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Abstract.

This article explores the role of innovative digital communication strategies in achieving
sustainable brand positioning, with a focus on their applicability in the Bulgarian business
environment. Based on empirical research involving communication and marketing
professionals, the paper identifies key trends, challenges, and opportunities for adopting
globally recognized communication models such as those used by IKEA. It proposes a localized
framework tailored to the Bulgarian context, emphasizing digital infrastructure,
organizational culture, human capital, and strategic governance.
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In the era of digital transformation, brand communication
has shifted from traditional models to dynamic, interactive
digital strategies. Digital tools and platforms—such as
social media, augmented reality (AR) , podcasts, and
artificial intelligence (AI)—have redefined how brands
connect with audiences, foster loyalty, and communicate
values. Consumers today expect not only functionality, but
also purpose, transparency, and engagement from the brands
they support.

Global companies like IKEA serve as benchmarks, combining
innovation with sustainability. Their campaigns (e.g.,
#BuyBackFriday, IKEA Sleep Podcast, IKEA Studio AR)
demonstrate how consistent and emotionally resonant
communication can reinforce Dbrand identity while promoting
sustainable values. These efforts are strategically
integrated into their customer journey, building trust and
long-term brand equity.

This paper investigates how such models can be localized
for the Bulgarian market, where digital maturity wvaries and
strategic communication remains underutilized. Despite the
widespread adoption of digital tools, many Bulgarian
businesses still approach communication reactively rather
than strategically. There is a clear need for structured

frameworks that align communication practices with
sustainability goals, business identity, and consumer
expectations. The analysis focuses on the feasibility,

challenges, and readiness of Bulgarian organizations to adopt
these advanced communication strategies, while emphasizing
the importance of contextual adaptation over direct
replication. Digital communication is grounded in theories of
branding, consumer engagement, and strategic influence. At
its core, it serves as a two-way process that not only
delivers messages but also creates relationships and
communities around brands. In contrast to traditional one-
directional advertising, digital communication fosters
interactivity, allowing consumers to co-create meaning, share
feedback, and influence brand narratives 1in real time.
According to Kotler & Keller (2016), effective branding
requires consistency, authenticity, and value communication.
These elements are amplified in the digital space, where the
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speed and transparency of information flow leave little room
for misalignment or superficial engagement. Brands must
embody their values across all digital touchpoints—websites,
social media, mobile apps, and emerging technologies—to
sustain credibility and trust. Sustainability, as framed by
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the European
Green Deal, now demands that brands integrate environmental
and social messaging. This represents a paradigm shift:
corporate communication 1is no longer Jjust about promoting
products or services, but also about taking a stand on global
challenges—climate change, inequality, and resource
efficiency. Consumers increasingly expect Dbusinesses to
contribute meaningfully to these issues, and strategic
communication 1s the key to delivering that expectation
convincingly. Digital platforms—such as Instagram, LinkedIn,
interactive podcasts, and augmented reality (AR)
applications—enable rich storytelling, personalized
messaging, and emotional connection, which are essential for
modern brand equity. These tools empower brands to create
immersive experiences that reflect their mission and values,
especially in sectors 1like retail, services, and consumer
goods. Moreover, data-driven personalization, influencer
engagement, and user—-generated content (UGC) further
reinforce emotional branding, creating a sense of community
and belonging.

Thus, digital communication is not simply a tactical tool,
but a strategic driver of sustainable branding and long-term
competitiveness. The challenge lies in aligning technological
capabilities with authentic messaging and integrated
sustainability commitments—a balance that leading brands like
IKEA have successfully achieved and which others in emerging
markets, such as Bulgaria, are beginning to explore.

The empirical part of this study was conducted via an
online survey aimed at gathering insights into the current
state of digital communication and sustainable Dbranding
practices in the Bulgarian business context. A total of 80
professionals participated, representing fields such as
marketing, public relations, communications, brand
management, and corporate sustainability. Participants were
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drawn from a range of organizations, including small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), large corporations, and
agencies operating in Bulgaria.

The gquestionnaire was structured in four sections:

— Demographics and Organizational Profile - to capture
the size, industry sector, and digital maturity level of each
respondent’s organization.

— Digital Tools and Channels - to assess the use of social
media, websites, AR/VR tools, podcasts, CRM platforms, and
content marketing practices.

— Sustainable Branding Awareness and Implementation - to
gauge the familiarity with sustainability-oriented
communication (e.g., aligned with the UN SDGs or ESG
principles) .

