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Abstract. "Greenwashing" is a prevalent form of pseudo-corporate social responsibility (CSR), which
refers to misrepresenting a company's environmental efforts to mislead consumers and shareholders
about the company's actual commitment to sustainable development. Although CSR has been
widely recognized, some companies use CSR only for financial gain without implementing real
sustainability practices. This paper critically investigates the phenomenon of “greenwashing” by
examining its intrinsic motivations, manifestations, and negative impacts on society and the
environment. Using Company C as a case study, the paper illustrates how the company employs
misleading tactics to create the illusion of environmental responsibility, ultimately undermining
consumer trust and jeopardizing broader sustainability efforts. In addition, this study identifies
specific mechanisms for detecting “greenwashing,” such as discrepancies between public
statements and operational practices, and suggests preventive strategies, including the
implementation of stricter regulatory standards, increased transparency requirements, and
comprehensive policy reforms. By emphasizing the importance of consumer education and
strengthening regulatory frameworks, this study concludes that addressing “greenwashing” is critical
to fostering genuine corporate responsibility and promoting sustainable development.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, one prevailing consensus has been that corporations need to engage in social
responsibilities. It has been indicated that in the current business environment, corporations are
expected to act ethically and responsibly toward society to maintain economic profitability [1].
Additionally, psychological studies have shown that consumers are more inclined to support
companies that appear to benefit their customers [2]. Undoubtedly, CSR is a key component in
portraying a positive corporate image and enhancing its market competitiveness. As a result, nearly
all major companies have begun publishing annual Corporate Social Responsibility reports to
showcase their efforts in environmental protection, social contributions, and governance transparency.

With the widespread use of the term “CSR” and the growing public interest in the topic, an
increasing number of corporations worldwide are participating in corporate social responsibility
activities each year. Unfortunately, some corporations recognize that engaging in social responsibility
could enhance their brand image, but they also realize such activities do not always lead to maximum
economic profit in the short run. Consequently, under the guise of social responsibility, some
corporations mislead the public and engage in pseudo-socially responsible behavior to achieve greater
economic profit.

This paper introduces the terminology “pseudo-corporate social responsibility (pseudo-CSR)” and
focuses specifically on the pseudo-CSR phenomenon known as “greenwashing.” The greenwashing
phenomenon arises from the increasingly serious global environmental issues and the heightened
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public concern regarding corporate environmental responsibility. Companies face pressure from both
consumers and governments, pushing them to seek more appealing images in market competition.
However, some companies choose to mislead consumers regarding their environmental practices or
the environmental benefits of a product or service rather than taking genuine and effective sustainable
actions [3].

Ultimately, greenwashing could lead to continuous environmental degradation [4]. By prioritizing
marketing deceptive claims over implementing meaningful, sustainable practices, these corporations
exacerbate significant environmental issues such as pollution, habitat destruction, and climate change
[5]. Greenwashing not only misleads consumers into believing they are making environmentally
responsible choices but also allows harmful practices to persist with no punishment. As a result, the
potential for genuine progress in sustainability is undermined, leading to lasting impacts on
ecosystems and public health.

Nearly all studies on this topic indicate that greenwashing negatively impacts both the company
itself and society. On the one hand, it undermines the willingness of companies to fulfill genuine
social responsibilities, making it difficult to distinguish between those truly practicing CSR and those
engaging in false advertising [6]. On the other hand, greenwashing erodes consumer trust, causing
confusion among consumers and leading to a decline in public confidence in corporations'
commitment to social responsibility [7]. Thus, addressing greenwashing is essential for encouraging
corporations to take meaningful sustainability actions and rebuilding trust between corporations and
consumers.

While many studies have been conducted on CSR, fewer have focused on its opposite, pseudo-
CSR. Therefore, an in-depth analysis of pseudo-social responsibility behaviors, especially the
identification mechanisms and prevention strategies related to greenwashing, is of significant
practical importance. This paper aims to educate consumers on the concept of pseudo-CSR (with a
focus on greenwashing) and empower them with the knowledge and tools necessary to identify
genuine corporate social responsibility from misleading claims. It also discusses and proposes
strategies for preventing such behavior in the future. By fostering a more informed public, the paper
seeks to drive meaningful change in corporate practices and promote true sustainability.

