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Abstract:  Undoubtedly, the rise in eco-friendly or sustainable products has gained immense attention across all disciplines due to
its most promising contributions to the environment. However, it has also initiated the greenwashing phenomena by which companies
deliberately communicate the ecological or green attributes of their offerings. Drawing on attribution theory, this study aims to fill a gap in
knowledge by examining the relationships between perceived greenwashing and brand credibility. Convenience sampling methodology was
employed to collect the data from 422 Pakistani consumers. Data were gathered via self-administered questionnaire and analyzed using
AMOS, and SPSS respectively. The results revealed that perceived greenwashing is negatively related to brand credibility. The present
study provides novel insights by unfolding the negative relationship between perceived greenwashing and brand credibility, especially in
Pakistan’s context. The study findings imply that decreasing greenwashing practices can decrease consumers’ perception of greenwashing and
thus, the brand credibility can be improved. Moreover, the study findings highlight the risks that perceived greenwashing carries for the
business companies; the companies’ pretentious claims can harm the credibility of a greenwashed brand can ultimately put their survival at
threat and harm their long-term success. In addition, the study findings suggest that policymakers should avoid communicating deceptive
environmental benefits of their offerings, rather they should focus on finding possible ways to comply with environmental performance
standards so that their brand credibility can be enhanced. The current study contributes to greenwashing literature by exploring how
perceived greenwashing influences brand credibility. In closing, the theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed in detail.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last few decades, consumers became more concerned about sustainability and environmental issues
(Szabo & Webster, 2021). Consumers’ enhanced concern is due to long-lasting damage to the environment and
society in general (Han & Kim, 2010). These environmental concerns changed consumers’ behavior accordingly
(Buerke, Straatmann, Lin-Hi, & Miiller, 2017), such as the majority of consumers became eager to use green
products (Ayuningrat, & HadiwidjojoGoh, 2016). The growing concern for environmental protection has also led
companies to adopt green marketing to demonstrate their contributions to the greater good (Szabo & Webster, 2021).
In this vein, companies started to position their brands as green or eco-friendly with the use of different green labels
and trademarks (Delmas & Toffel, 2008; Berrone, Fosfuri, Gelabert, & GomezMejia, 2013). However, consumers
may perceive green marketing as greenwashing (Dahl, 2010). Consumers believe that companies overstate their
environmental contribution(s) to differentiate themselves in the environmental era, thus engaging in greenwashing
practices. Greenwashing refers to a company’s deliberate deceptive tactics to mislead or misguide consumers
regarding the company’s products or services’ eco-benefits (Chen, Huang, Wang, & Chen, 2018). Consumers’ per-
ception of deceptive product claims (i.e. perceived greenwashing) develop doubts, which consequently undermine
green trust, purchase intention, and word-of-mouth (Chen & Chang, 2013; Leonidou, & Skarmeas, 2017).

Past research has made valuable contributions to greenwashing literature by exploring its detrimental con-
sequences for consumers, companys’ offerings, and the company itself, such as reduced consumers’ trust and
loyalty, brand value, brand image (Chen, Lin, and Chang, 2014), purchase intention (Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017),
green trust (Chen & Chang, 2013), green purchase intention (Chen, Huang, Wang & Chen, 2020), organizational
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credibility, perceived company performance (Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla, & Paladino, 2014), and market value of the
company (Du, 2015). In addition, greenwashing also contributes to enhancing risk perception, consumer confusion
(Chen & Chang, 2013), and information-seeking behavior (Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017). Given its detrimental
consequences for consumers, companies, and their offerings as well, it has become one of the central themes in
green marketing. Although prior studies have made significant contributions to greenwashing literature, however
empirical research in examining greenwashing consequences is still limited (e.g., De Jong, Harkink, & Barth,
2018). Additionally, prior researchers have also noted that greenwashing has received considerably little research
attention (Aji & Sutikno, 2015; Rahman, Park & Chi, 2015; Berrone, Fosfuri, & Gelabert, 2017; De Jong, Harkink
& Barth, 2018; Zhang, Li, Cao, & Huang, 2018). Prior research has largely ignored how consumers’ perception of
greenwashing may affect the credibility of a greenwashed brand despite being potentially crucial to organizational
success. Considering the importance of brand credibility for gaining sustainable competitive advantage in the face
of increasing consumers’ awareness of environmental-friendly products (Park & Lee, 2013), it is important to fill
this research gap. Importantly, given the strikingly high prevalence of greenwashing in the current market and the
harmful consequences of greenwashing on brand credibility, this study attempts to address the issue. Thus, the study
aims to contribute to greenwashing literature by examining the effect of perceived greenwashing on brand credibility.
Perceived greenwashing diminishes consumers’ trust as well as brand perception (Buck, Anderson, Chaudhuri, &
Ray, 2004). Resultantly, consumers develop a perception that a particular greenwashed brand is incapable to fulfil
its promises, and thus, the credibility of a brand is negatively affected. Brand credibility determines the relationship
between brand and consumers and, also helps to maintain this cordial relationship (Park & Lee, 2013).