- Perception of Global Practices (IKEA as case study) -
to explore recognition of IKEA campaigns and the perceived
applicability of such strategies within the local market.

— Quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive
statistics (percentages, averages, and frequency
distributions), while gqualitative responses were interpreted
thematically to extract insights about trends, barriers, and
attitudes.

In particular, attention was given to:

— The gap between awareness and implementation of
sustainable digital communication strategies.

— The perceived obstacles, including resource
limitations, lack of training, and cultural or managerial
resistance.

— The interest in future integration of AI-based
personalization, influencer collaborations, and integrated
brand storytelling models.

The use of IKEA as a comparative benchmark allowed for a
practical framing of global Dbest practices, helping to
identify areas where Bulgarian organizations align with or
diverge from leading international communication trends. The
survey ensured respondent anonymity and was distributed
through professional networks, LinkedIn groups, and internal
corporate mailing lists over a 3-week period in 2025. The
design of the instrument followed ethical research
principles, and participation was voluntary. The methodology
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thus combines quantitative breadth with qualitative depth,
providing a well-rounded view of the current landscape and
forming the basis for the analysis and recommendations
presented in the following sections.

Empirical Findings

- 87% of respondents actively use digital platforms such
as social media and company websites.

- 61% recognized IKEA's sustainability campaigns, most
notably #BuyBack and Sleep Podcast.

- 73% Dbelieve such strategies are transferable to
Bulgaria, though they require localization.

— Only 18% of respondents have implemented AR, podcasts,
or gamified communication tools.

— 34% report existing sustainable communication policies
in their organizations.

The findings reveal a strong theoretical awareness among

Bulgarian professionals regarding innovative digital
communication strategies, particularly those emphasizing
sustainability, emotional branding, and audience

personalization. However, the actual implementation capacity
remains modest. A significant proportion of respondents
indicated that, while they understand the principles and
potential of such strategies, their organizations struggle to
execute them effectively.

The primary barriers to implementation include:

— Budget Constraints (62%) — Many SMEs and mid-sized firms
lack the financial resources to invest 1in digital tools,
content production, or specialized personnel.

— Lack of Digital Skills (49%) - There is a skills gap,
particularly in areas such as data analytics, AI integration,
and multimedia content development.

— Conservative Management Attitudes (38%) - Resistance to
change, especially from senior leadership, often slows
digital transformation efforts.

Despite these obstacles, the research uncovered promising
signs of readiness and interest in moving forward. Respondents
expressed considerable openness to:

- Social Media Campaigns (71%) — Seen as cost-effective
and impactful, especially for younger audiences.
— AI-Driven Personalization (64%) - Tools like chatbots,
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recommendation engines, and targeted messaging are viewed as
strategic assets for brand engagement.

— Influencer Partnerships (52%) - Leveraging micro- and
macro-influencers is recognized as a powerful way to increase
visibility and trust.

— These results confirm that Bulgarian organizations can
benefit from global models, such as those used by IKEA,
provided they are carefully adapted to the local environment.
This includes accounting for available resources,
technological readiness, and cultural expectations.
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Figure 1
Reported Barriers to Digital Communication Implementation
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Openness to Innovative Digital Tools
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Conclusion

Sustainable brand positioning in the digital age is not
only possible, but increasingly necessary for companies
aiming to remain competitive, socially relevant, and future-
oriented. As consumer expectations evolve toward
transparency, environmental responsibility, and personalized
engagement, organizations must move beyond traditional
communication tactics. This article demonstrates that
strategic communication, when rooted in authentic
storytelling, data-driven tools, and platform diversity,
plays a pivotal role in aligning brand identity with broader
sustainability agendas. For Bulgarian companies in
particular, the path forward requires a dual approach:
adopting proven global models like those used by IKEA and
simultaneously adapting these strategies to the local digital
landscape, organizational capacity, and cultural context.

The research shows that while there i1s high conceptual
understanding of innovative branding tools (e.g., social
media, podcasts, AR, AI personalization), implementation lags
due to barriers such as limited funding, skills gaps, and
resistance to change. Overcoming these obstacles will depend
on targeted investments in digital capacity building,
internal leadership buy-in, and cross-sector collaboration.
Ultimately, sustainable brand positioning is not a one-off
campaign, but a long-term strategic commitment. It is about
building trust, delivering value consistently, and creating
a brand ecosystem that thrives both commercially and ethically
in the digital age. For Bulgarian businesses, this represents
a unique opportunity to lead not only in communication
innovation but also in social and environmental
transformation.
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