This paper will examine greenwashing through a review of existing research. First, it will introduce
the underlying causes, further analyzing the different forms of greenwashing and their manifestations
across various industries. Next, this paper will focus on how to identify corporate greenwashing
behaviors, presenting existing identification criteria and methods, along with specific case analyses.
Finally, this paper will discuss current measures to prevent greenwashing and propose relevant policy
recommendations, aiming to provide insights into the sustainable development of society and
businesses.

2. Greenwashing

2.1. Different Forms of Greenwashing

Greenwashing, derived from the term whitewashing, was first used by journalists David Beers and
Catherine Capellaro in 1991 for corporations that try to falsely claim they are environmentally
friendly. In 2009, when a U.S. environmental marketing company, TerraChoice, published The Seven
Deadly Sins with classifications on greenwasher practices. These include hidden trade-offs, no proof,
vagueness, and irrelevance combined with the lesser of two evils, fibbing or the lie, as well as false
labeling.

When it talks about the environmental advantages of products and services that do not consider
their negative impacts on the environment, this is known as the “Sin of Hidden Trade-Offs” [8]. The
“Sin of No Proof” occurs when companies claim environmental benefits for their products, but they
do not include trustworthy or verifiable information about how the product makes an impact. For
instance, companies could market their products as “carbon neutral” or “organic,” although without
their own independent third-party certifications or life cycle assessments [9]. The “Sin of Vagueness”
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uses ambiguous terms like “natural,” “organic,” or “environmentally friendly” to promote products,
but actually, these terms lack clear definitions— how does this type of information help the consumer
who is trying to understand a product as easily as possible? The Sin of Irrelevance means that
companies give weight to environmental attributes that are not necessarily related or impactful on the
overall product in terms of its environmental impacts and/or it is nothing more than compliance with
today's regulations. The "Sin of the Lesser of Two Evils" refers to attacking a product for not doing
what other products in its category don't do and if they are environmentally harmful as well. An
obvious example is marketing a fuel-efficient SUV that admittedly releases fewer emissions than
other options in its class or fuels sustainability yet, to an extent, has more consequential environmental
implications compared with lower-impact alternatives such as public transportation and electric
vehicles [9]. The most basic in greenwashing tactics is called the “Sin of Fibbing,” which refers to
companies making false or grossly exaggerated statements about their environmental practices. The
"Sin of Worshiping False Labels™" happens when a company gives consumers false confidence in their
product's environmental benefits by fraudulently using or lying about the presence of untraceable,
unregulated third-party labels/certifications.

According to the surprising floods of greenwashing today, they extend quite a bit more than
fundamentally slapping an eco-friendly-sounding name on your product. Sun et al. observe that policy
uncertainty might also make greenwashing a more likely outcome, where firms take advantage of
gaps or ambiguities in regulations to create misleading impressions [10]. Additionally, Zhao and Lee
examined the influence of vertical environmental regulatory mechanisms on greenwashing and found
that under weak or uncertain regulations, firms are more prone to make false claims [11]. Li and Ding
also showed the unclarity in environmental claims made by the makers of construction materials [12].
Our findings highlight that greenwashing is not limited to outright false advertising but includes a
range of other manipulative rather than technical hyperbole, selective disclosure as well as the use of
vague terms.

Many companies also use ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) & CSR as a tool for
green-washing. ESG reports, which are meant to determine the environmental, social, and governance
performance of a company, include vague or overly verbose disclosure designed to obfuscate real-
world impacts. Some companies are known to boost their ratings by cluttering ESG disclosures with
complex language or extensive text that reduces the transparency of what they publish [13]. When
executives face performance challenges, they may use ESG reports for window dressing to meet
short-term market requirements or shareholder expectations rather than discharging environmental
responsibility. Meanwhile, firms may conduct symbolic green activities to appear environmentally
responsible when such efforts do not correlate with their true environmental performance [13]. This
gap between what is reported and reality becomes one of the main tools for greenwashing by means
of ESG or CSR reporting.