Moreover, drawing upon attribution theory (Kelley, 1967; Kelley & Michela, 1980; Harvey & Weary, 1984), the
present study avers that consumers’ perception of greenwashing negatively influences brand credibility. Attribution
theory is considered the most suitable theoretical framework to explain the psychological processes involved in
understanding an individual’s perception of green claims, and their consequences (Weiner, 2000). It is argued that
if an individual attributes a certain event as negative, it results in a negative attitude or behavior (Friestad & Wright,
1994). Thus, drawing on the attribution theory paradigm, it is reasonable to assume that when consumers confront
green information about product(s) and may perceive it as deceptive aimed to promote products’ green benefits
(which are not actually). Resultantly, consumers attribute this event as negative, which ultimately results in negative
outcomes such as low brand credibility.

The current study contributes to greenwashing literature in the following ways. The current study addresses the
theoretical gap by exploring how perceived greenwashing influences brand credibility. The study has developed a
theoretical case of the relationship between perceived greenwashing and brand credibility to seek empirical evidence
of the relationship. Moreover, by applying attribution theory as a theoretical framework in the relationship between
perceived greenwashing and brand credibility, the present study expanded the attribution theory in greenwashing
literature specifically. The study findings highlight the risks that perceived greenwashing carries for the business
companies; the companies’ pretentious claims can harm the credibility of a greenwashed brand can ultimately put
their survival at threat and harm their long-term success. Importantly, as prior research has been widely conducted
on green marketing in Western settings (Coskun, Vocino, & Polonsky, 2017), this study contributes to understanding
Pakistani consumers’ perception of greenwashing and its effects. Specifically, this research contributes to the
knowledge of consumers’ perception of green marketing particularly greenwashing in a developing country like
Pakistan.

Study Objectives

Given the high prevalence of greenwashing, especially in emerging economies like Pakistan, this study attempts
to examine the Pakistani consumers’ perception of greenwashing and its effect on brand credibility. In specific, the
key study objective of this research is to examine the effect of perceived greenwashing on the brand credibility of a
specific brand(s).

LITERATURE REVIEW
The Phenomenon of Greenwashing
Greenwashing refers to the companies’ deliberate deceptive tactics to mislead or misguide consumers regarding

