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Abstract
This study provides a comprehensive overview of greenwashing research in busi-
ness and management, focusing on its conceptual and theoretical foundations. 
Through a systematic literature review of 97 peer-reviewed articles from Scopus 
and Web of Science, we use bibliometric analysis to map the evolution of gre-
enwashing studies and network analysis and identify four thematic clusters: (1) 
symbolic management and CSR communication, (2) environmental regulations and 
institutional complexity, (3) performance and sustainable practices, and (4) market-
ing, perception, and trust. Additionally, we perform a full-text analysis to map the 
theoretical frameworks employed across these clusters, revealing the dominance of 
macro-level theories (e.g., legitimacy, institutional, and stakeholder theories) and 
their cross-level interactions with meso- and micro-level approaches. By devel-
oping a multi-level theoretical framework, we provide a structured approach to 
understanding greenwashing across different analytical layers. Then, focusing on 
the theories used to investigate greenwashing, we identify some avenues for future 
research. This study has practical implications for understanding how greenwashing 
affects corporate governance, financial performance, and stakeholder trust, provid-
ing insights for enhancing transparency and accountability in sustainable business 
practices.
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1  Introduction

In an era where environmental consciousness is increasingly at the forefront of public 
discourse, companies are under mounting pressure to adhere to eco-friendly practices 
(Santos et al. 2023; Szabo and Webster 2021). This pressure is part of a broader 
expectation for corporate social responsibility (CSR), a concept that encompasses a 
company’s voluntary actions to integrate social, environmental, and economic con-
cerns into their business operations and stakeholder interactions (Yang et al. 2024). 
Concurrently, consumers are becoming more discerning, increasingly scrutinizing 
the authenticity of corporate eco-friendly claims (Chatterjee et al. 2024). Sensing the 
potential repercussions for their brand integrity and social legitimacy, some organiza-
tions could create exaggerated or misleading portrayals of their environmental initia-
tives (Heras-Saizarbitoria et al. 2020; Shuang et al. 2024).

In response to these pressures and incentives for CSR, a growing number of firms 
are engaging in “CSR washing” or decoupling—that is, engaging in symbolic com-
munication about their CSR initiatives without making substantive changes to their 
organizational structure and practices (Talpur et al. 2023). Originating in neo-institu-
tional theory, the concept of decoupling refers to when an organization seeks to gain 
legitimacy by adopting a façade of acquiescence to widely held societal norms while 
making—whether intentionally or not—minimal commensurate changes to internal 
practices (Ali Gull et al. 2023; Graafland and Smid 2019). As such, CSR scholars 
have extensively used decoupling to conceptualize a divergence between CSR com-
munication and CSR practice (Pope and Wæraas 2016). This strategy, commonly 
known as “greenwashing” when applied to environmental claims, aims to project 
an environmentally responsible facade that may not necessarily reflect the organiza-
tion’s actual environmental conduct (Vangeli et al. 2023). The term was coined by 
environmentalist Jay Westerveld in the 1980s in response to his personal experience 
staying at a hotel that encouraged guests to reuse towels for ecological reasons while 
lacking a genuine environmental strategy (Motavalli 2011). This concept, inspired by 
“whitewashing”—the practice of concealing or diminishing negative information—
pertains specifically to sustainability. So, although a consistent academic consensus 
on the definition of greenwashing remains elusive (Torelli et al. 2020), it generally 
describes the act of misleadingly portraying products, services, or corporate policies 
as environmentally friendly, or overstating their ecological advantages (de Freitas 
Netto et al. 2020).

As highlighted in a recent report from RepRisk (2023), one of the world’s largest 
ESG science companies, there was a 35% increase in greenwashing incidents glob-
ally in 2023 compared to 2022. The comprehensive analysis conducted by RepRisk, 
encompassing data from more than 100,000 public and private entities across 165 
countries (while excluding corporate self-disclosures), identified the oil and gas sec-
tor as the primary contributor to this trend, followed by the financial services and 
banking industries. These latter sectors experienced a 70% surge in greenwashing 
incidents, reflecting their growing involvement in these practices. Additionally, the 
report found that 18% of the companies engaged in greenwashing since 2018 have 
also participated in “social washing”. This global analysis underscores the pervasive 
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nature of greenwashing across various industries and geographical regions, highlight-
ing the increasing entanglement of environmental and social issues in CSR practices.

Given this background, the terms greenwashing, CSR washing, and CSR decou-
pling have gained significant attention in academic circles, particularly in the market-
ing and management domains. This includes investigations into public responses to 
greenwashing events and communication (Blazkova et al. 2023; Liu et al. 2023), as 
well as brand trust, consumer behavior, and purchase intentions (Nyilasy et al. 2014; 
Vangeli et al. 2023). More recently, a broader range of disciplines has examined the 
strategic decisions and organizational mechanisms that spur greenwashing (Kim and 
Lyon 2015; Lyon and Maxwell 2011), alongside the role of accounting, environmental 
disclosure (Barbu et al. 2022; De Meyst et al. 2023; Sciulli and Adhariani 2023), and 
“green finance,” which links environmental claims to financial strategies and invest-
ment decisions (Bandini et al. 2022; Deschryver and de Mariz 2020; Tuhkanen and 
Vulturius 2022). In addition, efforts to quantify greenwashing at the firm level have 
emerged, introducing indicators that measure the gap between a company’s perceived 
and actual environmental performance (Dorfleitner and Utz 2023). This broadened 
focus has led to various studies aimed at consolidating greenwashing research. Such 
work often includes bibliometric analyses to chart and scrutinize relevant scholarly 
work, providing overviews of field trends and summaries of past research findings 
(Pendse et al. 2023; Wang et al. 2023). Researchers have also examined the basic 
principles and categories of greenwashing (de Freitas Netto et al. 2020), its links 
with stakeholder management (Santos et al. 2023), and its origins, classifications, and 
impacts (Yang et al. 2020). Lastly, efforts have been made to explore greenwashing as 
it relates to specific sectors or contexts, like the agri-food industry (Montero-Navarro 
et al. 2021) and supply chain management (Inês et al. 2023).

However, none of these systematic literature reviews (SLRs) have investigated 
which theories have informed studies related to greenwashing. As a result, several 
scholars have emphasized the need for theoretical investigations (Bernini and La 
Rosa 2023; Gatti et al. 2019; Schmuck et al. 2018; Wagner et al. 2020) since theories 
offer more than descriptive insights; they provide analytical frameworks that explain 
how greenwashing practices interact with various factors, offering a comprehensive 
view of this complex phenomenon. Equally important is the identification of key 
thematic clusters within the literature. These clusters highlight focal areas and expose 
both well-explored and under-researched aspects of greenwashing (de Freitas Netto 
et al. 2020). Understanding how theories and themes interact is critical for addressing 
the gaps in the literature and providing actionable insights into greenwashing prac-
tices, offering practical implications for both academics and practitioners. Hence, our 
work extends prior reviews by exploring the intersections between thematic clusters 
and their underlying conceptual foundations, as well as the theories used to inves-
tigate greenwashing. We identify areas where theoretical contributions are lacking 
and suggest opportunities for cross-fertilization. This systematic review, therefore, 
bridges existing gaps and provides a more integrated understanding of how green-
washing theories align with thematic clusters. Accordingly, our study addresses four 
research questions:
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RQ1  How has the business and management literature addressing greenwashing 
evolved over time?

RQ2  How have different theoretical perspectives informed the distinct thematic clus-
ters within the greenwashing literature?

RQ3  What are the prevalent theoretical perspectives in greenwashing studies, and 
how do they interrelate?

RQ4  How can future studies address existing gaps in greenwashing research?

To answer these research questions, our examination progresses through different 
phases. First, we outline the methodology and review protocol employed in this 
study. We then present the descriptive results of the final sample, consisting of 97 
articles from Scopus and Web of Science, selected based on our inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria. Next, based on a keywords co-occurrence analysis and an in-depth 
qualitative review of the papers’ full texts, we discuss the four thematic clusters that 
emerge: (1) symbolic management and CSR communication, (2) environmental reg-
ulations and institutional complexity, (3) performance and sustainable practices, and 
(4) marketing, perception, and trust. In the fourth phase, we combine this qualitative 
thematic analysis with network analysis to highlight the key theories and theoretical 
frameworks within greenwashing studies and develop recommendations to advance 
research in the field of greenwashing. Finally, we delineate the study’s main limita-
tions and further developments.

This comprehensive approach not only contributes to the academic discourse 
but also has significant implications for understanding and addressing greenwash-
ing practices in real-world contexts. The investigation of greenwashing from a theo-
retical perspective is crucial for developing a comprehensive understanding of this 
complex phenomenon. This structured approach enables researchers to navigate the 
complex landscape of greenwashing studies more effectively, and examining the the-
ories used in greenwashing research helps to uncover the underlying assumptions and 
explanatory mechanisms proposed by different scholars. Hence, this theoretical lens 
can reveal how various research domains conceptualize and explain greenwashing, 
potentially leading to a more nuanced and multifaceted understanding of the phe-
nomenon. The implications of this theoretical analysis also extend beyond academia, 
as a solid theoretical foundation can inform more effective strategies for identifying, 
preventing, and addressing greenwashing practices in real-world contexts. By syn-
thesizing different theories and examining their alignment with key themes, we aim 
to facilitate the application of theoretical frameworks at different levels of analysis in 
greenwashing research.
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2  Theoretical background

Over the years, the concept of greenwashing has evolved into a multifaceted phe-
nomenon situated at the intersection of corporate communication, environmental 
responsibility, and stakeholder perceptions. Initially framed as disinformation propa-
gated by organizations to shape their public image, it encapsulated the essence of 
misleading environmental claims aimed at building a more favorable brand percep-
tion (Laufer 2003). Subsequent research broadened this view, with Delmas and Bur-
bano (2011) characterizing greenwashing as the intersection of poor environmental 
performance and positive communication about environmental performance. This 
definition highlights the critical discrepancy between a company’s actions and its 
communications, a key aspect of greenwashing. Moreover, Delmas and Burbano’s 
(2011) seminal paper offered a comprehensive analysis of the multilevel drivers 
behind greenwashing, which can be categorized into external (e.g., market forces 
and regulatory contexts), organizational (e.g., firm characteristics, organizational cul-
ture, incentive structures), and individual (e.g., cognitive biases and decision-making 
mechanisms) factors. Their work laid the foundation for a more nuanced understand-
ing of the drivers and implications of greenwashing at different levels of analysis. 
Matejek and Gössling (2014) further dissected the concept, viewing greenwashing as 
a company’s deliberate manipulation of environmental communications; they noted 
that symbolic actions could entirely overshadow substantial environmental efforts. 
Meanwhile, Lyon and Maxwell (2011) emphasized the strategic nature of greenwash-
ing, viewed as messages intentionally crafted by companies to create a more favor-
able environmental image than their actual practices warrant. This strategic aspect 
is further explored with signaling theory, which has been instrumental in explaining 
how companies use green claims as a means of conveying (misleading) information 
about their environmental performance to stakeholders (Kim and Lyon 2015).

In this regard, another important contribution to the conceptualization of green-
washing has come from Mahoney et al. (2013); they highlighted that greenwash-
ing can involve selective positive disclosure, where companies emphasize favorable 
environmental outcomes to impress stakeholders, even if not entirely true. Accord-
ingly, Guo et al. (2017) emphasized that greenwashing often arises as firms attempt 
to balance pressures from different stakeholder groups, leading to selective environ-
mental disclosure as a strategic choice aimed at mitigating reputational risks and 
enhancing legitimacy in the eyes of stakeholders. However, Marquis et al. (2016) 
challenged this view, finding that firms with poor environmental performance are 
less likely to engage in selective disclosure. Indeed, their research suggested that 
poor environmental practices increase visibility and push firms toward transparency, 
particularly in countries with stronger scrutiny and global norms. Two main drivers 
of greenwashing emerge from this perspective, rooted in the intersection of institu-
tional and stakeholder theories (Ferrón-Vílchez et al. 2021): a proactive approach, 
where greenwashing is driven by internal strategic decisions to gain legitimacy, and a 
reactive approach, which responds to external pressures such as societal norms, regu-
lations, and expectations that shape organizational behavior toward environmental 
responsibility.
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In this vein, another evolution in the understanding of greenwashing is reflected 
in Seele and Gatti’s (2017) accusatory-based definition, which frames greenwashing 
as a co-created external accusation based on perceived misleading environmental 
claims. Arguing that greenwashing is largely shaped by stakeholder perceptions, they 
highlight the relational dynamics between organizations and external parties, further 
underscoring the importance of external perceptions in defining and identifying gre-
enwashing practices. However, besides these conceptualizations, most researchers 
rely on definitions of greenwashing from authoritative sources like the Oxford Eng-
lish Dictionary and Greenpeace, which define it as deliberate corporate actions aimed 
at misleading stakeholders about environmental performance (Zioło et al. 2024). The 
debate around the intentionality of greenwashing is significant, with scholars like 
Nyilasy et al. (2014) and Bowen and Aragon-Correa (2014) arguing that it should 
only be considered greenwashing when there is clear intent to deceive. In this regard, 
Szabo and Webster (2021) suggest that companies with a history of greenwashing 
need to transition to truthful practices to rebuild trust, potentially using “anti-impact” 
reports that acknowledge sustainability gaps. For unintentional greenwashers, under-
standing environmental impacts across the supply chain and seeking additional ways 
to differentiate—beyond marketing—is critical.