2.2. Greenwashing Motives

Greenwashing behavior often reflects the pressures faced by enterprises in balancing economic,
social, and environmental responsibilities. Nowadays, firms face demands from investors, consumers,
and governments to be environmentally friendly. Meanwhile, it requires a lot of capital investment to
protect the environment and develop sustainably, concurrent with that can cause short-term profit
pressures. In response, some companies rely on greenwashing so as to manage this contradiction.
Kudtak et al. suggest that opportunities for greenwashing will be greatest where firms' environmental
commitments are by far the furthest from their outcomes [14]. Firms will greenwash and promise the
world in terms of environmental performance for a range of reasons, including market position,
investor allure, or policy pressures. The study also reveals how greenwashing behavior in ESG
reporting is shaped by executive power imbalances, where executives leverage opportunities of
information asymmetry and their centralized authority to engage in financial deception [15]. This
behavior is bad because it not only impacts the decision of an investor but may also lead to
misinformation in the stock price and increase by inflating [16]. These short-term strategies, however,
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inevitably sacrifice long-term sustainable development for the business profit. Insufficient regulatory
policies, lack of public awareness, and media have also contributed to the prevalence of greenwashing.
Cédia et al. point out the importance of a company’s environmental performance and that any
perception of environmental risks will devastatingly affect its reputation as well as brand loyalty,
especially with biased or wrong information given through media [17].

Greenwashing can take many forms and be driven by different motives ranging from political
uncertainty to power imbalances amongst executives, lack of public knowledge, and media impact.
This study implies that further research should also concentrate on how to identify and prevent
greenwashing accurately so as to enable truly productive corporate sustainability development.

3. Mechanisms for Recognizing the Greenwashing Phenomenon

3.1. Development of Standards and Criteria for Greenwashing Identification

The development of standards, methods, and tools is particularly important in the identification
mechanism of greenwashing. First of all, the first step in identifying the existence of greenwashing
in a company is to establish clear criteria. In practice, international organizations and governments
have established various environmental standards and guidelines to identify and combat
greenwashing. For instance, the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) has published
ISO 14020 and ISO 14021, which provide specific requirements for environmental labels and
declarations, aiming to ensure that claims such as “recyclable” or “environmentally friendly” are
truthful and not misleading [18]. Furthermore, the European Union’s Unfair Commercial Practices
Directive (2005/29/EC) offers a legal framework for dealing with misleading environmental claims
in advertising, helping to establish clear guidelines against greenwashing.

3.2. Characteristics and Frameworks for Recognizing Greenwashing

According to the existing research literature, the main characteristics of greenwashing include
exaggerating the actual impacts of environmental measures, hiding unfavorable information, and
using vague or misleading language and images to portray an environmental image [19,20]. Many
researchers have proposed the “seven sins of greenwashing” as a framework for identification,
including hidden tradeoffs, lack of evidence, and irrelevant environmental declarations [20]. For
example, a product may be advertised in a way that highlights some of its environmental credentials
(e.g., low energy consumption) but neglects to acknowledge other environmental negative impacts
during production, such as higher carbon emissions or water consumption [19]. This identification
framework offers a structured approach to examine how companies may exploit specific aspects of
their environmental performance to obscure more harmful actions.

3.3. Third-Party Certifications and Their Limitations

In addition, the presence of clear third-party certification of environmental protection measures
that companies claim, their compliance with industry standards, and the presence of fake advertising
components become core indications for the identification of the greenwashing phenomenon.
However, not all certification systems are reliable. Studies have shown that certain systems, such as
those of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC),
sometimes fail to effectively monitor environmental behavior, allowing companies to greenwash their
actions [20]. Therefore, scrutinizing both certifications and the companies’ actual environmental
practices remains essential.

3.4. Qualitative Analysis: Examining Corporate Communication

Furthermore, the methodology and instrumentation for identifying the phenomenon of greenwash
mainly rely on qualitative and quantitative means of analysis. Qualitative methods focus on
scrutinizing corporate communication materials such as advertisements, public reports, and product
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packaging. Content analysis, for example, is used to assess whether the language and images used by
a company are misleading, including eco-labels, vague terms like "sustainable,” or idealized nature
imagery [19].

3.5. Quantitative Analysis: Data Verification of Environmental Claims

Quantitative analysis relies on data verification, especially by comparing the environmental
commitments of companies with their actual behavior. Key metrics for quantitative analysis include
carbon emissions, water usage, and waste management data. For example, carbon footprint tracking
IS a representative tool that quantifies the total greenhouse gas emissions produced by a company
across its supply chain. Through carbon footprint data, researchers and regulators can assess whether
a company's environmental claims align with its actual environmental impact [21]. Advanced data
analytics and surveillance technologies now allow organizations to closely monitor and verify such
data, providing robust evidence against greenwashing [22]. In recent years, the development of data
analysis and surveillance tools has provided significant support for the quantification of greenwash.
For example, consumer rights organizations and supervisory agencies could evaluate whether
companies are actually reducing their environmental burden by tracking their carbon emissions data
[20].