their offerings’ eco-benefits (Chen, Huang, Wang, & Chen, 2020). The term “greenwashing” was first introduced
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back in 1980 and gained an immense reputation with the use of deceptive and exaggerated environmental claims as
a tactic to gain market share (Dahl, 2010). To compete in the green market, companies are continually striving
to differentiate their offerings by highlighting their key features, such as their products’ environment-friendly
attributes (Nabilla, 2019; Szabo & Webster, 2021). In this vein, green marketing has become a vital tool for
advertising green and/or sustainable products. In doing so, companies engaged in deceptive communication by
exaggerating their products’ eco-friendly attributes which eventually gave a significant rise to greenwashing. Many
companies have been found engaged in greenwashing activities. For instance, the Coca-Cola company claimed
that it has reduced its water footprint by reducing water usage significantly (4 percent annually). However, the
company could not verify its claim and was awarded a “greenwashing award” by the Polaris Institute (Lyon &
Montgomery, 2013). Consumers’ purchase decisions are often based on corporate advertising and therefore it is
considered of strategic importance. If a consumer finds a company involved in greenwashing, it tends to decrease
their confidence in the company’s products (Hamann & Kapelus, 2004). Even though various companies are
well aware of greenwashing’s consequences such as damaging the company’s reputation, however companies still
engage in deceptive tactics to gain a competitive advantage by labeling their products safe for the environment
(Laufer, 2003; Parguel, Benoit-Moreau, & Larceneux, 2011). Importantly, enhanced pressure from stakeholders
(Testa, Boiral, & Iraldo, 2018), potential benefits in terms of financial performance (Jonsen, Galunic, Weeks &
Braga, 2015), and reputational capital (Aras & Crowther, 2011) encourage organizations to engage in greenwashing.
Researchers have confirmed that consumers’ perception of greenwashing results in destructive consequences such
as it negatively affecting consumer’s trust and loyalty, brand value, brand image (Chen et al., 2014), purchase
intention (Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017), green purchase intention (Chen et al., 2020), and so forth. This clearly
shows that deceptive claims about products undermine the consumers’ trust in the company and its offerings which
eventually diminishes green marketing. Considering the detrimental consequences of perceived greenwashing,
researchers are striving to investigate its consequences that may endanger green marketing.

Perceived Greenwashing and Brand Credibility

Brand credibility is defined as “the believability of the product position information embedded in a brand,
depending on consumers’ perceptions of whether the brand has the ability and willingness to continuously deliver
what has been promised” (Erdem & Swait, 2004, p. 192). It is argued that a credible brand comprises two
characteristics: ability (i.e., expertise) and willingness (i.e., trustworthiness). Taken together, these characteristics
make a brand credible by fulfilling its promises (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Erdem, Swait, & Valenzuela, 2000).
It is argued that the relationship between brand and consumers can be better understood with brand credibility
such that if a brand is credible in terms of fulfilling its promises, the relationship is strong, and vice versa. Thus,
brand credibility helps to develop and maintain cordial relationships with consumers (Park & Lee, 2013). These
relationships lie in trust between brands and consumers which eventually ensures companies’ survival in a dynamic
business environment with a competitive advantage. Marketing literature has documented numerous positive
consequences of brand credibility such as low perceived risk, high perceived quality, purchase intention (e.g., Baek,
Kim, & Yu, 2010), brand commitment, and increased consumer confidence (Kemp, 2011).

A consumer with the perception of greenwashing (i.e., a company deliberately deceives by overstating their
product’s eco-benefits) tends to develop negative views of the company and its offering that negatively affect a
brand’s credibility. Erdem and Swait (1998) provided a framework of brand credibility which has been later used
in numerous studies (Wang & Scheinbaum, 2018). The brand credibility framework claimed that consistency,
brand investment, and clarity together predict Brand credibility. Consistency represents the company’s efforts in
maintaining and delivering consistent products over time; brand investment encompasses companies’ efforts in
improving brand performance to fulfill its promises and clarity refers to the clear brand signal (i.e., no ambiguity
in the product information) (Erdem & Swait, 1998). Thus, as per the brand credibility framework, these three
characteristics together contribute to predicting the credibility of a brand. When consumers perceive that a specific
brand has deceived them by overstating their products’ eco-benefits, indeed it violates all these three characteristics
— consistency, brand investment, and clarity — of brand credibility. In the context of greenwashing, consumers’
perception that the company has failed to provide product attributes consistently — consistency, the company
isn’t investing in its products to provide or to enhance brand performance — brand investment, and the company
deliberately conveys ambiguous information about their products — clarity, negatively affects the credibility of a
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specific brand. Moreover, consumers who perceive green claims as deception weakens their trust in a brand and
thus spoil brand perception (Buck et al., 2004).