These diverse perspectives reflect the multidisciplinary nature of greenwashing 
and the challenge of establishing a unified definition, as greenwashing manifests at 
various organizational levels, from product-level claims to firm-wide sustainability 
communications. Despite efforts to categorize its forms, the complexity of corpo-
rate communication, environmental challenges, and regulatory variations underscore 
the need for a strong theoretical foundation to effectively understand and address 
greenwashing. While various theories have been applied, ranging from institutional 
theory to stakeholder, legitimacy, and signaling theories, this study aims to develop 
a more cohesive and integrated framework of these perspectives to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of greenwashing. Indeed, emerging forms such as 
“greenwishing” (unrealistic environmental promises) and “greenhushing” (under-
communication of environmental initiatives, a practice also referred to as “brown-
washing”) have introduced additional dimensions to the problem (Seele and Gatti 
2017; Testa et al. 2018b). Moreover, as environmental concerns increasingly influ-
ence corporate strategy and public discourse, the multifaceted nature of greenwashing 
calls for exploring how the different themes related to greenwashing have informed 
the different theories used to investigate the phenomenon (Bernini and La Rosa 2023; 
Schmuck et al. 2018).

In addition, recent research has further expanded the conceptual framework of 
greenwashing by situating it within the broader context of CSR decoupling, which 
occurs when there is a misalignment between a company’s public commitments or 
reports on sustainability (the “talk”) and its actual performance or implementation of 
these commitments (the “walk”) (Amores-Salvadó et al. 2023; Tashman et al. 2019). 
In this framework, greenwashing represents a positive gap in CSR decoupling, where 
external communication exceeds internal action. As a result, several scholars have 
recognized that a more nuanced understanding of greenwashing must consider the 
broader concept of CSR decoupling or CSR washing (Talpur et al. 2023; Velte 2023). 
For example, de Freitas Netto et al. (2020) acknowledged that not considering terms 
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such as CSR washing and decoupling represented a limitation of their study, influenc-
ing the number of articles selected in their SLR. A similar limitation was found in 
previous bibliometric studies and SLRs on the topic (Santos et al. 2023; Wang et al. 
2023; Yang et al. 2020). This study addresses these gaps by mapping the alignment 
between theoretical frameworks and key thematic clusters in greenwashing literature. 
By identifying the theories that have informed greenwashing research, we provide 
insights into how future studies can build on these foundations to address existing 
gaps and offer new avenues for cross-fertilization across disciplines.

3  Methodology

As Tranfield et al. (2003) highlight, SLRs are foundational in consolidating knowl-
edge within a research field and in presenting the current state of the art and identify-
ing gaps to direct future research. Systematic reviews are thus pivotal in expanding 
and refining the understanding of a research area, providing depth and context (Sauer 
and Seuring 2023). They involve a thorough evaluation of literature grounded in 
well-defined research problems and a methodical, critical examination of pub-
lished studies. This approach aims to surpass the limitations of conventional nar-
rative reviews by implementing comprehensive, unbiased, and transparent steps in 
all research phases, from sampling to data collection and reporting (Christofi et al. 
2017). The replicable nature of SLRs ensures robust, valid, and broadly applicable 
findings, fostering academic discourse, guiding public policy, and enhancing stake-
holder awareness (Paul et al. 2021). In this study, we follow the four structured steps 
outlined by Kraus et al. (2020): planning the review (as delineated within the intro-
duction), identifying and evaluating studies, extracting and synthesizing data, and 
disseminating the review findings. This approach ensures transparency, replicability, 
and verifiability, maintaining the integrity of the research (Baima et al. 2020; Vrontis 
et al. 2022).

In the first step of our data analysis, we performed a bibliometric analysis of sam-
ple papers through the R-package Bibliometrix (Aria and Cuccurullo 2017), which 
allowed us to generate a variety of visual representations of our bibliometric data 
through its powerful data visualization capabilities. This tool is increasingly popular 
among management scholars for analyzing bibliographic databases (Forliano et al. 
2021; Martín-Navarro et al. 2023).

The second step involved using VOSviewer software for conducting network 
analysis and visualizing clusters through keyword co-occurrence analysis, paired 
with a full-text review of the papers to enable a thematic investigation (Kraus et al. 
2022; Öztürk et al. 2024). As done in previous SLRs for more thorough and repeat-
able outcomes than what could be achieved through manual analysis (De Bernardi et 
al. 2021; Schöbel et al. 2024), this step also included normalizing the dataset of raw 
keywords using OpenRefine (https://openrefine.org). OpenRefine is an open-source 
software designed to help clean up large datasets; it offers several algorithms and 
clustering methods for identifying similar keywords in terms of spelling or phonetics 
(Verborgh and De Wilde 2013), accounting for variations such as different spell-
ings, singular versus plural forms, British versus American English, use of hyphens, 
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and other similar factors. It is important to note that OpenRefine does not automati-
cally merge these similar terms but instead suggests potential matches to be manually 
approved. Hence, we proceeded accordingly, ensuring that we maintained control 
over the whole data cleaning process. This process was necessary to ensure consis-
tency in keywords that essentially meant the same thing but were represented differ-
ently in the dataset (e.g., “greenwashing,” “green-washing,” “green washing”). After 
this initial round of computer-assisted cleaning, we performed an additional manual 
review to address variations in terminology that OpenRefine could not identify. For 
example, we manually reconciled instances in which acronyms were used, such as 
“Corporate Social Responsibility” and “CSR” or “Environmental, Social, and Gover-
nance” and “ESG.” This normalization process is crucial for keyword co-occurrence 
analysis, as network nodes depend on keyword frequencies, and inconsistencies 
could result in similar keywords appearing in different clusters and potentially com-
promise the thematic analysis.

3.1  Data collection

To fulfill our research objectives, we began by selecting the two most prominent 
bibliographic databases in social sciences for gathering raw data (Battisti et al. 2023; 
Bertello et al. 2023): Web of Science (WoS) by Clarivate Analytics and Scopus by 
Elsevier. WoS encompasses over 15,000 journals and more than 90 million docu-
ments, while Scopus indexes upwards of 20,000 active titles, including peer-reviewed 
journals, books, and conference proceedings, amounting to around 69 million records. 
Following previous bibliometric studies and SLRs on the subject (e.g., Moodaley and 
Telukdarie 2023; Talpur et al. 2023; Vangeli et al. 2023), we developed a search 
string to capture studies investigating greenwashing. In addition, our keyword selec-
tion was informed by the evolving understanding of greenwashing within the broader 
context of CSR practices, as discussed in our theoretical background. Hence, we 
aimed to address the limitations noted in previous SLRs, which acknowledged that 
not considering terms such as CSR washing and decoupling may have restricted their 
scope (de Freitas Netto et al. 2020; Santos et al. 2023; Wang et al. 2023; Yang et al. 
2020). While this search string included CSR-related terms, our study maintained a 
central focus on greenwashing. The inclusion of these additional terms was designed 
to capture studies that discuss greenwashing within the context of CSR decoupling 
or CSR washing so that we could include research on broader misleading CSR com-
munications and the misalignment between CSR communication and environmental 
practices, as recent literature has situated greenwashing within this broader frame-
work. However, our subsequent screening process ensured that only papers with gre-
enwashing as a central theme were included in the final analysis. The Scopus search 
string was as follows: TITLE-ABS-KEY (greenwash* OR ((csr OR "corporate social 
responsibilit*") W/3 (wash* OR decoup*))). We used the Boolean operator “OR” to 
combine these keywords and wildcards and capture all the potential combinations 
of specific words. Moreover, to enhance the comprehensiveness and precision of the 
results (Buchkremer et al. 2019), we employed the proximity operator W/3 in Scopus 
and its equivalent NEAR/3 in Web of Science, allowing for a targeted search where 
two keywords must appear within three words of each other. As shown in Fig. 1, the 
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initial search (conducted in September 2023) yielded 1,165 results in Scopus and 766 
results in WoS. To refine our dataset, we subsequently applied some inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, as detailed in the following paragraph.

3.2  Inclusion and exclusion criteria

In our investigation of greenwashing, language limitations led us to consider only 
English-language articles (Follmer and Jones 2018). Second, like other systematic 
reviews, we sought only articles published in scholarly peer-reviewed journals, 
regarded as containing the most influential and validated knowledge (Keupp et al. 
2012). Thus, we excluded books, book chapters, editorials, working papers, and con-
ference proceedings. Third, applying the relevant categories in Scopus and WoS, we 
further refined the sample by focusing on the articles’ research fields. Hence, we 
included only those published in the business and management domains. This led 
to 389 articles in Scopus and 294 in WoS. After removing duplicates, further refine-
ment was conducted by selecting studies from journals ranked 3 or above in the latest 
Academic Journal Guide (Chartered Association of Business Schools 2021). This 
ranking is highly regarded in business and management studies, and, as shown in 
Kraus et al. (2020), it is comparable with other criteria, like the JCR Impact Factors 
and the German VHB-JOURQUAL3 (JQ3). Hence, following previous SLRs that 
adopted the same approach (Buchkremer et al. 2019; Kossyva et al. 2023), we could 
focus on the most pertinent and current knowledge on the topic while keeping the 
sample size manageable.

Fig. 1  Overall research design. Source: Own elaboration
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After downloading the remaining 151 articles, we implemented a rigorous two-
stage screening process. In the first stage, each researcher independently scrutinized 
the titles and abstracts of all articles. We included articles that focused primarily on 
greenwashing in a business or management context and contributed to understand-
ing the evolution, theoretical foundations, or practical implications of greenwash-
ing. In cases of uncertainty, we proceeded to a second stage involving a full-text 
review. During this stage, we assessed whether the article addressed greenwashing as 
a central theme rather than merely mentioning it, and whether it offered substantive 
discussion or implications regarding greenwashing. Importantly, we did not exclude 
articles based on the absence of explicit theoretical references. This decision was 
made to ensure that we captured a full spectrum of greenwashing research, including 
practice-led studies that implicitly inform theoretical advancements. By including 
these articles, we aimed to provide a more comprehensive analysis that encompasses 
both conceptual and applied perspectives, thus enriching our mapping of the field. 
This approach resulted in the selection of 97 articles.

4  Descriptive results of research on greenwashing

In this section, we present a bibliometric analysis conducted as part of our SLR on 
greenwashing. This analysis utilizes various performance indicators to address the 
primary research question of our study: RQ1. How has the business and manage-
ment literature addressing greenwashing evolved over time? We thus undertook a 
comprehensive descriptive examination of our sample of research papers to trace the 
evolution of articles over time, identify the most frequently cited articles, determine 
the most prolific journals and countries, and recognize the authors with the highest 
productivity and influence in this field.

As shown in Fig. 2, the analysis of article trends within our timeframe (i.e., 2003–
2023) reveals a relatively low and stable number of articles published until 2012, 
fluctuating between 1 and 3 articles per year. This suggests that greenwashing was 
not a primary focus of research or public debate during those years. Since 2013, 
there has been a notable increase in the number of articles addressing greenwashing, 
likely in response to various international regulations and guidelines aimed at curb-
ing such practices, such as the 2012 update of the United States’ Green Guides and 
Australia’s 2011 introduction of provisions against misleading environmental claims. 
However, the greatest surge in scholarly interest is observed after 2015. Indeed, the 
notable uptick in sustainability interest following the establishment of the Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement in 2015 led to increased 
environmental commitments from various sectors. Subsequently, the legitimacy of 
these pledges increasingly came under scrutiny, emphasizing the need for truthful 
and non-deceptive claims. Furthermore, another significant peak in research interest 
is evident post-2019, likely driven by renewed interest due to the European Green 
Deal. Advocating for sustainable growth and stricter regulation of companies’ envi-
ronmental information, this policy led the European Commission to adopt a proposal 
for a directive on green claims in March 2023.
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To assess the most impactful research in the field of greenwashing, we categorized 
articles based on the citations they received (Table 1). Citations often synthesize the 
influence of a publication into a single metric, providing a robust measure for identi-
fying key scholarly contributions (Merigó et al. 2016). In particular, to avoid penal-
izing more recent articles, Table 1 ranks the 15 most influential articles based on the 
average number of citations received per year (TC/Y) instead of total citations (TC).

As shown in Table 1, the three most influential articles in our sample are Del-
mas and Burbano (2011), Szabo and Webster (2021), and Marquis et al. (2016). Dis-
tinguishing between environmental, organizational, and individual-level drivers of 
greenwashing, Delmas and Burbano (2011) received the highest number of yearly 
citations and total citations (TC/Y 69.38, TC 902). The second most cited article is 
Szabo and Webster (2021) (TC/Y 53.67, TC 161), which employed a mixed-method 
approach to examine the implications of green marketing and perceived greenwash-
ing, offering insights into consumer perceptions and company challenges in environ-
mental communication. Notably, this study introduced a methodological innovation 
by using neurophysiological measurements, marking a departure from traditional 
self-reported surveys to study consumer responses to greenwashing. Marquis et 
al. (2016), the third most cited article (TC/Y 45.25, TC 362), challenged previous 
assumptions about selective disclosure practices in firms with poor environmental 
performance, contributing to our understanding of how institutional pressures influ-
ence corporate environmental transparency. These highly cited works represent sig-
nificant contributions to the field, shaping our understanding of greenwashing from 
organizational, consumer, and institutional perspectives.

Although the Journal of Business Ethics appears 6 times among the 15 most influ-
ential papers (see Table 1), Table 2 shows that the journal that publishes the most 
articles on greenwashing is Business Strategy and the Environment (22), followed by 
the Journal of Business Ethics (21) and Business and Society (4). This distribution 
suggests a comprehensive investigation of greenwashing across multiple dimensions 

Fig. 2  Distribution of publications over time. Source: Own elaboration
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of business and ethics. While Business Strategy and the Environment leads, indicat-
ing a strong focus on the strategic implications of greenwashing for businesses and 
their environmental policies, the Journal of Business Ethics closely follows, high-
lighting the growing concern and scrutiny over the ethical aspects of greenwashing in 
corporate practices. Moreover, the presence of journals with a more specialized focus 
shows that greenwashing is not just a critical issue in business strategy and ethics but 
also impacts a wide range of business functions and sectors. It reflects an expanding 

Table 1  Citation analysis for the top 15 papers in the dataset, sorted by average yearly citations received 
(TC/Y). Source: Own elaboration
# Author Year Title Journal TC/Y TC
1 Delmas and 

Burbano
2011 The Drivers of Greenwashing Calif. 

