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ABSTRACT
Sustainability awards are often seen as a mark of credibility and can help companies attract new customers, investors and part-
ners. However, there is some question as to whether the companies that win sustainability awards—and therefore who ought 
to be genuinely committed to sustainability—correctly communicate their environmental performances according to interna-
tionally recognised principles for the fair use of environmental labels and claims such as those set by ISO standards. This study 
examined the web communication practices of a sample of 100 Italian companies that had won a sustainability award. Our 
findings showed that, while most of these companies boasted their environmental performance in several ways, they did not al-
ways follow the above-mentioned communication principles. This suggests that companies need further training and education 
on how to communicate their environmental performance correctly and in a substantiated manner, thus preventing the risk of 
greenwashing.

1   |   Introduction

At its core, green marketing embodies the integration of envi-
ronmental considerations within a company's strategies, prod-
uct development and communication efforts. It transcends mere 
tokenism, aiming for a substantial contribution to environmen-
tal conservation and societal well-being (Gionfriddo et al. 2023). 
This approach does not solely revolve around product innova-
tion or packaging, but encompasses the entire organisational 
structure, fostering sustainability as a fundamental pillar (Chen 
et al. 2020).

However, amid the genuine efforts to reduce the burden on the 
environment, an insidious phenomenon has crept into the cor-
porate landscape, that is, greenwashing. This refers to the de-
ceitful practice of creating an eco-friendly image, misleading 
consumers into believing that a product or company is more 
environmentally friendly than it truly is. Greenwashing dilutes 

the authenticity of genuine sustainability efforts, blurring the 
lines between meaningful initiatives and superficial marketing 
ploys (Chen and Dagestani 2023).

Greenwashing tactics vary widely, ranging from vague or un-
substantiated eco-friendly claims to the strategic manipulation 
of visuals, labels and buzzwords to evoke a false sense of en-
vironmental responsibility. These tactics not only mislead con-
sumers but also undermine the credibility of authentic green 
initiatives, eroding trust and impeding progress towards genu-
ine sustainability (Marquis, Toffel, and Zhou 2016).

The implications of green marketing and greenwashing are mul-
tifaceted, influencing consumer behaviour, market dynamics 
and the overall sustainability landscape (Khanchel, Lassoued, 
and Gargouri  2024). On the one hand, sincere green market-
ing initiatives can foster consumer trust, enhance brand loy-
alty and contribute positively to environmental conservation 
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(Mehnaz et  al.  2024). Conversely, the repercussions of green-
washing are profound, tarnishing a company's reputation and 
eroding consumer trust. This creates a sense of disillusionment 
among consumers, making it challenging to distinguish be-
tween genuinely eco-conscious products and misleading claims. 
This scepticism can breed cynicism, undermining the collective 
efforts towards a more sustainable future (Lim and Lee  2023; 
Moreno and Kang 2020). In fact, the risk is not only to mislead 
consumers through the excessive and incorrect use of ‘green’ 
claims but also to lead genuinely committed companies to lose 
their competitiveness. All this could lead to market saturation, 
to the extent that the consumer may not care about whether or 
not a product or service is ecological as well as leading to a loss 
of trust in companies (Liu et al. 2024). Adopting a green market-
ing strategy that is based on generic communication related to 
the environment, which is not supported by concrete commit-
ment, carries a risk that the company's image will be damaged, 
losing credibility and trust on the part of customers (Tao and 
Chao 2024).

Green marketing strategies have evolved due to the tendency of 
consumers to express conscious purchasing choices and to pre-
fer increasingly more sustainable products and services from 
both environmental and social points of view (Testa, Iovino, and 
Iraldo 2020). The current task that green marketers face is there-
fore to communicate the environmental advantages associated 
with the consumption of products in a way that is specific and 
clearly understandable, as well as being substantiated with tan-
gible and scientifically recognised evidence (Iovino, Testa, and 
Iraldo 2023).

To combat the detrimental effects of greenwashing, new 
European regulations are emerging. Directive 2024/825/
EU recently modified Directive 2005/29/EC on Unfair 
Commercial Practices by adding new definitions, rules and 
bans concerning green claims (EC 2024). These bans prohibit 
generic and vague claims without recognised excellent envi-
ronmental performance and sustainability labels that lack 
independent third-party certification or public bodies. The 
provision of the new directive needs to be transposed into na-
tional law by member states, but until then, companies that 
proactively familiarise themselves with them will be better 
prepared when the deadline arrives.