Moreover, the basic tenant of attribution theory (Kelley, 1967; Kelley & Michela, 1980; Harvey & Weary,
1984) contends that when an individual is exposed to an event and attributes it as negative, it results in a negative
attitude or behavior (Friestad & Wright, 1994). Based on such thinking, the present study argues that perceived
greenwashing tend to develop negative attributions in consumers’ mind which thus results in negative outcomes
(Friestad & Wright, 1994) such as low brand credibility. Put it another way, when consumers confront green
information about product(s) and perceive it as fake or deceptive, they attribute such events as negative which
ultimately results in negative outcomes such as low brand credibility. Based on the above discussion, it is evident to
infer that consumers’ perception of deceptive green claims — greenwashing — negatively affects the credibility of a
greenwashed brand.

H1: Perceived greenwashing negatively influences brand credibility.

The theoretical model

Perceived

Brand credibility

greenwashing

Figure 1: Conceptual framework

RESEARCH METHOD
Data Collection and Analysis

In line with the study objectives, the current study was conducted in Pakistan, using a quantitative approach
based on a cross-sectional research design. The questionnaire survey is consistent with prior studies examining
the consequences of greenwashing perceptions (e.g., Chen et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2018). Data were gathered
from Pakistani’ consumers. The current study used a convenience sampling technique (non-probability sampling
technique). The targeted population — consumers — is too large due to which it is impossible to include each
individual. The other reason to use a convenience sampling technique is that it is fast, inexpensive, and easy.

Pakistan is a developing country where numerous companies were found actively engaged in deceptive
marketing (green marketing) tactics to attract potential customers. According to the Competition Commission of
Pakistan (2014), numerous companies in Pakistan were found in using deceptive marketing tactics to promote
or sell their products. Following prior studies (e.g., Akturan, 2018; Zhang et al., 2018), this study selected three
products that portray as green or eco-friendly. For this study, consumers were presented with three brand options:
Hybrid cars (e.g., Toyota Prius, etc.), electronic products (e.g., Inverter AC, etc.), and Organic food (e.g., desi ghee,
brown sugar, etc.). Consumers were asked to choose any one of the three products from the given options that
they have purchased and/or experienced. With the rise of environmental pollution particularly in Pakistan such as
smog in the winter season, the trend of using hybrid cars is increasing as these cars are considered energy-efficient
and environment friendly too. This sector was selected due to its concerns with greenwashing practices (Gillespie,
2008; Sajjad et al., 2020). Likewise, the electronic products selection is also consistent with prior studies (e.g.,
Chen & Chang, 2013). The respondents answered the questions keeping in mind one brand from the available
brand choices (hybrid cars, electronic products, organic food).

To approach the decision-maker consumers who have used/experienced one of the three selected brands for
this study, the researcher visited different shopping malls in Islamabad and Lahore to contact a diverse range of
consumers. A brief orientation was given to the respondents about the study purpose, and greenwashing especially.
Also, the respondents ensured that their responses will only be used for academic research purposes, and their
identities will not be disclosed to anyone. The agreed respondents filled the questionnaire in hard copy at the mall.
In sum, a total of 470 consumers confirmed their participation in the study. In total, 456 complete responses were
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received. 34 questionnaires were discarded as those were not filled, and thus, the total sample remained of 422
respondents. Following prior studies (e.g., Shafique, Rajput, Javed, & Alnakhli, 2022), the questionnaire was
designed in the English language as English is the official language and thus, consumers have a good understanding
of the English language.

The final sample consists of 250 males (59.2%) and 172 females (40.8%). Of the total, 121 respondents’ age
was between 26-35 years, 221 respondents’ age was between 35-45, and 80 respondents age was between 46-60
years. To analyze data, AMOS 23.0 and SPSS 23.0 were used.

Common Method Bias

As all the data were collected from the same respondents at a single point in time, the issue of common method
bias may prevail (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). To rule out this issue, the study divided the
questionnaire into different sections so that respondents can identify different concepts (i.e., study variables).
Likewise, the study included different trap items (e.g., I like to watch cartoons daily) to check the respondents’
attention while filling out the questionnaire. Moreover, to counter common method bias, the study conducted
Harman single factor test. For this purpose, all the variables’ items were loaded onto a single factor. The first factor
explained 38% of the total variance, which is below the standard threshold of 50%. Hence, common method bias is
not an issue for the study.