Manag. Rev
69.38 902

2 Szabo and 
Webster

2021 Perceived Greenwashing: The Effects of 
Green Marketing on Environmental and 
Product Perceptions

J. Bus. 
Ethics

53.67 161

3 Marquis et al 2016 Scrutiny, Norms, and Selective Disclosure: A 
Global Study of Greenwashing

Organ. Sci 45.25 362

4 Lyon and 
Montgomery

2015 The Means and End of Greenwash Organ. 
Environ

44.22 398

5 Chen and 
Chang

2013 Greenwash and Green Trust: The Mediation 
Effects of Green Consumer Confusion and 
Green Perceived Risk

J. Bus. 
Ethics

43.27 476

6 Wu and Shen 2013 Corporate Social Responsibility in the 
Banking Industry: Motives and Financial 
Performance

J. Bank. 
Financ

38.55 424

7 Testa et al 2018 Internalization of Environmental Practices 
and Institutional Complexity: Can Stakehold-
ers Pressures Encourage Greenwashing?

J. Bus. 
Ethics

37.50 225

8 Laufer 2003 Social Accountability and Corporate 
Greenwashing

J. Bus. 
Ethics

34.95 734

9 Siano et al 2017 “More Than Words”: Expanding the Tax-
onomy of Greenwashing After the Volkswa-
gen Scandal

J. Bus. Res 33.43 234

10 Parguel et al 2011 How Sustainability Ratings Might Deter 
‘Greenwashing’: A Closer Look at Ethical 
Corporate Communication

J. Bus. 
Ethics

32.62 424

11 Torelli et al 2020 Greenwashing and Environmental Communi-
cation: Effects on Stakeholders’ Perceptions

Bus. Strat. 
Environ

31.25 125

12 Lee and 
Raschke

2023 Stakeholder Legitimacy in Firm Greening 
and Financial Performance: What About 
Greenwashing Temptations?

J. Bus. Res 31.00 31

13 Nyilasy et al 2014 Perceived Greenwashing: The Interactive 
Effects of Green Advertising and Corporate 
Environmental Performance on Consumer 
Reactions

J. Bus. 
Ethics

30.30 303

14 Mahoney et al 2013 A research Note on Standalone Corporate 
Social Responsibility Reports: Signaling or 
Greenwashing?

Crit. 
Perspect. 
Account

29.36 323

15 Kim and Lyon 2015 Greenwash vs Brownwash: Exaggeration and 
Undue Modesty in Corporate Sustainability 
Disclosure

Organ. Sci 28.33 255
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recognition of greenwashing’s implications across different business domains, from 
marketing and finance to organizational behavior and tourism management—reflect-
ing a broader scope in recent years.

Table 1 highlighted the most cited articles on greenwashing, showcasing their 
influence in the field, while Table 2 presented the most productive journals, indicat-
ing their contribution to greenwashing research. Impact and productivity are both 
key metrics in academic research. In Fig. 3, these metrics are combined to assess 
the significance of authors in the domain of greenwashing over time. Productivity is 

Fig. 3  Top 15 authors’ production over time. Note The size of the circle correlates with the number of 
articles the author has published that year. The color’s intensity indicates the annual citations received. 
Source: Biblioshiny, based on the dataset (colour figure online)

 

# Journal TP
1 Business Strategy and the Environment 22
2 Journal of Business Ethics 21
3 Business and Society 4
4 International Review of Financial Analysis 3
5 Journal of Advertising 3
6 Journal of Business Research 3
7 Organization and Environment 3
8 Industrial Marketing Management 2
9 International Journal of Contemporary Hospi-

tality Management
2

10 International Journal of Hospitality 
Management

2

11 Journal of Sustainable Tourism 2
12 Management Science 2
13 Organization Science 2
14 Tourism Management 2
15 Transportation Research Part E: Logistics and 

Transportation Review
2

Others 22
Total 97

Table 2  Citation analysis for the 
top 15 journals in the data-
set, sorted by total number of 
publications (TP). Source: Own 
elaboration
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measured by the number of articles an author has published, while impact is assessed 
by the average annual citations their articles have received. It is apparent that Mont-
gomery (2013–2023) and Font (2014–2022) are among the most consistent authors in 
the field of greenwashing, having published steadily over extended periods. The most 
prolific authors are Hussain, Lyon, and Seele, each with only 4 published articles. 
However, Lyon has not published since 2015, whereas Hussain has recent publica-
tions from 2021 to 2023. Meanwhile, in terms of impact, Lyon (65.3 citations per 
year), Testa (42.86 citations per year), Montgomery (39.8 citations per year), and 
Boiral (32.14 citations per year) stand out.

5  Discussing the conceptual structure of research on greenwashing

In this section, we explore the second research question of our study, which seeks to 
identify distinct thematic clusters within greenwashing literature: RQ2. How have 
different theoretical perspectives informed the distinct thematic clusters within the 
greenwashing literature?. Figure 4 depicts the core findings from our analysis of the 
greenwashing knowledge structure, derived from keyword co-occurrence analysis 
using VOSviewer. Specifically, we applied network analysis techniques to examine 
the interconnections among related concepts in greenwashing research. In this net-

Fig.  4  Thematic clusters on greenwashing based on keyword co-occurrence (colour figure online). 
Source: Own elaboration in VOSviewer
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work, the centrality of a node (i.e., a specific keyword) is determined by the frequency 
of its co-occurrences with other keywords. The strength of the link between any two 
keywords is defined by how often they are jointly mentioned in scholarly works. The 
size of a node in the network directly correlates with the frequency of the keyword’s 
occurrence, with larger nodes representing more commonly used keywords. In our 
analysis, we only included keywords that appeared at least twice, resulting in a net-
work of 82 keywords.

As Fig. 4 shows, our analysis reveals four distinct clusters within the greenwash-
ing literature. The first cluster, illustrated in red (17 keywords), predominantly con-
centrates on themes related to symbolic management and CSR communication. The 
second cluster, colored in green (29 keywords), primarily addresses environmental 
regulations and institutional complexity. The third cluster, depicted in blue (18 key-
words), focuses on performance and sustainable business practices. Lastly, the fourth 
cluster, shown in yellow (18 keywords), encompasses keywords that pertain to mar-
keting, perception, and trust. The following sub-sections provide a thorough discus-
sion of each theme that emerged based on our full-text analysis of the papers in the 
sample.

5.1  Red cluster: symbolic management and CSR communication

This cluster, characterized by terms like “agency theory,” “attribution theory,” “CSR 
communication,” “symbolic management,” and “transparency,” delves into the ethi-
cal dimensions of corporate behavior in the domain of greenwashing. The focus is 
primarily at the organizational level, examining how companies strategically manage 
their environmental image and communicate their CSR efforts.

5.1.1  Conceptual foundations

At the core of this cluster lies the concept of symbolic management, as explored by 
Matejek and Gössling (2014). Symbolic management refers to the strategic use of 
symbols, narratives, and organizational actions to shape stakeholders’ perceptions, 
particularly in terms of a company’s environmental and social responsibility. In the 
context of greenwashing, symbolic management often manifests as companies por-
traying themselves as environmentally conscious through various symbolic acts or 
communications without taking substantive actions to support these claims. This 
creates a facade of environmental responsibility, potentially misleading stakehold-
ers and the public while serving as a tool for improperly gaining legitimacy (Torelli 
et al. 2020). As noted in their conceptual comparison between greenwashing and 
“machine-washing”—that is, the unethical use of artificial intelligence to provide 
misleading information, conceal wrongdoings, or circumvent socio-environmental 
regulations—Seele and Schultz (2022) further stressed the potential (bad) implica-
tions of such novel solutions in reinforcing symbolic management practices.

Hence, the concept of legitimacy emerges as a crucial element in this cluster, 
closely tied to symbolic management practices and CSR communication. Within the 
organizational context, legitimacy refers to the perceived appropriateness and accept-
ability of an entity’s actions within a socially constructed system of norms, values, 
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and beliefs. In this context, greenwashing can be seen as an attempt to manipulate 
perceptions of legitimacy without making substantive changes to environmentally 
harmful practices (Hassan et al. 2020). This theoretical link helps explain why com-
panies might engage in greenwashing even when it poses reputational risks, as a 
strategy to gain, maintain, or repair their legitimacy.

5.1.2  Organizational strategies and practices

Several studies have examined how companies strategically utilize symbolic manage-
ment in their CSR communication to maintain legitimacy. For example, Montgomery 
et al. (2023) discuss ExxonMobil’s CSR communication strategies as a multifaceted 
example of symbolic management in the oil and gas sector. While the company prom-
inently highlights its biofuel research in public communications, historical evidence 
reveals that it previously invested in commercials questioning the reality of climate 
change. Internal documents, however, indicated little doubt about the matter. This 
discrepancy between public communications and internal knowledge exemplifies a 
form of strategic misrepresentation to manage public perceptions and maintain legiti-
macy, further underscored by ExxonMobil’s simultaneous financial contributions to 
climate research institutions. Additionally, its messaging prominently features algae 
biofuels even though they are only a minor part of its operations—potentially over-
shadowing its primary focus on fossil fuels (Marshall et al. 2023).

Similarly, the fast fashion industry provides a compelling illustration of similar 
practices. H&M, a major player in this sector, has publicly committed to utilizing only 
recyclable or sustainable materials by 2030. This ambitious pledge can be interpreted 
as a strategic move to enhance the company’s legitimacy in a market increasingly 
concerned with environmental issues. However, the complexity and global nature 
of the company’s supply chain, characterized by several small-scale operations in 
various countries, presents substantial obstacles to the practical implementation of 
this pledge, as many suppliers may lack the capacity to comply with these rigorous 
sustainability standards (Ye et al. 2022). In the technology sector, Amazon’s pledge 
to achieve carbon neutrality by 2040 has attracted significant attention but also criti-
cism. While the goal is ambitious, critics contend that Amazon’s rapid expansion, 
particularly in delivery services and data center operations, may exacerbate its car-
bon footprint in the short term. Additionally, Amazon’s support for legislators deny-
ing climate change and initiatives aimed at accelerating fossil fuel extraction further 
complicates its environmental narrative (Robertson et al. 2023).

Reflecting on brownwashing, Kim and Lyon (2015) pointed out similar results. 
Brownwashing is a deceptive communication practice that involves strategically 
downplaying a company’s CSR initiatives to avoid appearing overly costly or incon-
sistent with shareholder interests (Testa et al. 2018b). In some cases, such a strategic 
approach leads to the complete omission of communications related to CSR initia-
tives, a practice called greenhushing, such as in the case of big corporations like 
IKEA not disclosing the usage of certified cotton in its products (Ginder et al. 2021). 
This can be seen as the antithesis of greenwashing, which entails exaggerating or 
fabricating CSR efforts to enhance a company’s image and legitimacy in the eyes 
of stakeholders. This manipulation of a corporate image, aimed at maintaining or 

1 3



Mapping the greenwashing research landscape: a theoretical and field…

enhancing legitimacy, can be particularly deceptive because it exploits the public’s 
assumption that no disclosure of environmental impacts is better than manipulating 
CSR communication. These examples underscore the intricate and occasionally con-
tradictory nature of corporate strategies employed to secure and sustain legitimacy 
through environmental commitments—sometimes selectively promoting environ-
mentally positive initiatives, other times spreading potentially misleading informa-
tion or directing long-term pledges that may conflict with short-term actions.

5.1.3  Organizational antecedents and consequences

Understanding these dynamics also requires an examination of internal resources and 
capabilities, as emphasized by the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm. The RBV 
suggests that a company’s ability to effectively implement environmental strategies 
depends on its internal endowments, including tangible and intangible assets such as 
know-how, corporate culture, and unique capabilities (Hart and Dowell 2011). These 
resources determine the potential for a corporate strategy to move beyond symbolic 
gestures and yield genuine environmental improvements (Orazalin et al. 2023). In the 
context of greenwashing, the RBV provides insight into why some firms might opt 
for symbolic environmental management as a cost-effective alternative to genuine 
environmental improvements. Companies with limited resources may view symbolic 
gestures as sufficient for maintaining legitimacy and competitive advantage, even 
when they fall short of implementing substantial environmental changes. On the 
other hand, a “win–win” scenario can be created, where adopting proactive environ-
mental practices not only addresses sustainability concerns but also enhances corpo-
rate effectiveness (Testa et al. 2018a). These practices can indeed lead to economic 
advantages such as cost reductions through more efficient resource use, decreased 
material waste, and energy savings. Moreover, these practices can also drive innova-
tion, resulting in new processes, products, or technologies that strengthen the com-
pany’s competitive position or unique capabilities that are difficult for competitors 
to replicate.

Building on these foundations, agency theory provides crucial insights into the 
internal dynamics that can lead to greenwashing behaviors. This theory addresses the 
conflicts that may arise between corporate managers (agents) and shareholders (prin-
cipals) in sustainability decision making. In the context of greenwashing or brown-
washing, it is often utilized to analyze how decisions regarding sustainability are 
influenced by conflicts between stakeholder interests and corporate executive goals 
(Seele and Gatti 2017). For instance, managers might engage in greenwashing to 
project a positive environmental image and satisfy stakeholder demands in the short 
term, even if this conflicts with long-term shareholder interests or genuine environ-
mental improvements. While primarily focused on individual-level perceptions, attri-
bution theory has important implications at the organizational level as well, bridging 
the gap between corporate actions and stakeholder interpretations. It helps explain 
how stakeholders interpret and attribute motives to companies’ CSR efforts and 
environmental claims. In the absence of external information, the theory suggests, 
consumers are likely to attribute CSR communication to extrinsic motives, such as 
conforming to prevailing sustainability trends (Gosselt et al. 2019). This theoretical 
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insight is crucial for understanding how organizational communications strategies 
can backfire, leading to skepticism and accusations of greenwashing.