3.6. Alternative Data Sources for Greenwashing Detection

Certain external data sources, commonly referred to as "alternative data,” play a crucial role in
identifying greenwashing. For instance, apart from carbon footprint analysis, satellite monitoring of
deforestation or water extraction, real-time pollution level tracking, and third-party verification from
environmental watchdogs provide key insights into whether a company’s actions match their
promises [23].

Meanwhile, certain industry certification systems are also used to verify the veracity of companies'
environmental declarations. However, in some cases, studies have indicated that these certification
systems may also be flawed. For example, the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and the Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC) have failed to effectively monitor companies' environmental behavior
under certain circumstances, which has allowed these certifications to be used as a tool for companies
to greenwash their business [20].

3.7. Case Study: C Company

In applying the aforementioned identification mechanisms, C Company offers a relevant case
study in greenwashing. C Company, a globally well-known beverage brand, has been facing
environmental protection-related criticisms for a long time. Its greenwashing behavior has been
particularly pronounced concerning its plastic packaging. Applying the "seven sins of greenwashing"
framework, C Company's actions demonstrate multiple issues, including hidden tradeoffs and a lack
of evidence. C Company's advertising often refers to its efforts toward plastic recycling and eco-
friendly packaging, which declares the company's commitment to minimizing its negative impacts on
the environment [20]. However, the fact reveals that C Company is still one of the world's largest
plastic polluters, with a huge number of plastic bottles produced each year and a much poorer rate of
recycling those bottles than expected.

In terms of the "hidden tradeoffs" sin, C Company emphasizes the word "recyclable™ in its
environmental pledges but seldom acknowledges the negative externalities of its supply chain, such
as the high carbon footprint of bottle production and transportation. Furthermore, the lack of reliable
third-party verification concerning its recycling practices reflects the "lack of evidence" sin, where C
Company fails to provide transparent proof of its environmental claims [19].

In addition, C Company has also promoted its “green” reputation by sponsoring environmental
programs. However, these programs are often short-term public relations actions with limited
substantial impact. For example, some of the environmental programs that it sponsored have
contributed negligibly to solving the global problem of plastic pollution and could not counterbalance
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the environmental devastation caused by the company itself [20]. This constitutes the "irrelevant
environmental declarations” sin, as the company uses unrelated or insignificant programs to deflect
attention from its actual environmental damage.

C Company's greenwashing behaviors not only involve plastic pollution but also water
consumption. Though the company claims that it has taken steps to reduce water use and increase
water efficiency, in developing countries, C Company's factories have been accused of over-pumping
underground water, which results in local water shortages. This reflects the hidden tradeoff of
focusing on water efficiency in some areas while exacerbating environmental and social problems in
more vulnerable regions.

Through the lens of this case study, it becomes clear that C Company systematically exploits gaps
between its environmental promises and actual practices. By applying identification frameworks such
as the seven sins of greenwashing and leveraging tools like carbon footprint data, companies can be
held accountable for these discrepancies.

Identifying corporate greenwash requires identifying criteria, methods, and tools and analyzing
the gaps between a company's actual actions and its environmental promises through specific case
studies. The case of C Company demonstrates that corporations often use vague environmental
promises in their campaigns to hide their actual environmental impacts. By clarifying identification
criteria and using effective identification tools, consumers and regulators could better expose and
respond to greenwashing.

4. Preventive Measures and Recommendations for Greenwashing

Based on the cases above, the combination of internal governance and external governance may
be able to effectively prevent the occurrence of corporate greenwashing.

4.1. Internal Pressure Management

Firstly, promote the active fulfillment of social responsibilities within the enterprise. The main
thing is to improve the moral quality of all employees, especially the operator, as a leader, to set a
good example, integrity as the internal culture of the enterprise, and strengthen the moral education
of employees [24].

Secondly, enterprises should not regard financial indicators as the only criterion for performance
appraisal but should establish a comprehensive performance appraisal index system such as economic
value, social responsibility value, and social and environmental value so as to change the phenomenon
of choosing greenwashing behavior in pursuit of profits [25].