Measures

All the variables of the study were measured with validated scales and adapted with slight modifications to fit
Pakistan’s context. All the variables were accessed on a five-point Likert scale (e.g., 1 for strongly agree, 5 for
strongly disagree).

Perceived greenwashing: Following prior studies (e.g., Akturan, 2018; Zhang et al., 2018), consumers’ perception
of greenwashing of a specific brand was measured with a five-item scale developed by Laufer (2003). Sample items
include “this product misleads with words in its environmental features”.

Brand credibility: A Seven-item scale was used to measure brand credibility (Erdem & Swait, 1998). Sample items
include “This brand delivers (or would deliver) what it promises”.

CONTROLS

Respondents’ age and gender may influence the consumers’ perception of greenwashing and brand credibility,
and thus can confound the results. It has been noted that females are considered more concerned with the
environment as compared to males (Eagly, 2013). However, respondents’ age and gender didn’t show a correlation
between perceived greenwashing and brand credibility. Therefore, results were presented without any controls
(Becker, 2005).

RESULTS

Measurement Model

The study employed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to analyze the measurement model. All the items of
the variables were loaded onto their respective construct. Model fit indices (x2 (50) = 134.23, \2/df = 2.68, GFI =
.96, IFI = .97, TLI = .97, CFI = .98, and RMSEA = .06) demonstrated satisfactory fit.

Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations

Descriptive statistics such as mean, standard deviation, and correlations are presented in Table 1. The values of
Cronbach Alpha («) are also presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics, cronbach alpha(c), and correlations

Construct Mean SD « 1 2 3 4
1. Age - - - 1

2. Gender - - - -022 1

3. Perceived Greenwashing  3.4681 .96756 911 .065 -033 1

4. Brand credibility 2.5832  .94191 902 .076 .009 -.147*%* 1

Note. n =422. * p <.05. ** p <.01 level (2-tailed). SD = Standard deviation. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female.

Mean is an arithmetic mean and SD is the standard deviation.

Hypothesis Testing

To test the hypothesis, the study used the regression method in SPSS. The results (Table 2) confirmed that
perceived greenwashing negatively influences brand credibility (5= -.143, t-value = -3.34, p-value = .001). Thus,
hypothesis 1 is accepted.

Table 2: Hypothesis testing

B Std. error  f-value  p-value
Constant 3.079 0.154 19.979  0.000
Perceived greenwashing -0.143  0.043 -3.340  0.001

n =422, Outcome variable = Brand credibility, R square = 0.022, Adjusted R square = 0.020, F — value = 11.157, p = 0.001.