5.1.4  Governance and mitigation strategies

Encompassing the rules, practices, and processes by which a company is directed 
and controlled, different governance and mitigation strategies can be implemented in 
diminishing symbolic management. First is transparency and accountability. While 
inconsistent CSR messages can lead to confusion and skepticism (Nyilasy et al. 
2014; Parguel et al. 2011), transparency is crucial in communicating CSR endeavors 
(Amin et al. 2022). As Lyon and Montgomery (2015) suggest, the adoption of clear 
and comprehensive disclosure practices—involving the release of “hard” and verifi-
able information that can be reliably shared with others—can help build trust with 
stakeholders and reduce skepticism.

A second strategy consists of regulatory compliance and voluntary standards. 
Companies that voluntarily disclose detailed, verifiable CSR information are less 
likely to be accused of greenwashing. Moreover, the implementation of robust inter-
nal auditing processes and third-party verification of sustainability reports can further 
enhance credibility and ensure that reported environmental practices reflect actual 
performance. In this regard, the adoption of established frameworks such as supra-
national disclosure regulations (Fiechter et al. 2022) or accounting standards like the 
Global Reporting Initiative (Koseoglu et al. 2021) can further improve such percep-
tions. Accordingly, the clearer and more open a company is about its CSR activities, 
the lower the likelihood of being accused of greenwashing.

A third strategy involves internal oversight and board composition. A fundamen-
tal aspect of governance is the composition of the board of directors. For example, 
research has shown that the presence of women and independent directors can sig-
nificantly influence the adoption of sustainable actions, thereby enhancing corporate 
environmental performance (Eliwa et al. 2023; Koseoglu et al. 2021). The estab-
lishment of dedicated CSR committees or compensation schemes also significantly 
enhances transparency and reducing agency conflicts (Fiechter et al. 2022). These 
governance mechanisms can help ensure that CSR initiatives are genuinely pursued, 
rather than merely serving as symbolic gestures. A well-structured board can align 
managerial actions with the long-term interests of shareholders and other stakehold-
ers, thereby mitigating the risks of greenwashing.

A fourth strategy is mitigating greenwashing through culture and ethics. Foster-
ing a corporate culture that prioritizes ethical behavior and sustainability can be a 
powerful deterrent against greenwashing (Eliwa et al. 2023). Companies that embed 
environmental values into their corporate culture are more likely to pursue genuine 
sustainability initiatives rather than resorting to symbolic management. This cultural 
shift can be supported by leadership commitment, ethical training programs, and 
incentives that reward sustainable practices (Lee and Raschke 2023).
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5.2  Green cluster: environmental regulations and institutional complexity

This cluster explores the intersection between sustainable development and envi-
ronmental regulations, as well as the role played by different actors in the complex 
institutional ecosystem to shape the public perception of greenwashing. Keywords 
such as “consumer behavior,” “decoupling,” “environmental policy,” “environmental 
disaster,” “stakeholder engagement,” and “sustainable development” emerge for this 
cluster. While the cluster includes organizational responses, its primary emphasis is 
on the broader institutional and regulatory frameworks that influence corporate envi-
ronmental practices and communications.

5.2.1  Conceptual foundations

At the core of this cluster lies the concept of decoupling, which encapsulates the 
idea of separating economic growth from environmental harm. Decoupling plays a 
pivotal role in this context, serving as a barometer for the authenticity of corporate 
environmental practices (Montgomery et al. 2023). It challenges companies to sus-
tain profitability while innovating towards the reconsideration of the environmental 
impact of long supply chains (Lee et al. 2018a) or the adoption of circular solutions 
(Testa et al. 2020) to reduce their CO2 emissions and overall ecological footprint 
(Bryant et al. 2020).

Institutional theory also emerges as a crucial theoretical foundation in this cluster. 
It provides a framework for understanding how broader societal norms, regulations, 
and expectations shape organizational behavior regarding environmental practices 
(Berrone et al. 2017). This theory helps explain why companies might engage in 
greenwashing or adopt more genuine environmental practices based on the insti-
tutional pressures they face. These pressures—including legal, moral, and societal 
expectations—significantly influence corporate behavior as organizations strive to 
align with these norms while balancing traditional business goals with increasing 
environmental expectations. Simultaneously, stakeholder theory also plays a signifi-
cant role in this cluster, emphasizing the importance of considering various stake-
holder groups in environmental decision making and communication. This theory 
underscores the evolving nature of stakeholder engagement, which transcends mere 
information dissemination to become a more dynamic interaction where stakeholders 
are active participants in environmental discourse and decision making (Testa et al. 
2018b; Yamoah et al. 2022). This approach promotes a more integrated perspective 
on corporate responsibility, highlighting the role of transparency and accountability 
in enhancing stakeholder trust and cooperation.

5.2.2  Regulatory and institutional frameworks

The focus on decoupling underscores the expectation that responsible businesses 
must move beyond compliance with current environmental policies, striving instead 
for continuous improvement in their environmental performance. Several studies 
have explored the intricate relationship between regulation and corporate behavior. 
An example of this phenomenon can be observed in the automotive industry, where 
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some companies have invested in emission reduction technologies to comply with 
regulations while simultaneously lobbying against stricter standards, demonstrating 
inconsistency between their public actions and their political influence efforts (Del-
mas and Burbano 2011). Analyzing US publicly traded firms, Bryant et al. (2020) dis-
cussed the paradox of environmental regulatory compliance, which may be essential 
for environmental protection but could inadvertently jeopardize corporate ambitions 
by presenting additional opportunity costs that discourage efforts beyond the minimal 
requirements. At the same time, they found that environmental wrongdoings could be 
hidden behind actions that appear to go beyond compliance.

Meanwhile, there is also the realm of voluntary actions, such as achieving ISO 
14001 certification related to respecting environmental management standards, which 
can enhance a firm’s reputation and demonstrate a commitment to environmental 
stewardship beyond what is legally required (Heras-Saizarbitoria et al. 2020). Other 
voluntary initiatives include adherence to the United Nations Global Compact or par-
ticipation in disclosure programs such as the Carbon Disclosure Project. These volun-
tary actions can serve as credible signals of a company’s environmental commitment, 
potentially reducing accusations of greenwashing (Bryant et al. 2020). Several stud-
ies have thus posited that complementing formal mechanisms of enforcement with 
informal pressures from public and peer entities can deter or expose greenwashing.

The concept of institutional complexity is particularly relevant in this cluster. 
Shareholder resolutions, media scrutiny, social media exposure, industry associa-
tions, and non-governmental organizations all represent various manifestations of a 
rich institutional environment, which plays a pivotal role in holding firms accountable 
and ensuring that their policies and practices align with their professed sustainability 
commitments (Huang et al. 2020; Ioannou et al. 2023). For instance, environmental 
NGOs and activist groups are key players in exposing greenwashing and pressur-
ing companies to improve their environmental practices (Gatti et al. 2021). By con-
ducting independent research, publishing reports, and launching public campaigns, 
these groups highlight gaps between companies’ sustainability claims and their actual 
practices, leading to reputational risks and potential market impacts. Moreover, by 
leveraging social media and digital platforms, these groups mobilize public opin-
ion, creating grassroots pressure on companies. For example, Strauß et al. (2023) 
found that news media act as an institutional force that shapes public opinion and 
sets the agenda on sustainable finance, educating the public and holding companies 
accountable—thereby pushing them to align more closely with their environmental 
commitments. Thus, underdeveloped institutional contexts may hinder environmen-
tal sustainability and promote companies’ selective discourses (Marquis et al. 2016). 
This is particularly evident in developing countries, where the lack of strong enforce-
ment mechanisms and stakeholder pressure can lead to more widespread and less 
controlled greenwashing practices (Li et al. 2023a).

Furthermore, institutional complexity arises from the need for multinational com-
panies to navigate different environmental regulations across various jurisdictions, 
often resulting in inconsistent greenwashing practices or communication (Orazalin 
et al. 2023). This highlights the need for a coordinated global approach to effectively 
curb greenwashing. Recent research has also emphasized the crucial role of national 
culture in shaping environmental responsibility and greenwashing behaviors (Peng 
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et al. 2023). Indeed, cultural norms act as powerful isomorphic forces, compelling 
organizations to adopt similar practices and structures based on societal expectations 
and professional standards. This isomorphism influences corporate decision making, 
leadership styles, and approaches to environmental ethics. In this regard, Roulet and 
Touboul (2015) found that firms are more prone to greenwashing in competitive envi-
ronments, while companies are more likely to take genuine environmental actions 
in contexts that emphasize individual responsibility. These findings suggest that in 
contexts where weak government intervention is favored, firms may feel compelled 
to fill institutional voids through substantive actions, but this tendency is counterbal-
anced in those environments in which competitive mindsets dominate. This interplay 
between cultural beliefs and regulatory frameworks underscores the complex ways in 
which corporate greenwashing practices are shaped across different contexts.

5.2.3  Stakeholder engagement and communication

The evolution of stakeholder engagement from mere information dissemination to 
active participation in environmental discourse and decision making (Testa et al. 
2018b; Yamoah et al. 2022) has profound implications for how companies address 
greenwashing concerns and manage their environmental communications. This shift 
is reflected in several regulatory and corporate initiatives. The 2017 Second Share-
holder Rights Directive in the EU, for example, was designed to promote long-term 
shareholder engagement and transparency in corporate governance while reducing 
short-term risk-taking by managers (Fiechter et al. 2022). In any case, the effective-
ness of stakeholder engagement varies significantly among institutional investors. 
Brandon et al. (2022) found that non-US investors generally achieve better portfolio 
sustainability scores and improve them after joining responsible investment initia-
tives, unlike their US counterparts, who often perform no better than non-signatories, 
even when they claim to fully incorporate sustainability factors. This discrepancy 
extends to engagement practices, with US investors showing lower levels of engage-
ment compared to non-US investors.

Investors can employ various engagement methods to influence corporate behav-
ior and address greenwashing (Tilba 2022). These include “internal engagement,” 
where investors influence corporate governance through the appointment of non-
executive directors, and “direct engagement,” where large shareholders (often 
referred to as block-holders) exert influence over senior management. In this sense, 
informal, behind-closed-doors engagements by these influential investors can be par-
ticularly effective. Additionally, collaborative engagement—where multiple inves-
tors work together to exert pressure on companies—serves as a strategy to amplify 
investor voices, especially for smaller shareholders who may not have significant 
individual influence. Surprisingly, however, Li et al. (2023b) found that when large 
investors coordinate their actions, it can unexpectedly weaken their influence on cor-
porate governance and increase greenwashing opportunities. This “herd behavior” 
often leads significant shareholders to ignore their own insights and follow other big 
investors, obscuring crucial information about a company’s social responsibility per-
formance and making it easier for companies to engage in greenwashing.
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As the landscape of stakeholder engagement continues to evolve, new platforms 
and technologies have emerged as powerful tools for communication and scrutiny. 
In particular, social media has become a crucial platform for stakeholder engage-
ment, allowing for the rapid dissemination of information but also exposing com-
panies to increased surveillance (Lyon and Montgomery 2013). Consequently, less 
sophisticated forms of greenwashing are declining due to increased stakeholder vigi-
lance and the spread of new data and monitoring technologies that flatten informa-
tion asymmetries. Activists now expose greenwashing through inventive methods 
such as online ratings and categorizing corporate misdeeds. Unilever’s experience 
highlights the complexities of corporate sustainability initiatives. In 1997, Unilever 
and WWF established the Marine Stewardship Council as an independent non-profit 
organization focused on safeguarding oceans through a certification program for sus-
tainable fishing (Munasinghe et al. 2021). However, the Council faced criticism for 
allegedly undermining national fishery management and favoring large commercial 
fleets, raising concerns that it served Unilever’s market interests rather than environ-
mental goals. Similarly, in 2013, Unilever developed a living lab in partnership with 
The Guardian to host a 24-h online dialogue to discuss sustainability challenges, 
bringing together experts, NGOs, and consumers (Bowen and Aragon-Correa 2014). 
However, the initiative was met with a Twitter campaign accusing the company of 
greenwashing (Bowen and Aragon-Correa 2014). These cases illustrate how even 
partnerships with respected NGOs can be perceived as self-serving rather than genu-
inely addressing environmental concerns.

The role of social media becomes even more critical during environmental cri-
ses, as seen in the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill and the 2015 Volkswagen emissions 
scandal. In the Exxon Valdez disaster, approximately 11 million gallons of crude oil 
were spilled into the sea after the tanker ran aground near Alaska, causing one of 
the worst human-made environmental disasters. ExxonMobil’s chairman faced wide-
spread criticism for his delayed response, refusal to accept full responsibility, and 
reliance on passive communication channels like newspaper advertisements. This 
mishandling significantly amplified public outrage, leading to severe reputational 
damage, exemplified by around 40,000 customers cutting up their Exxon credit cards 
in protest (Gilbert et al. 2018). Similarly, when news broke that Volkswagen had 
been using “defeat devices” to cheat on emissions tests, the company’s initial lack 
of transparency and slow response amplified the scandal’s impact. The story spread 
rapidly across social media platforms, leading to immediate and severe reputational 
damage, financial consequences, and increased regulatory scrutiny for the company.

These incidents highlight how social media can significantly influence consumer 
concerns regarding environmental claims (Fernando et al. 2014) and reduce informa-
tion asymmetry (Li et al. 2023a). Both cases underscore how ineffective stakeholder 
engagement during an environmental crisis can exacerbate negative outcomes, high-
lighting the need for prompt, transparent, and sincere communication strategies 
(Topal et al. 2020). They also demonstrate the evolving landscape of crisis com-
munication—from traditional media in ExxonMobil’s case to the rapid, global reach 
of social media platforms in Volkswagen’s situation. These examples emphasize the 
critical importance of proactive and transparent stakeholder engagement, especially 
in the context of environmental issues or disasters. Companies must be prepared to 
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communicate effectively and honestly, leveraging appropriate platforms to promptly 
address concerns while also being aware of the challenges these platforms present in 
managing corporate reputation and stakeholder relationships.