In addition, the proposal for the ‘Green Claims’ Directive on 
the substantiation and communication of explicit environmen-
tal claims (EC 2023) aims to empower consumers to make in-
formed choices about products with environmental claims by 
ensuring that such claims are clear, accurate, reliable and non-
misleading. The Directive introduces a set of harmonised rules 
for businesses that make environmental claims across all sectors 
and product categories. In particular, businesses will need to re-
view their current practices and ensure that their claims comply 
with the new requirements before using them on the market.

Before these stricter regulations came into play, several volun-
tary frameworks acted as recognised references for evaluating 
the accuracy and soundness of environmental communication 
practices. For instance, ISO 14020 and 14021 still provide guid-
ance on making clear, accurate and nonmisleading environ-
mental claims. Businesses of all sizes and sectors can use these 

standards to develop and communicate their sustainability 
performance.

In addition, bodies and industry watchdogs have introduced 
guidelines and certifications to substantiate and validate the en-
vironmental claims made by businesses. Certifications, with all 
their limitations, have emerged as beacons of authenticity, pro-
viding consumers with credible markers to identify genuinely 
greener products and practices (Testa, Boiral, and Iraldo 2018).

Prizes and awards related to green commitment have also been 
created, aimed at fostering a landscape where authenticity, 
transparency and meaningful environmental actions are cele-
brated and incentivised. These awards should serve as catalysts 
for driving authentic environmental stewardship and help to 
distinguish between credible green initiatives and misleading 
marketing tactics. However, these awards are often promoted by 
private entities that present strong conflicts of interest with the 
companies connected to the award itself, thus undermining the 
principle of fundamental transparency in drawing the boundary 
between green marketing and greenwashing.

This study, thus, aims to explore whether the environmen-
tal web communication of 100 selected companies, which has 
been deemed ‘green’ by a known prize, is solid or whether it 
falls within potential greenwashing practices. As an evaluation 
method, we used compliance with the principles and require-
ments proposed by international standards on a product's envi-
ronmental labels and communications. In particular, the study 
considered the principles provided by ISO 14020 which sets the 
fundamental principles regarding the use of environmental la-
bels and declarations, and ISO 14021 which sets the fundamen-
tal principles for self-declared environmental claims.

This study highlights the most common environmental commu-
nication mistakes made by ‘awarded’ companies—namely, those 
that are expected to be more virtuous—and inspires researchers 
and policymakers to develop more robust antigreenwashing 
measures. By combining academic rigour with practical rele-
vance, this study helps foster a more informed understanding 
of greenwashing aimed at promoting more transparent, credible 
environmental communication.

2   |   Theoretical Framework and Research 
Questions

2.1   |   The Rise of Green Marketing

Green marketing refers to the practice of promoting prod-
ucts, services or brands by highlighting their environmentally 
friendly aspects or sustainability initiatives (Dangelico and 
Vocalelli 2017).

Organisations have started aligning marketing efforts with 
broader CSR initiatives, demonstrating a commitment to envi-
ronmental causes beyond profit making by highlighting how 
a product or service impacts the environment (Crapa, Latino, 
and Roma  2024; Waheed and Yang  2019). This transition has 
been supported by consumers, who respond favourably to com-
panies with corporate social responsibility initiatives (Hayat 
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et al. 2020). In fact, consumers actively seek out products that 
align with their values, preferring brands that demonstrate a 
commitment to environmental responsibility (Bianchi, Reyes, 
and Devenin 2020).

However, consumers' reactions to green marketing are influ-
enced by a combination of factors, including personal values, 
trust in the brand's authenticity, market trends, pricing, prod-
uct quality and effective communication of environmental ben-
efits (Cerri, Testa, and Rizzi  2018; Dangelico, Ceccarelli, and 
Fraccascia 2024).

In particular, as proven by Abid, Abid-Dupont, and 
Moulins (2020), authenticity, transparency and genuine efforts 
related to sustainability are crucial for successful green mar-
keting. Clear communication and education on the environ-
mental impact of products or services can influence consumer 
behaviour. Brands that effectively convey how their offerings 
contribute positively to the environment tend to receive better 
responses (Opferkuch et al. 2023). In addition, external factors, 
such as prevalent environmental concerns or social movements 
advocating for sustainability, can significantly impact consumer 
reactions (Louis and Lombart 2024).