DISCUSSION

Nevertheless, greenwashing practices carry numerous destructive consequences for stakeholders. Realizing
this, academicians are continually striving to bring to the fore potentially overlooked outcomes. To contribute
to this domain, the present study examined the effect of perceived greenwashing on the brand credibility of a
greenwashed brand in Pakistan’s context. In doing so, the study drew on the attribution theory to demonstrate
the negative impact of perceived greenwashing on brand credibility. The study results supported the hypothesis.
The relationship between perceived greenwashing and brand credibility was hypothesized based on a literature
review. Recognizing the global movement of sustainability, consumers became prone to engage in sustainability
acts and also became more aware of green and eco-friendly products. The study findings confirmed that perceived
greenwashing negatively impacts the brand credibility of the greenwashed brand. Indeed, these results are in line
with prior studies examining the consequences of perceived greenwashing. For example, Hameed et al., (2021)
found that greenwashing decreases positive outcomes, like green brand image, green brand love, green brand
loyalty, and green purchase behaviour. Moreover, a recent study noted that consumers’ perceptions of different
types of misleading communication regarding environmental issues negatively affect stakeholders’ perception of
corporate environmental responsibility (Torelli, Balluchi, & Lazzini, 2020). Extending prior work, the current study
examines the greenwashing effect on a potentially overlooked branding concept: brand credibility. Accordingly,
the current study contributed to enhancing our understanding that how greenwashing perceptions instill a negative
attribution in consumers’ minds that a greenwashed brand is incapable to fulfil its promises, and thus, the credibility
of the brand is negatively affected.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This study contributes to the greenwashing literature in the following ways. By showing that consumers’
perception of greenwashing negatively influences brand credibility, the study contributed to greenwashing literature
and brand credibility literature. In doing so, the study contributed to this emerging, yet nascent research area
of greenwashing that consumers with the perception of greenwashing realize that a specific brand has failed in
fulfilling its promises, and thus diminishes its credibility. From a theoretical perspective, this study helps to better
understand how consumers access green claims by engaging in psychological (cognitive) processes. Namely,
attribution theory provides a deeper understanding of underlying processes involved in consumers’ perception of
green claims, and their ultimate effects. Lastly and most importantly, this study contributed to adding to the green
marketing literature from a developing country perspective as a majority of prior studies were conducted in Western
settings.
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PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The study carries important practical implications. The study findings showed that consumer perception
of greenwashing damages brand credibility. This implies that decreasing greenwashing practices can decrease
consumers’ perception of greenwashing and thus, the brand credibility can be improved. A recent study contended
that organizational efforts in communicating transparent information have significant implications for organizational
strategies and social welfare (Wu, Zhang, and Xie, 2020). Therefore, the study suggests that organizations, and
especially policymakers should avoid communicating deceptive environmental benefits of their offerings (Zhang et
al., 2018) as it causes spillover effects (Wang, Ma, and Bai, 2019). Thus, it could be a useful recommendation for
organizations to focus on finding possible ways to comply with environmental performance standards so that their
brand credibility can be enhanced. A study proposed to mitigate greenwashing by using a mix of voluntary and
mandatory initiatives employed by organizations (Gatti, Seele, and Rademacher, 2019). This strategy will eventually
help in communicating effective CSR communications by limiting the rules for unrealistic rules of accomplishment.
Especially, the organizations in Pakistan should be more careful when claiming their products’ environmental
performance. In doing so, companies can benefit from a win-win strategy in a way that reduced greenwashing
practices would decrease consumers’ perception of greenwashing (Szabo and Webster, 2021) which eventually
contributes to flourishing credibility. Together, this would result in environmental and market performance (Rahman
et al., 2015).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Despite the study’s significant contributions to the literature and marketing companies, it has some limitations
that may limit its generalization. First, this study is based on a cross-sectional research design in which all the
data were collected at the same time from respondents. Although the study employed certain techniques to rule
out the common method variance suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003), the study may lack causal inferences.
To gain deeper insights, the study suggests researchers to use a time-lag research design in the future to better
predict the causality. Moreover, future researchers are encouraged to collect data about other brands to gain deeper
insights. As this study is the first to examine the effect of perceived greenwashing on brand credibility, there could
be intervening mechanisms (e.g., cognitive dissonance) that may further help us in understanding the effect of
perceived greenwashing on brand credibility.

CONCLUSION

The present study provides novel insights by unfolding the negative relationship between perceived green-
washing and brand credibility, especially in Pakistan’s context. In doing so, this study enhances the existing
greenwashing literature by empirically establishing its link with brand credibility. Recognizing the importance of a
perceived greenwashing relationship with brand credibility, the study offers valuable insights for organizations to
mitigate deceptive communication aimed to sustain and nurture the credibility of their offerings. The study findings
will help businesses achieve a competitive advantage by focusing on brand credibility, and the potential ways with
which brand credibility can be enhanced to attract and retain consumers. Likewise, as findings revealed the negative
effect of greenwashing on brand credibility, it evidently shows the negative repercussions of consumers’ negative
perceptions about green claims. Accordingly, the study results can be helpful for businesses and managers dealing
with marketing strategies, especially advertising that how they can refrain using exaggerated or fake claims in
advertising their products’ characteristics and can enhance credibility of their offerings.
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