5.3  Blue cluster: performance and sustainable business practices

This cluster emphasizes how companies embed sustainability into their core business 
operations and strategies and the impact of these practices on their overall perfor-
mance. It explores the relationship between sustainable business practices, financial 
performance, and corporate strategy. Featuring terms such as “business develop-
ment,” “environmental performance,” “ESG,” “financial performance,” and “strate-
gic approach,” this cluster centers on the financial analysis and strategic implications 
of greenwashing. Although some studies found that companies use greenwashing 
to gain competitive advantage and improve performance (Berrone et al. 2017), this 
seems to be true especially in under-regulated environments (Delmas and Burbano 
2011; Lyon and Montgomery 2015) and in the case of activities targeting external 
stakeholders with low proximity, such as corporate citizenship (Li et al. 2023a). 
While the cluster includes various organizational responses to sustainability chal-
lenges, its primary emphasis is on how companies integrate environmental and social 
considerations into their business models and the resulting impacts on performance 
metrics.

5.3.1  Conceptual foundations

At the core of this cluster lies the concept of integrating sustainability into business 
strategy and operations. Sustainability is not merely an additional feature for orga-
nizations but is increasingly becoming central to companies’ strategic orientations. 
Indeed, when businesses incorporate sustainability into their core strategy, it often 
reflects a shift from viewing environmental and social responsibility as cost centers 
to seeing them as key drivers of long-term value creation (Graafland and Smid 2019). 
This integration challenges the traditional view of a trade-off between profitability 
and environmental responsibility, instead positing that these can be mutually rein-
forcing when properly aligned.

The theoretical perspectives that inform this shift are crucial for understanding 
greenwashing as a strategic phenomenon. Game theory, for example, offers a lens 
through which to analyze the strategic decisions that firms make regarding CSR 
and greenwashing. Wu et al. (2020) introduced a game theory model to differentiate 
between firms driven by profit and those motivated by genuine social good. Their 
model highlights that low transparency might lead profit-driven firms to greenwash, 
while high transparency encourages genuine environmental efforts but reduces extra 
investments as transparency further increases.

Additionally, in emerging markets where regulations are often weaker, the dynam-
ics of greenwashing differ. Huang et al. (2020) extended the application of game the-
ory to the context of emerging markets, where greenwashing behaviors are notably 
impeding sustainable progress. Their model explores the competitive pricing strate-
gies of green incumbents (established companies that are genuinely green) and gre-
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enwashing entrants (new companies pretending to be green). They found that when 
the environmental efforts of an incumbent green firm and the greenwashing activities 
of a new entrant are both low, tolerating greenwashing can sometimes benefit the 
incumbent by avoiding price competition. Moreover, when the gap between actual 
and claimed greenness is small, greenwashing can even increase consumer surplus 
by easing competitive pressures. However, these benefits are context-dependent, 
and greenwashing is not advantageous beyond specific conditions. The study also 
highlights how governments in emerging markets may prefer looser enforcement 
of greenwashing to prioritize economic growth, explaining the prevalence of green-
washing in these regions. Understanding these conceptual foundations helps explain 
how companies approach sustainability and how these actions translate into various 
performance metrics. They also offer a framework for analyzing the potential discon-
nects between stated commitments and actual practices that can lead to accusations 
of greenwashing.

5.3.2  Greenwashing as a competitive strategy

While often viewed primarily through a communicative lens, greenwashing can also 
be understood as a deliberate strategic choice with substantial organizational implica-
tions. This perspective extends beyond mere “cosmetic” communication, suggesting 
that greenwashing can drive organizations to take concrete actions in an attempt to 
align their reality with their public sustainability commitments. Accordingly, this sec-
tion examines the conditions under which greenwashing is used strategically and the 
consequences it may have on a company’s market positioning.

In certain environments, particularly those with weak regulatory oversight, com-
panies may find that engaging in greenwashing allows them to enhance their brand 
image and appeal to environmentally conscious consumers without fully commit-
ting to substantive sustainability practices (Berrone et al. 2017). This is particularly 
true in under-regulated industries where the costs of genuine sustainability initiatives 
outweigh perceived benefits. Delmas and Burbano (2011) provide evidence that gre-
enwashing is more prevalent in these environments, where companies face fewer 
repercussions for overstating their environmental achievements. The strategic use 
of greenwashing is particularly effective in industries where stakeholders such as 
consumers and investors are distanced from the firm’s actual operations, making it 
harder to verify claims. For instance, corporate citizenship activities targeting exter-
nal stakeholders, like community involvement programs, are often more vulnerable 
to greenwashing (Li et al. 2023a). This vulnerability arises because these initiatives 
typically receive less scrutiny compared to a company’s operational practices, mak-
ing it easier for firms to exaggerate their environmental contributions (Kassinis et al. 
2022). Unlike core operational processes, which are often subject to rigorous audits 
and oversight, community-oriented programs are generally seen through a more 
lenient lens. Stakeholders, including consumers and investors, are less likely to have 
direct access to verify the actual impact of these programs, leading to potential dis-
connects between a company’s public claims and its genuine actions. This reduced 
level of scrutiny allows firms to project a greener image with minimal effort, leverag-
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ing these activities as tools for reputation management rather than genuine sustain-
ability efforts.

From a broader perspective, corporate strategies and stakeholder influence are 
critical in determining whether environmental practices are genuinely adopted or 
remain symbolic. Siano et al. (2017) note that varying stakeholder expectations can 
lead to different levels of environmental commitment. When environmental man-
agement systems like ISO 14001 are integrated without corresponding behavioral 
changes, the result can be superficial improvements in environmental management 
(Heras-Saizarbitoria et al. 2020). This situation often arises when companies pri-
oritize the appearance of compliance over actual environmental outcomes. Testa et 
al. (2018a) also suggest that stakeholders like shareholders and suppliers, who are 
invested in the company’s long-term sustainability, often promote genuine practices. 
For example, shareholders might demand transparency and real environmental per-
formance improvements to protect their investments. Similarly, suppliers, who are 
increasingly interconnected through green supply chain management, support sus-
tainable practices to ensure long-term collaboration.

In contrast, customers can inadvertently drive companies toward greenwashing. 
This happens because they often lack direct access to information about a company’s 
real environmental practices, leading them to rely on certifications more as market-
ing tools than as genuine proof of sustainability. Industrial associations may also 
prioritize economic concerns over environmental goals, sometimes lobbying against 
stricter regulations, which further complicates the internalization of true sustainabil-
ity practices. An interesting reflection on organizational implications and micro-level 
inclinations toward the integration of environmental paradigms comes from Yamoah 
et al. (2022). Investigating UK food companies, they found that managers are gener-
ally aware of environmental issues but often face a misalignment with organizational 
goals, as the immediate costs of implementing sustainable practices deter proactive 
changes. This discrepancy can lead to greenwashing, where companies make super-
ficial environmental commitments influenced by public opinion rather than genuine 
action. This issue was further confirmed by an analysis of green bonds released by 
Chinese listed companies between 2015 and 2021, which were usually associated 
with non-invention patents, especially in firms operating in heavily pollutant sec-
tors, where the public pressure to embrace sustainability is higher (Shi et al. 2023). 
The absence of clear, actionable standards further exacerbates the issue, impeding 
meaningful engagement with supply chain actors and partners and making short-
term economic concerns outweigh the potential long-term benefits of environmental 
sustainability, leading to strategic inertia.

This tension between genuine environmental efforts and greenwashing is height-
ened in cases of aspirational greenwashing, where companies commit to long-term 
sustainability goals while continuing to carry out unsustainable practices in the short 
term. Aspirational talk (Christensen et al. 2013), like pledges for carbon neutrality or 
high-profile CSR goals, can help maintain a company’s image and attract environ-
mentally conscious stakeholders. However, it risks creating a gap between promises 
and what can realistically be achieved, a practice also called “greenwishing.” A key 
example is British Petroleum (BP), which was praised for its sustainability report-
ing and “Beyond Petroleum” campaign before the 2010 Deepwater Horizon disaster 
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(Kassinis and Panayiotou 2018). Despite its public commitment to environmental 
responsibility, BP’s operational focus was on cost-cutting and efficiency, including 
the use of cheaper cementing methods and the reduction of safety barriers—decisions 
that directly contributed to the catastrophic oil spill (Matejek and Gössling 2014). 
This revealed a disconnect between its green rhetoric and operational practices. 
While BP’s green image initially boosted its reputation, the disaster underscored the 
risks of aspirational greenwashing when promises do not align with actions. More-
over, the BP case illustrates the increased scrutiny that companies face when they 
claim leadership in sustainability. BP’s failure to substantiate its “Beyond Petroleum” 
campaign intensified criticism and resulted in significant reputational damage and a 
sharp drop in market value due to its loss of moral legitimacy. This underscores the 
importance of carefully evaluating the strategic benefits and risks of greenwashing as 
a competitive strategy. While greenwashing may offer short-term competitive advan-
tages, the long-term consequences can be severe. As markets evolve and regulatory 
pressures increase, companies that rely on greenwashing may face significant repu-
tational risks and financial penalties. This discussion underscores the importance of 
carefully weighing the strategic benefits and risks of greenwashing.

5.3.3  Consequences of greenwashing

The consequences of greenwashing are multifaceted, affecting both financial and non-
financial performance metrics. Companies that engage in greenwashing often experi-
ence a range of negative outcomes, from eroded consumer trust to increased scrutiny 
from regulators and investors. Kahraman and Kazançoğlu (2019) and Nyilasy et al. 
(2014) demonstrate that greenwashing diminishes consumers’ intent to make green 
purchases as they become more skeptical of environmental claims. This erosion of 
trust can have long-lasting effects on a company’s brand equity and customer loyalty.

From a financial perspective, greenwashing can also have significant repercus-
sions (Bo and Battisti 2024). Cooper and Weber (2021) and García-Sánchez et al. 
(2021) show how it increases the cost of capital and generally reduces access to 
finance. Investors are increasingly prioritizing ESG criteria in their decision-making 
processes, and companies that are perceived as engaging in greenwashing may find 
it more difficult to secure financing at favorable rates. This is particularly critical in 
industries where sustainability is a key consideration, such as energy, manufacturing, 
and consumer goods. A deeper examination reveals that greenwashing negatively 
impacts overall ESG performance. Indeed, Brandon et al. (2022) and Kim and Yoon 
(2023) highlight how greenwashing damages a company’s reputation and detracts 
from its ability to meet meaningful sustainability goals. For instance, firms that sign 
onto voluntary frameworks like the United Nations Principles for Responsible Invest-
ment often experience a rise in capital inflows, yet they fail to improve their actual 
ESG performance. This mismatch between symbolic ESG claims and actual perfor-
mance can lead to reputational damage and reduced trust from institutional investors 
(e.g., pension and sovereign wealth funds or foundations), which are increasingly 
reluctant to back companies with questionable environmental practices as they seek 
to mitigate long-term financial risks associated with environmental mismanagement. 
Further elucidating the consequences of greenwashing, Gatti et al. (2021) demon-
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strate through an experimental setting that individuals exhibit a diminished inclina-
tion to invest in companies implicated in active falsification or engaged in deceptive 
manipulation. These strategies involve employing tactics that intentionally counter-
feit or mislead stakeholders about the company’s practices or achievements. This 
aversion is more pronounced compared to their reaction to companies that practice 
selective information disclosure, meticulously curating the information released to 
present themselves in a favorable light. Additionally, the study highlights a compara-
tive tolerance towards companies that adopt a strategy of diverting attention from 
their shortcomings, prominently showcasing their positive business practices while 
overshadowing negative misconduct. In a similar vein, investigating US consumers, 
Ginder et al. (2021) identified different strategic postures that companies may adopt 
in approaching their CSR communication. They demonstrate that discreet position-
ing—characterized by companies not openly communicating their CSR actions but 
still participating in them—is perceived in a similar manner to uniform position-
ing, where communication and actions are aligned. These findings provide valuable 
insights into the nuanced perceptions of different greenwashing strategies and CSR 
communication approaches, further emphasizing the complexity of managing corpo-
rate sustainability communications and practices.

Adding to this complexity, Orazalin et al. (2023) studied 592 global firms from 
35 countries and found that while higher GHG emissions negatively impact mar-
ket value, proactive climate change initiatives are positively correlated with market 
value. However, the presence of board committees on climate change, which are 
intended to oversee such initiatives, is paradoxically associated with higher GHG 
emissions. This may suggest that firms with higher emissions feel greater pressure to 
establish such committees, possibly as a response to stakeholder expectations. Nev-
ertheless, these committees often fail to effectively reduce emissions, serving more as 
tools for impression management or greenwashing. The findings highlight the need 
for corporate boards to not only recognize the detrimental effects of carbon emis-
sions on society and the environment but also to integrate genuine, effective climate 
change initiatives into their business operations. Accordingly, greenwashing can have 
profound long-term consequences for regulatory relations and legal risks. As Delmas 
and Burbano (2011) suggest, companies that rely on deceptive environmental claims 
are more likely to face penalties from regulators as transparency standards evolve 
and oversight increases. In sectors with stringent environmental regulations, green-
washing can provoke legal challenges or fines that exacerbate financial instability. 
This dynamic also extends to voluntary reporting frameworks like ISO 14001 or the 
Global Reporting Initiative, where firms that fail to align their actual environmental 
practices with reported claims may face reputational backlash, even if they are not 
legally obligated to meet the same standards.

The complexity of managing greenwashing risks is further compounded by the 
growing role of stakeholder activism and social media scrutiny. Gatti et al. (2021) 
and Li et al. (2023a) emphasize how these platforms have empowered consumers 
and NGOs to hold companies accountable for exaggerated environmental claims. 
The rapid dissemination of information on social media can intensify public pressure, 
making it increasingly difficult for companies to control narratives once allegations 
of greenwashing arise. For instance, in the Volkswagen emissions scandal, the com-
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pany’s deceptive practices were exposed through social media, leading to significant 
reputational damage and heightened regulatory scrutiny.

