. Lastly, future research should extend framing theory by incorporating credibility as an element of framing. Features like grammar and professionalism themselves could serve as framing tools that impact message salience, warranting further theoretical exploration. 
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