Thirdly, as far as the current trend is concerned, green and low-carbon is the first step to protecting
the environment, and enterprises should not be greedy for immediate benefits but should realize in
advance that the value of low-carbon to enterprises is immeasurable and will also have a far-reaching
impact on the high-quality development of enterprises. Therefore, it is necessary to strengthen the
awareness and understanding of green development by enterprises, fully understand the economic
and social benefits brought by green development, and make green culture deeply rooted in
enterprises.

4.2. External Pressure Management

Firstly, promote the government and society to have a reasonable expectation of enterprises to
fulfill their social responsibilities [26]. If all sectors of society have too high expectations for
enterprises, it will lead to many enterprises choosing greenwashing because they cannot meet the
expectations of all sectors of society, so reasonable expectations for enterprises are the top priority to
solve the pressure from external sources.

Secondly, increase the frequency of detection. This requires the government and relevant
departments to inspect enterprises that may have greenwashing behaviors and establish a cross-
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departmental collaborative supervision mechanism to ensure that the environmental protection, green
management, and other projects of enterprises are effectively evaluated, supervised, and managed.

Thirdly, improve the punishment mechanism. When punishing relevant enterprises, it is not only
a simple low fine when greenwashing is discovered but also a multi-faceted punishment according to
the different means, different degrees, and degrees of environmental pollution of greenwashing [27].
At the same time, we will increase penalties and review corporate environmental protection
statements, investigate and deal with false propaganda and misleading information, increase the cost
of violations, and prevent the continuous fermentation of the broken window effect.

Fourthly, improve information transparency. Governments should establish strict environmental
disclosure standards and regulations to ensure that companies provide truthful and accurate
information when communicating the environmental attributes of their products or services.
Enterprises should be required to make the relevant data obtained, recorded, and analyzed open and
transparent in the environmental responsibility report disclosed to the public and could accept third-
party verification, including but not limited to emission sources, emissions, sewage treatment results
values, accounting methods, results, etc., and disclose to the public the key data of enterprise
emissions, the total amount of allowances and the allocation of such information [28]. Only by
improving information transparency could we ensure the authenticity of pollutant treatment and, at
the same time, facilitate public supervision of enterprises and prevent information asymmetry. For
example, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) of the United States has clear guidelines for green
advertising.

Finally, promote green tax and financial policies. The government could actively promote green
role model enterprises, especially those that have made greater contributions to green environmental
protection. Through green taxation and green finance policies, certain tax incentives, financial
incentives, or green subsidies will be given to enterprises with good environmental performance and
real green transformation so as to realize the green development benefits of enterprises and encourage
enterprises to reduce greenwashing.

5. Conclusion

Greenwashing poses a significant challenge to CSR, as companies often misrepresent their
environmental practices to cultivate a positive public image while failing to implement meaningful
changes. This deceptive behavior takes various forms, including vague claims, exaggeration of
benefits, and false labeling. These tactics are often driven by market pressures, regulatory ambiguities,
and the pursuit of short-term profits.

To identify greenwashing practices, it is essential to establish clear criteria, utilizing both
qualitative and quantitative analyses, including third-party certifications and data verification.
Realistic public expectations, enhancing regulatory oversight, imposing stricter penalties for
misleading claims, and improving information transparency are needed to combat greenwashing.

This paper introduced "The Seven Deadly Sins" and explored the various forms and motivations
behind greenwashing, highlighting the urgent need for effective identification mechanisms and
preventive measures. The study of pseudo-social responsibility, especially on greenwashing, is still
in its infancy. While progress has been made in understanding the concepts and motivation behind it,
effective identification and prevention mechanisms remain unexplored. Future research should aim
to develop comprehensive frameworks for detecting greenwashing practices, focusing on both
qualitative and quantitative methodologies. Additionally, investigations should assess the
effectiveness of existing regulatory measures and explore innovative strategies for promoting
corporate accountability.

By improving public understanding of greenwashing, future research could empower consumers
to make informed choices and foster greater transparency in corporate practices. Furthermore,
collaboration between researchers, policymakers, and industry leaders could facilitate the

886



Highlights in Business, Economics and Management EMFRM 2024
Volume 45 (2024)

development of more stringent regulations and best practices to mitigate greenwashing. Ultimately,
these efforts will contribute to a more ethical and sustainable environment.
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