In conclusion, the consequences of greenwashing extend far beyond temporary 
reputational risks. While some companies may achieve short-term financial gains 
by enhancing their green image, the long-term costs—such as increased scrutiny, 
financial penalties, diminished consumer trust, and potential regulatory backlash—
can outweigh these benefits. The interconnectedness of financial, reputational, and 
regulatory outcomes underscores the importance of aligning symbolic environmental 
communications with substantive actions to avoid the pitfalls of greenwashing.

5.4  Yellow cluster: marketing, perception, and trust

The yellow cluster focuses on the marketing and consumer perception aspects of 
greenwashing and corporate sustainability claims. Key terms such as “brand trust,” 
“marketing,” and “conspicuous consumption” highlight the emphasis on consumer–
company interactions in the sustainability context. Hence, this cluster emphasizes the 
psychological and behavioral dimensions of greenwashing, investigating how mar-
keting strategies affect individual consumer skepticism, trust, and brand perceptions 
in the context of corporate environmental claims. It highlights the complex dynam-
ics between corporate communication strategies and individual consumer responses, 
underlining the importance of understanding sustainability issues from the consum-
er’s perspective.

5.4.1  Conceptual foundations

This cluster’s focus on marketing, consumer perception, and trust in relation to gre-
enwashing is underpinned by several interconnected theoretical frameworks. At the 
core of this theoretical landscape is signaling theory, which explains how compa-
nies attempt to convey their environmental credentials to consumers through various 
marketing strategies. This theory has been crucial in exploring how firms use green 
marketing to differentiate themselves and how consumers interpret these signals in 
the context of potential greenwashing (Berrone et al. 2017). Similarly, the economic 
aspects of green marketing are addressed through value-based pricing theory, which 
offers insights into how companies might set prices for sustainable products. This 
theory helps explain how pricing strategies can influence consumer perceptions of 
value and quality in relation to green claims, potentially affecting their purchasing 
decisions. In fact, Lee et al. (2018b) note, price often serves as an external cue for 
consumers to infer the quality and value of green products.

Closely related to signaling theory is the concept of brand trust, which emerges 
as a critical factor in the effectiveness of green marketing strategies. Studies have 
examined how trust mediates the relationship between green marketing efforts and 
consumer responses, highlighting the challenges companies face in building cred-
ibility for their sustainability claims (Chen and Chang 2013). This focus on trust 
naturally leads to consideration of the theory of planned behavior, which extends our 
understanding of consumer decision making in sustainability contexts. By suggesting 
that intentions to engage in environmentally friendly behaviors are influenced by atti-
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tudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control, this theory helps explain 
the often-observed gap between consumers’ positive attitudes towards sustainable 
products and their actual purchasing behaviors.

The cognitive and emotional aspects of consumer responses to sustainability 
claims are further elucidated through several complementary models. The cogni-
tion–affect–behavior (C–A–B) model has been applied to understand how consumers 
process and respond to sustainability-related information. For instance, Rahman et al. 
(2015) demonstrated how perceived insincerity in a hotel’s green marketing efforts 
can trigger skepticism (affect), potentially leading to negative behavioral outcomes 
like reluctance to revisit or support the brand (behavior). Building on this under-
standing of cognitive and emotional processes, the affect–reason–involvement (ARI) 
model has also been utilized to explore both logical and emotional elements in green 
advertising. Schmuck et al. (2018) applied this model to examine how greenwashing 
advertisements influence consumer evaluations of ads and brands (affect), revealing 
that emotional responses to nature imagery in ads (reason) can be more influential in 
shaping attitudes than rational assessments of greenwashing (involvement). Comple-
menting these models, the stimulus-organism-response theory provides a framework 
for understanding how environmental stimuli (such as green marketing messages) 
are processed internally by consumers and lead to specific behavioral responses. 
This theory offers additional insights into the process of consumer decision making 
in response to sustainability claims. For instance, it could explain how a consumer 
might respond to a product labeled as “eco-friendly” by researching the claim (organ-
ism) before deciding to purchase or not (response). In addition, social exchange the-
ory can be applied to this context to help explain how consumers weigh the perceived 
benefits and costs of engaging with brands making sustainability claims. This theo-
retical perspective sheds light on the factors influencing consumer trust and loyalty in 
the face of green marketing efforts. For example, it can explain why consumers might 
remain loyal to a brand accused of greenwashing if they perceive the overall benefits 
of the brand’s products to outweigh the costs of the misleading claims.

These theoretical applications collectively illuminate the complexity of consumer 
responses to green marketing. They highlight that environmental knowledge alone 
does not guarantee consumers’ ability to detect misleading advertising intentions. 
Instead, the interplay of cognitive, emotional, and economic factors significantly 
influences how consumers interpret and respond to sustainability claims. By inte-
grating these diverse theories and their applications, researchers have developed a 
more nuanced understanding of the challenges and dynamics involved in effectively 
communicating sustainability efforts while maintaining consumer trust and avoiding 
perceptions of greenwashing. This comprehensive theoretical framework provides 
a solid foundation for analyzing the multifaceted nature of consumer responses to 
sustainability marketing and the potential for greenwashing.

5.4.2  Consumer perception and response to greenwashing

Consumer perception and response to greenwashing are complex phenomena influ-
enced by various factors. Research has shown that consumers’ ability to detect and 
respond to greenwashing is not solely dependent on their environmental knowledge. 
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Instead, as previously introduced, it involves an interplay of cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral factors. For instance, Gosselt et al. (2019) found that consumer responses 
to green initiatives can significantly impact behavior and brand loyalty. However, the 
effectiveness of these initiatives is mediated by consumers’ ability to discern genu-
ine sustainability efforts from greenwashing. This discernment is often challenging, 
as Chen and Chang (2013) highlight, noting that misleading information can lead 
to confusion and uncertainty and thus complicate consumers’ decision-making pro-
cesses. In some cases, confusion might arise not only from misleading advertising but 
also from a company’s attempt to obscure the environmental impact of its broader 
operational practices, thereby deepening the cognitive load required for consumers 
to make informed choices.

The cognitive challenges posed by greenwashing can lead consumers to adopt dif-
ferent strategies. Some may lean towards heuristic evaluations to conserve cognitive 
resources, prioritizing cognitive ease over thorough analysis (Testa et al. 2020). This 
heuristic approach often leads consumers to rely on surface-level indicators, such as 
green-colored packaging or labels with vague environmental claims like “natural” or 
“eco-friendly,” without thoroughly investigating the actual impact of the product. As 
a result, products that adopt superficial green cues may still benefit from positive con-
sumer perceptions, even if they lack substantive environmental improvements. Oth-
ers might experience negative emotions such as a sense of betrayal, which can alter 
their behaviors in ways that inadvertently undermine genuine sustainability efforts 
(Kahraman and Kazançoğlu 2019). When consumers perceive that they have been 
deceived, this emotional response can translate into long-term damage to brand trust, 
making it difficult for companies to rebuild consumer confidence, even if they later 
adopt genuine environmental practices.

Interestingly, in this vein, the willingness of consumers to pay a premium for eco-
friendly products—linked to substantive CSR activities—can potentially deter com-
panies from greenwashing (Ioannou et al. 2023). However, as Nardi (2022) points 
out, the effectiveness of this premium depends on consumers’ ability to monitor 
environmental impacts, their CSR preferences, and the competitive environment. In 
highly competitive markets where multiple firms engage in green marketing, consum-
ers may become overwhelmed by the volume of green claims, which could diminish 
their ability to distinguish between genuine and misleading CSR initiatives. This, 
in turn, can lower their willingness to pay a premium for eco-friendly products, as 
they may perceive these claims to be less trustworthy overall. Schmuck et al. (2018) 
provide further insights into consumer responses to greenwashing. They found that 
while ambiguous verbal claims do not necessarily heighten perceptions of green-
washing, outright false claims are perceived as deceptive. Moreover, they discov-
ered that greenwashing with nature imagery triggers an emotional response similar to 
experiencing real nature, which can be more influential in shaping attitudes towards 
ads and brands than rational greenwashing perceptions. For instance, an advertise-
ment that uses images of pristine landscapes or wildlife can create a strong positive 
emotional association with the product, even if the environmental claims made by 
the company are not entirely credible. This emotional appeal often distracts consum-
ers from critically evaluating the veracity of the claims. Furthermore, Rahman et 
al. (2015) explored the behavioral consequences of consumer perceptions of insin-
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cere green marketing efforts, showing that these perceptions can lead to a significant 
decline in brand loyalty and negative word-of-mouth. Such negative behaviors can 
spread quickly through social media platforms, amplifying the reputational damage 
for companies accused of greenwashing. Indeed, in today’s digital environment, con-
sumers are more empowered to share their experiences and influence others’ percep-
tions, making it critical for companies to maintain transparency in their sustainability 
claims to avoid widespread backlash.

These findings underscore the complexity of consumer responses to greenwashing 
and highlight the need for a nuanced understanding of how consumers process and 
react to sustainability claims in marketing communications. Companies that engage 
in green marketing without substantive environmental commitments risk not only 
short-term damage to their reputation but also long-term consequences for consumer 
loyalty and market position. In contrast, firms that invest in transparent, verifiable 
sustainability practices are more likely to build lasting trust with consumers, even in 
competitive environments.

5.4.3  Marketing strategies and communication

In the current era of heightened environmental consciousness, companies face signif-
icant challenges in effectively communicating their sustainability efforts while avoid-
ing accusations of greenwashing. In fact, companies engaged in green marketing face 
immediate scrutiny and are often presumed guilty of greenwashing unless they can 
substantiate their claims (Seele and Gatti 2017). This heightened skepticism has led 
to a potential boomerang effect, where ostensibly positive intentions can backfire, 
underscoring the importance of legitimacy and signaling theory in green marketing 
(Berrone et al. 2017).

Marketing strategies in this domain range from subtle green cues to explicit sus-
tainability claims. For instance, some companies superficially label conventional 
products as “green” by merely incorporating a minimum of eco-friendly features. 
This strategy allows firms to avoid substantial investments in truly green innovation 
while still capitalizing on the growing demand for sustainable products (Guo et al. 
2018). A clear example of this is Coca-Cola’s introduction of Coca-Cola Life, pack-
aged in green cans and sweetened with stevia, which was marketed as a healthier, 
environmentally friendly alternative. However, critics pointed out that most of the 
other ingredients remained unchanged, demonstrating a superficial green shift rather 
than substantive environmental progress. Similarly, H&M has been criticized for 
its pledge to use 100% recyclable or sustainable materials by 2030. While the fast 
fashion giant promotes this goal, critics argue that the sheer volume of production, 
combined with the complexity of its supply chain, undermines the sustainability mes-
sage. Many consumers and stakeholders have expressed skepticism over whether the 
company’s green branding aligns with its actual environmental impact.

The effectiveness of these strategies can vary significantly across different sec-
tors. For example, Font et al. (2017) highlighted the risks of misleading or deceptive 
green advertising in the tourism industry, where consumers are especially sensitive 
to environmental claims. Similarly, Apaolaza et al. (2023) and Policarpo et al. (2023) 
showed that brands in the fashion industry frequently face accusations of greenwash-
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ing due to opaque supply chains and inconsistent sustainability practices. These 
industry-specific studies underscore that while greenwashing concerns transcend 
sector boundaries, the manifestation and impact of greenwashing can vary based on 
industry characteristics. Corporate communication strategies also play a crucial role 
in shaping public perception. Siano et al. (2017) demonstrated how scandals such as 
Volkswagen’s emissions cheating can have broad repercussions that transcend the 
industry and spotlight the critical need for transparency and integrity in corporate 
environmental initiatives more broadly. The Volkswagen emissions scandal, which 
involved the company’s deceptive marketing of “clean diesel” vehicles, led to sig-
nificant reputational damage and regulatory consequences. This case highlights how 
greenwashing not only damages a company’s image but also invites legal and regula-
tory scrutiny, with long-term financial impacts.

The challenges in corporate communication are further complicated by the fact 
that accusations of greenwashing can arise from both environmental and non-envi-
ronmental factors, including communication quality. Szabo and Webster (2021) 
emphasized that such accusations can disproportionately denigrate companies, 
exceeding the actual impact of their practices. Once implicated in greenwashing, a 
company may find itself disproportionately blamed for environmental harm or cli-
mate change, as public perception can amplify the severity of the offense. Restoring 
consumer trust after a greenwashing scandal can be a difficult and prolonged process. 
Guo et al. (2018) highlighted that companies must make significant adjustments in 
their marketing and communication strategies to regain credibility. For instance, after 
the Volkswagen scandal, the company embarked on an aggressive rebranding cam-
paign, emphasizing its commitment to electric vehicles and stricter environmental 
standards. However, regaining trust after such a major breach requires more than just 
improved communication; it demands substantive changes in both corporate prac-
tices and stakeholder engagement strategies.

6  Implications and future research directions

6.1  Theoretical implications

In this section, we address the third and fourth research questions of our study: RQ3. 
What are the prevalent theoretical perspectives in greenwashing studies, and how do 
they interrelate? and RQ4. How can future studies address existing gaps in green-
washing research?

The analysis of the 97 papers in our sample reveals a rich and diverse theoreti-
cal landscape underpinning greenwashing research. To synthesize these findings, we 
propose a multi-level framework that distinguishes between macro, meso, and micro 
perspectives (Fig.  5). At the macro level (in yellow), theories focus on the broad 
societal, economic, and institutional systems that shape the context in which green-
washing occurs. The meso level (in blue) delves into the organizational and inter-
organizational dynamics that drive greenwashing practices. This level explores how 
firms develop strategies to navigate internal capabilities and external relationships, 
often balancing symbolic environmental actions with genuine sustainability efforts. 
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At the micro level (in green), theories center on individual behaviors, perceptions, 
and decision-making processes concerning greenwashing. Additionally, four theories 
(i.e., institutional, legitimacy, signaling, and stakeholder theory) are applicable across 
multiple levels, reflecting the complexity of greenwashing as a multi-dimensional 
phenomenon. These cross-level theories (in red) emphasize how greenwashing prac-
tices can simultaneously address societal, organizational, and individual pressures, 
offering a more integrated view of the phenomenon. For example, stakeholder theory 
applies at the macro level by examining societal expectations, at the meso level by 
exploring organizational responses to diverse stakeholder pressures, and at the micro 
level by analyzing how firms tailor their green claims to individual stakeholders, such 
as consumers or investors.

To provide a clearer overview of the prominence of each theory and how they 
interact within the literature, Fig. 5 illustrates the frequency with which these theories 
appear in the sample through the size of the bubbles, highlighting key interrelation-
ships. Conversely, the thickness of the connecting lines suggests areas where theories 
cross-fertilize, pointing to potential synergies or areas of underdevelopment. This 
multi-level approach offers a holistic view of greenwashing, revealing the interplay 
between societal pressures, organizational strategies, and individual responses. To 
complement Fig. 5, Table 3 in the Appendix provides a detailed breakdown of each 
theory, offering definitions and contextualizing their application within greenwashing 
research. In the following section, we explore the implications of these findings and 
propose avenues for future research based on the identified gaps.

Fig.  5  The theoretical landscape of studies on greenwashing (colour figure online). Source: Own 
elaboration
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6.1.1  Macro-level theories

At the macro level, legitimacy theory, institutional theory, and stakeholder theory 
remain the primary frameworks for understanding how organizations manage gre-
enwashing. These theories explore how firms respond to external pressures such as 
regulatory changes, cultural norms, and market expectations in order to maintain 
their legitimacy and ensure their survival. For instance, Marquis et al. (2016) used 
legitimacy theory to demonstrate how firms selectively disclose environmental infor-
mation to maintain social approval. However, much of the literature has focused 
on pragmatic legitimacy, which emphasizes meeting immediate stakeholder needs. 
Torelli et al. (2020) highlight the importance of legitimacy theory and signaling 
theory for understanding greenwashing, underscoring the strategic use of selective 
disclosures to bolster corporate reputation, particularly in industries vulnerable to 
environmental scrutiny. Accordingly, future research should further investigate how 
greenwashing impacts the moral and cognitive dimensions of legitimacy. These 
dimensions extend beyond short-term stakeholder approval and delve into the ethi-
cal congruence between a company’s stated values and its actions. Research could 
explore questions such as how greenwashing erodes trust in corporate environmental 
claims and whether repeated exposure to greenwashing diminishes the moral cred-
ibility of firms.

Stakeholder theory also plays a key role at the macro level by examining how 
firms manage competing stakeholder pressures, often leading to greenwashing as 
a way to balance diverse expectations. Specifically, instrumental stakeholder the-
ory (Donaldson and Preston 1995) suggests that firms respond to stakeholders not 
solely out of ethical duty but also to enhance their financial performance. Addition-
ally, stakeholder salience theory (Mitchell et al. 1997) highlights how organizations 
prioritize responses to stakeholders based on their power, legitimacy, and urgency. 
This may drive firms to engage in symbolic environmental actions that satisfy the 
most salient stakeholders while neglecting broader sustainability goals. Despite their 
relevance, these aspects of stakeholder theory remain underexplored in the green-
washing literature, representing a fertile ground for future research (Kim and Lyon 
2015). Accordingly, future studies could investigate how stakeholder salience influ-
ences greenwashing strategies—in particular, why some stakeholder pressures are 
more likely to prompt substantive environmental actions while others trigger sym-
bolic compliance. For example, companies may engage in greenwashing to respond 
to high-salience stakeholders, such as powerful investors or governmental regulators, 
who can impact a firm’s financial performance or operations. Conversely, firms may 
downplay concerns from low-salience stakeholders like environmental activists if 
they perceive the immediate risk of non-compliance as low. Future research could 
also explore how the effectiveness of green signals varies based on the power and 
urgency of different stakeholder groups and whether misleading signals result in 
long-term reputational damage once exposed. Hence, future research could explore 
how signaling theory intersects with stakeholder salience by investigating how firms 
use these signals to prioritize their interactions with different stakeholders.

Furthermore, political-economy theory, which examines the role of power struc-
tures and political interests in shaping economic systems, has been underutilized in 
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greenwashing research. This theory offers a valuable lens for exploring how eco-
nomic and political forces enable firms to engage in greenwashing with minimal 
consequences. Berrone et al. (2017) argued that weak regulatory frameworks and 
institutional environments often enable corporate misconduct, particularly in emerg-
ing economies. Future studies could investigate how political lobbying and regulatory 
capture by powerful industries create environments where greenwashing thrives. For 
example, companies may invest heavily in lobbying efforts to reduce environmental 
regulations or shape public policy in ways that decrease the risk of accountability 
for deceptive green claims. One potential avenue for research involves examining 
the intersection of political-economy theory and institutional theory. This integra-
tion could offer insights into how institutional norms and power structures conflate 
to influence the development of environmental regulations. As discussed, several 
studies have shown that greenwashing can be seen as a decoupling strategy where 
firms symbolically comply with environmental regulations while evading substantive 
change. By combining political-economy and institutional perspectives, researchers 
could explore how power dynamics shape the enforcement of environmental stan-
dards and why certain firms are more successful at avoiding accountability for their 
greenwashing practices.

Recent developments in emerging technologies further complicate the macro-
level dynamics of greenwashing. As Seele and Schultz (2022) describe, the rise of 
“machinewashing” involves parallels between greenwashing and the unethical use of 
technologies like AI to manipulate information, conceal environmental wrongdoings, 
or circumvent regulations. Similarly, Schwaeke et al. (2025) have recently proposed 
an integrative model for AI adoption, emphasizing the need for robust data manage-
ment, system integration, and continuous performance monitoring to mitigate risks of 
misrepresentation and alignment with firms’ sustainability objectives. This represents 
a new frontier for both greenwashing research and corporate accountability. Future 
studies could investigate how advanced technologies are leveraged to enhance decep-
tive green claims, leading to new forms of greenwashing that are more difficult for 
regulators and stakeholders to detect. Such technological innovations raise questions 
about the adequacy of current regulatory frameworks for addressing tech-enabled 
greenwashing.

6.1.2  Meso-level theories

At the meso level, theories such as agency theory, the RBV, and game theory provide 
valuable insights into how firms balance internal dynamics with external pressures in 
their environmental strategies. These theories explore the decision-making processes 
within firms and how firms manage resources to maintain legitimacy and project an 
environmentally responsible image. In this section, we outline how these theories 
contribute to understanding greenwashing and propose future research directions.

Agency theory highlights the conflicts of interest that can arise between a firm’s 
principals (e.g., shareholders) and agents (e.g., managers), particularly when agents 
prioritize short-term financial gains over long-term sustainability (Gull et al. 2023). 
Greenwashing can occur when managers mislead stakeholders in order to appear 
environmentally responsible without making substantive changes to the firm’s prac-
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tices. While agency theory has been applied to understand corporate governance 
issues, future research could explore how incentive structures within firms drive man-
agers toward greenwashing as a short-term solution, especially when sustainability 
performance metrics are linked to executive compensation. This could be particularly 
relevant for firms in highly competitive markets where immediate financial perfor-
mance is crucial. Moreover, this theory aligns well with upper echelon theory, which 
posits that organizational outcomes are shaped by the values and experiences of top 
executives (Zhang et al. 2023). For instance, although no studies have integrated 
these perspectives, leadership characteristics such as risk tolerance or ethical orienta-
tion could influence a firm’s propensity to engage in symbolic environmental actions. 
Future research could investigate how these leadership traits mediate the relationship 
between internal managerial decisions and external greenwashing behaviors, particu-
larly in industries with strong financial pressures.

The RBV and slack resources theory explain how firms use their resources to 
manage sustainability efforts. The RBV posits that firms gain competitive advantage 
through the strategic deployment of unique resources and capabilities (Barney 1991). 
In the context of greenwashing, firms with strong environmental capabilities may 
genuinely invest in sustainability initiatives, while those lacking such capabilities 
may resort to symbolic actions to maintain their image. However, slack resources the-
ory offers a more nuanced perspective by suggesting that firms with surplus resources 
are more likely to innovate and engage in genuine sustainability efforts, while those 
with fewer resources may adopt symbolic environmental policies to meet stakeholder 
expectations without making substantive changes (Bryant et al. 2020). This dynamic 
may be especially pronounced in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where 
resource constraints can drive firms toward greenwashing as a cost-effective strat-
egy to manage external pressures. Combining the RBV with slack resources theory 
could provide a broader framework for understanding how firms’ resource availabil-
ity affects their choice between genuine sustainability efforts and symbolic actions. 
Accordingly, future research could investigate the role of slack resources in driving 
meaningful environmental actions, focusing on whether firms with excess resources 
are better positioned to engage in long-term sustainability strategies. Additionally, 
studies could explore how resource-constrained firms such as SMEs navigate the 
tension between stakeholder expectations and resource limitations, leading to either 
substantive environmental efforts or greenwashing (Orazalin et al. 2023).

Game theory offers another perspective on the strategic decision-making processes 
related to greenwashing, especially in competitive environments. This theory exam-
ines how firms interact with competitors and stakeholders, often using green claims 
as a strategic tool to differentiate themselves in the market (Huang et al. 2020; Wu et 
al. 2020). For example, firms may engage in greenwashing to outcompete rivals by 
projecting an environmentally responsible image while continuing harmful practices 
behind the scenes. However, the strategic value of greenwashing diminishes as trans-
parency increases, encouraging firms to adopt genuine sustainability measures (Wu 
et al. 2020). Future research could explore how transparency regimes or consumer 
access to environmental information influence the effectiveness of greenwashing as a 
competitive strategy, particularly in emerging markets where regulatory frameworks 
may be weaker. Several studies have further explored these issues by applying signal-
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ing theory to dissect the communicative aspects of greenwashing, where companies 
often broadcast misleading environmental signals to stakeholders through their CSR 
disclosures (Kim and Lyon 2015; Torelli et al. 2020) or social media communica-
tions (Amin et al. 2022; Lyon and Montgomery 2013). A misalignment here often 
leads to accusations of greenwashing and corporate hypocrisy, potentially compro-
mising stakeholders’ engagement and trust (Bernard and Nicolau 2022; Seele and 
Gatti 2017). The tension between symbolic management (aimed at creating positive 
perceptions) and attribution theory (explaining how these symbols are interpreted) 
highlights the challenges organizations face in managing their environmental image. 
However, the interplays between what is signaled by companies and what is substan-
tiated by receivers still need deeper investigation (Li et al. 2023a).

Further considering the internal and strategic pressures that influence greenwash-
ing behavior, beyond-compliance theory provides insights into why firms voluntarily 
exceed regulatory standards in their environmental practices (Bryant et al. 2020). 
Indeed, while some companies genuinely aim to improve their sustainability perfor-
mance, others may use beyond-compliance actions as a way to offset past environ-
mental wrongdoings or to create a buffer against future risks. Future research could 
explore how beyond-compliance strategies are used as defensive mechanisms to 
mitigate reputational risks associated with greenwashing and how regulatory capture 
influences the effectiveness of these strategies.

Finally, another underexplored theory is organizational communication theory. 
Linked to institutional theory and stakeholder theory, organizational communication 
theory offers perspectives on how firms craft narratives around their sustainability 
efforts to shape stakeholder perceptions, usually as a response to institutional pres-
sures or regulations. According to Nass and Purwin (2024), organizational narra-
tives and individual sensemaking are key elements in driving sustainability-related 
decision making. Positioned within the organizational hierarchy, they are actively 
involved in interpreting (sensemaking) the organizational goals set by senior man-
agement and translating (sensegiving) them into actionable steps for employees who 
carry out day-to-day operations. Future research could explore the roles of other 
figures, such as lower-level employees, CSR officers, or even external consultants, 
in influencing sustainability narratives within organizations. Furthermore, research 
exploring how different layers of organizational communication interact to either 
support or challenge greenwashing practices could help uncover how various actors 
contribute to symbolic versus substantive sustainability efforts.

6.1.3  Micro-level theories

At the micro level, theories such as attribution theory, consumer behavior theory, 
and the theory of planned behavior provide valuable insights into how consumers, 
employees, and individual stakeholders interpret and react to environmental claims. 
For instance, Gosselt et al. (2019) used attribution theory to explore how consum-
ers attribute motives to firms’ environmental claims, which often leads to skepti-
cism that may persist long-term. While attribution theory has been used to examine 
how deceptive environmental practices influence consumer behavior, there are ample 
opportunities to investigate how personal values and individual decision-making pro-
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cesses play a role in moderating these effects. Future studies could explore whether 
more transparent communication can mitigate the negative attributions associated 
with greenwashing.

Furthermore, consumer behavior theory sheds light on the purchasing decisions 
made in response to green claims, with a significant impact on consumer trust and 
loyalty. While much of the existing research focuses on confusion and mistrust 
(e.g., Apaolaza et al. 2023; Kahraman and Kazançoğlu 2019), there is still a need to 
explore how consumer education on environmental issues might reduce the effec-
tiveness of greenwashing or the necessity of regulating it (Lee et al. 2018a). Future 
studies could analyze the relationship between consumer knowledge, transparency of 
green claims, and purchasing behavior across diverse demographic groups, including 
younger generations who are increasingly eco-conscious. Moreover, exploring how 
digital platforms like social media influence these behaviors could open new avenues 
for research into how consumers interpret and spread environmental messages.

Another emerging area involves stimulus-organism-response (SOR) theory, which 
provides a more holistic view of how consumers process green marketing stimuli. 
Rahman and Nguyen-Viet (2023) suggest that trust and non-deception play a key 
role in how consumers develop trust toward green brands. By using the SOR frame-
work, future research could investigate how green marketing acts as a stimulus that 
shapes cognitive and emotional responses, potentially leading to changes in behavior 
or disillusionment when deceptive claims are revealed. These studies could focus on 
whether specific stimuli (e.g., green certifications and product labels) lead to height-
ened skepticism or, conversely, reinforce trust in genuine environmental initiatives.

Gender socialization theory and critical mass theory offer additional underex-
plored avenues for examining how individual characteristics and group dynamics 
influence perceptions of greenwashing. For instance, gender socialization theory sug-
gests that men and women may process environmental claims differently due to var-
ied social conditioning regarding environmental responsibility. Future research could 
investigate how gendered perceptions influence responses to green claims, especially 
in light of growing interest in gender diversity in corporate leadership (Sterbenk et 
al. 2022). Additionally, critical mass theory, which has been applied to investigate 
organizational board composition (Eliwa et al. 2023), can be extended to the con-
sumer level to explore whether a critical mass of informed consumers can shift mar-
ket dynamics and reduce the prevalence of greenwashing. Research could examine 
how social media platforms and online consumer communities help to generate this 
critical mass and influence broader purchasing behaviors.

Another key area of interest is information asymmetry theory; although it is tra-
ditionally applied in agency contexts, it has significant relevance for the micro level. 
Greenwashing exploits the information gap between companies and consumers, par-
ticularly by making misleading environmental claims that are difficult for the average 
consumer to verify. Future studies could examine how reducing information asym-
metry affects consumer and investor trust and purchasing behavior or investment 
decisions (Gatti et al. 2021; Koseoglu et al. 2021). This line of research could extend 
to investigating how digital tools like blockchain-based transparency initiatives might 
reduce information asymmetry and protect stakeholders from deceptive practices.
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In conclusion, micro-level theories offer substantial opportunities for future 
research, especially for understanding consumer behavior and individual responses 
to greenwashing. As the cross-level theoretical integrations in this framework sug-
gest, combining macro-level theories such as institutional theory with micro-level 
approaches like consumer behavior theory could provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of how regulatory pressures shape individual decision making. Simi-
larly, integrating meso-level organizational communication theory with micro-level 
theories could reveal how firms’ communication strategies influence individual trust 
and behavior. In this vein, future studies could further explore how group dynam-
ics, individual characteristics, and information transparency affect the perceived 
legitimacy of environmental claims and, ultimately, how these perceptions influence 
broader market behaviors.

6.2  Practical implications

Beyond theoretical contributions, this study offers valuable insights for practitioners 
as well. For businesses, the findings underscore the critical importance of aligning 
green claims with substantive environmental actions. This alignment not only miti-
gates the risks of reputational damage and loss of stakeholder trust but also strength-
ens accountability within organizations. For businesses, the findings also highlight the 
importance of aligning environmental claims with substantive sustainability actions, 
as greenwashing poses significant risks to corporate reputation, stakeholder trust, 
and long-term success. Companies that engage in symbolic or misleading environ-
mental efforts face the potential for reputational damage, especially in an era when 
consumers, investors, and regulators increasingly demand transparency. The multi-
level framework presented in this study can serve as a tool for firms to evaluate how 
greenwashing impacts various aspects of their operations, from corporate strategy to 
consumer behavior and stakeholder engagement. By understanding these dynamics, 
businesses can better navigate the complexities of sustainable branding, ensuring that 
their claims are backed by authentic environmental practices. For policymakers, the 
study emphasizes the need for stronger regulatory frameworks that promote transpar-
ency and accountability in green marketing. The cross-level theoretical insights offer 
guidance on how to detect and prevent greenwashing, supporting the development of 
policies that not only penalize deceptive practices but also encourage firms to make 
meaningful environmental contributions. In this way, the research contributes to both 
the academic discourse and the practical efforts of businesses and regulators to foster 
genuine sustainability in an increasingly scrutinized market.

6.3  Concluding remarks

The evolution of greenwashing research underscores its growing relevance across 
a diverse range of sectors, from large corporations to SMEs, public organizations, 
and online communities. As businesses and policymakers increasingly confront the 
complexities of environmental integrity in a rapidly evolving sustainable and digital 
society, the importance of understanding greenwashing continues to rise. This review 
offers significant insights into how greenwashing is framed, communicated, and per-
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ceived, and it provides valuable guidance for both researchers and practitioners. The 
bibliometric analysis sheds light on the key trends in greenwashing research (RQ1), 
identifying the leading publications, journals, and contributors that have shaped the 
field. By outlining the most influential works and authors, this analysis maps the 
intellectual landscape of greenwashing studies and thus allows researchers and prac-
titioners alike to identify pivotal contributions and track the growth of scholarly inter-
est in the topic. The thematic discussion based on distinct clusters (RQ2) illustrates 
how various theoretical perspectives have informed the conceptualization of green-
washing. These clusters reveal how greenwashing is not only a business practice but 
also an ethical and communicative challenge with significant implications for corpo-
rate reputation and stakeholder engagement. By grouping the literature into themes 
such as corporate communication, regulatory compliance, and stakeholder influence, 
we highlight the diverse contexts in which greenwashing is studied. This thematic 
breakdown also enables businesses to understand the multiple dimensions of gre-
enwashing, from the ethical dilemmas it presents to the practical strategies for man-
aging stakeholder perceptions. The multi-level theoretical framework distinguishes 
between macro-, meso-, and micro-level theories while emphasizing the cross-level 
nature of many of them (RQ3). Institutional theory, signaling theory, stakeholder 
theory, and legitimacy theory are especially relevant across all levels. At the macro 
level, these theories explore how external pressures, including regulatory norms and 
societal expectations, influence corporate greenwashing practices. At the meso level, 
they examine how organizations manage legitimacy and stakeholder expectations, 
balancing internal strategies with external demands. At the micro level, these theo-
ries analyze how individuals within organizations, such as employees or managers, 
perceive and respond to green claims, shaping internal decision making. Recognizing 
the cross-level relevance of these theories allows for a more integrated understanding 
of greenwashing, encouraging research that bridges these different analytical lay-
ers. Finally, we leveraged the theoretical framework to identify key gaps and future 
research directions (RQ4).

However, like any study, this research has limitations that open up avenues for 
further development. First, the reliance on the Scopus and Web of Science databases 
may have excluded relevant gray literature or contributions from other fields. Sec-
ond, while we focused on the business and management literature, future studies 
could incorporate perspectives from adjacent disciplines to enrich the theoretical 
landscape. Third, the thematic analysis of the literature may be subject to interpreta-
tion, particularly when identifying and categorizing clusters. While the methodology 
is robust, variations in interpretation are possible. Future research could benefit from 
further refining the methodology for cluster identification, potentially incorporating 
alternative approaches or validation techniques to ensure a comprehensive represen-
tation of themes within greenwashing studies. By addressing these limitations, future 
research can continue to develop a more integrated and multidisciplinary approach to 
greenwashing, contributing to both theoretical advancement and practical solutions. 
The identification of key gaps and the proposal of cross-level theoretical integration 
provide a roadmap for future studies to deepen the understanding of greenwashing 
dynamics. This review underscores the need for continued exploration of greenwash-
ing across multiple levels of analysis, which can ultimately inform both academic 
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discourse and corporate practice. As environmental concerns grow increasingly cen-
tral to organizational strategies, addressing these gaps will be crucial to foster more 
transparent, accountable, and sustainable business practices.

Appendix

See Table 3.

Theory Freq Definition Application to greenwashing
Cross-level theories
Institutional 
theory

15 Organizations are 
influenced by institu-
tional norms, rules, and 
pressures

Macro-level applications: it analyzes how 
regulatory environments and industry norms 
shape firms’ greenwashing practices and their 
responses to institutional pressures
Meso-level applications: it investigates how in-
stitutional norms impact organizational strategies 
for environmental claims
Micro-level applications: it explores how indi-
viduals within firms internalize institutional pres-
sures, leading to actions that either align with or 
counteract greenwashing

Signaling 
theory

15 Organizations send 
signals to the market 
through their actions or 
communications

Macro-level applications: it analyzes how firms 
use green claims as signals of environmental 
commitment, often without substantive actions to 
back them up
Meso-level applications: it investigates how 
firms shape their green marketing messages as 
signals of performance and commitment
Micro-level applications: it looks at how 
consumers or investors interpret signals sent by 
organizations and assess their credibility based 
on perceived honesty and past actions

Legitimacy 
theory

12 This theory explores how 
organizations seek to 
justify their existence and 
actions to external stake-
holders to gain legitimacy

Macro-level applications: it analyzes how green-
washing helps firms gain legitimacy by creating 
a false impression of environmental responsibili-
ty, thus maintaining their social license to operate
Meso-level applications: it investigates how 
firms act to maintain legitimacy with key stake-
holders, often without substantive changes
Micro-level applications: it examines how indi-
viduals or groups within the organization may 
justify or challenge deceptive practices aimed at 
maintaining legitimacy

Table 3  List of theories applied in greenwashing research, categorized by levels and ordered by frequency 
of occurrence (Freq.). 
Source: Own elaboration
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Theory Freq Definition Application to greenwashing
Stakeholder 
theory

8 Firms must balance 
the interests of various 
stakeholders

Macro-level applications: it examines how firms 
manage competing stakeholder pressures, often 
leading to greenwashing when trying to satisfy 
diverse environmental expectations
Meso-level applications: it focuses on organi-
zational efforts to communicate environmental 
responsibility to different stakeholder groups
Micro-level applications: it explores how indi-
vidual stakeholders (e.g., consumers, employees) 
perceive and respond to greenwashing practices

Macro-level theories
Political-econ-
omy theory

1 The economic system 
is shaped by power 
structures and political 
interests

It explores how economic and political influ-
ences allow firms to engage in greenwashing to 
maintain their market position under perceived 
environmental pressures

Meso-level theories
Agency theory 4 This theory examines 

conflicts of interest 
between principals and 
agents

It discusses how greenwashing may arise 
when managers prioritize short-term financial 
gains over long-term sustainability, misleading 
shareholders

Game theory 4 This theory analyzes 
strategic interactions 
where the outcome for 
each player depends on 
the actions of others

It explores competitive strategies in which firms 
may engage in greenwashing to outdo competi-
tors in the sustainability race without substantive 
actions

Organizational 
communica-
tion theory

3 This theory focuses on 
how organizations com-
municate internally and 
externally

It investigates how firms structure their commu-
nication strategies around environmental claims, 
often engaging in greenwashing to shape public 
perception

Resource-
based view 
(RBV)

3 Firms gain competitive 
advantage through unique 
resources and capabilities

It discusses how firms use their environmental 
capabilities or lack thereof to justify environ-
mental claims, often leading to greenwashing

Beyond-
compliance 
theory

1 This theory suggests that 
firms voluntarily exceed 
regulatory standards 
to gain competitive 
advantages

Companies might go beyond mere compliance in 
environmental claims but still engage in green-
washing by exaggerating their efforts

Slack resourc-
es theory

1 Firms with excess re-
sources are more likely to 
innovate and outperform

It explains how companies with more slack 
resources may invest in substantive CSR initia-
tives, while resource-scarce firms are more prone 
to symbolic actions and greenwashing

Social ex-
change theory

1 Social behavior is the 
result of an exchange pro-
cess aiming to maximize 
benefits and minimize 
costs

It studies how firms engage in greenwashing 
to gain trust and support from stakeholders by 
projecting a false environmental image

Micro-level theories
Attribution 
theory

7 This theory explores 
how individuals attribute 
causes to events or 
behaviors

It focuses on how consumers interpret and 
respond to greenwashing, attributing deceptive 
motives to firms’ environmental claims

Table 3  (continued) 
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Theory Freq Definition Application to greenwashing
Consumer be-
havior theory

5 This theory studies how 
individuals make deci-
sions about products and 
services

It investigates how greenwashing influences 
consumer choices, often leading to confusion and 
mistrust of genuine environmental efforts

Social identity 
theory

2 This theory focuses on 
how individuals define 
themselves in relation to 
groups and how group 
identity affects behavior

Greenwashing can manipulate social identity 
by appealing to consumers’ desire to belong to 
a group that values sustainability, even if the 
claims are false

Stimulus-
organism-re-
sponse theory

2 This theory explains how 
environmental stimuli 
influence individual re-
sponses through cognitive 
and emotional processes

It analyzes how green marketing acts as a 
stimulus that shapes consumer perceptions and 
behaviors, sometimes leading to disillusionment 
when claims are found to be false

Cognition-
affect-behavior 
model

1 This theory explores how 
cognitive processes, emo-
tions, and behaviors are 
interrelated in decision 
making

It examines how consumers’ cognitive and 
emotional responses are manipulated by firms’ 
misleading environmental claims, impacting 
their behavior

Critical mass 
theory

1 This theory states that a 
certain number of indi-
viduals within a group is 
necessary to effect change

In the context of greenwashing, this theory is 
used to examine how a critical mass of women 
or independent directors on boards can push for 
substantive environmental actions

Gender social-
ization theory

1 This theory suggests 
that social behaviors and 
roles are learned based on 
gender expectations

It is applied to study the impact of having a criti-
cal mass of women or independent directors in 
organizations, influencing the choice to take sub-
stantive sustainability actions over greenwashing

Theory of 
planned 
Behavior

1 This theory predicts 
individual behavior based 
on attitudes, subjective 
norms, and perceived 
behavioral control

It analyzes how consumers’ attitudes and 
perceptions about green claims influence their 
responses to greenwashed products or firms

Trust commit-
ment theory

1 This theory focuses on the 
role of trust and commit-
ment in relationships

It investigates how greenwashing damages 
consumer trust, affecting their long-term com-
mitment to brands or firms engaging in deceptive 
practices

Value-based 
pricing theory

1 This theory suggests that 
prices should reflect the 
perceived value to the 
customer

It discusses how firms may use greenwashing to 
justify premium pricing, despite offering little 
environmental value in their products

Table 3  (continued) 
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