However, despite the emphasis on environmental benefits, con-
sumers still prioritise essential functional attributes such as 
product performance and quality (Boccia, Malgeri Manzo, and 
Covino 2019). Moreover, while many consumers express interest 
in more sustainable products, price remains a significant factor 
(Dangelico, Nonino, and Pompei 2021).

Since people are more aware of environmental issues and look for 
products aligned with their values, organisations realise the im-
portance of demonstrating their commitment to environmental 
causes beyond mere profit making (Seele and Lock 2015). Green 
marketing, thus, offers a competitive edge (Xia et  al.  2023). 
Businesses that concretely back CSR and green advertising with 
actions and practices can attract environmentally conscious 
consumers and gain market share (Di Iorio et al. 2023).

Companies across the spectrum recognise the importance of 
showcasing their commitment to environmental responsibility 
to attract consumers who prioritise sustainability in their pur-
chasing decisions (Taylor, Vithayathil, and Yim  2018). While 
the trend towards sustainability and eco-consciousness has per-
meated many industries, the emphasis on green marketing may 
vary across sectors since some have a more natural alignment 
with eco-friendly initiatives (Wang and Juo 2024).

However, green marketing is not without its challenges. Its 
future depends on continued consumer demand for more sus-
tainable products, stringent regulations promoting eco-friendly 
practices, fair and scientifically substantiated green claims and 
the genuine commitment of businesses to environmental sus-
tainability beyond mere marketing strategies.

2.2   |   Greenwashing

One significant issue is ‘greenwashing’, where companies 
might exaggerate or falsely claim that their products are 

environmentally friendly in order to attract consumers, with-
out genuine commitment or actions towards environmental 
sustainability (Lyon and Maxwell 2011). Greenwashing is thus 
a deceptive marketing strategy employed by corporations or or-
ganisations to present an environmentally responsible public 
image while often engaging in practices that are harmful to the 
environment (Seele and Gatti 2017). The origins of greenwash-
ing can be traced back to the rise of environmental awareness in 
the mid-20th century (Delmas and Burbano 2011).

As people became more concerned about issues such as pollu-
tion, climate change and resource depletion, companies began 
to adopt green marketing strategies aimed at appealing to en-
vironmentally conscious consumers (Taoketao et  al.  2018). 
However, instead of making substantial changes to their prac-
tices, some companies opted for superficial or misleading tactics 
to capitalise on emerging green trends (Keresztúri, Berlinger, 
and Lublóy  2024). Greenwashing can thus have detrimental 
effects on consumers creating confusion and distrust, making 
it challenging to make informed purchasing decisions (de Vries 
et  al.  2015). Consumers might end up supporting companies 
that falsely claim to be environmentally responsible, inadver-
tently contributing to environmental degradation or, conversely, 
developing scepticism towards genuinely committed companies 
that may, thus, face unfair competition from those engaging in 
greenwashing (Jung and Lee 2022).

To counter greenwashing, various organisations and watchdog 
groups have begun to scrutinise and expose misleading environ-
mental claims. Some governments have also implemented reg-
ulations and guidelines to prevent deceptive green marketing 
practices, urging companies to substantiate their environmental 
claims or face penalties (He and Gan 2024). Consumers can also 
take steps to identify and avoid greenwashing by conducting re-
search, looking for credible certifications, examining a compa-
ny's track record and transparency regarding its environmental 
initiatives and supporting brands with proven commitments to 
sustainability (Todaro and Torelli 2024).

Companies often use ambiguous terms or vague language in 
their marketing materials without providing concrete evidence 
or specific details regarding their environmental efforts (Wang, 
Hsieh, and Sarkis  2018). Sometimes companies highlight less 
important environmental aspects of their products or opera-
tions while ignoring the more significant environmental issues 
related to their overall impact. Even using images or symbols re-
lated to nature, greenery or animals in advertisements can cre-
ate an association with environmental friendliness, even if the 
product or company has little or no connection to such values 
(Seele and Schultz 2022).

Companies may focus on one positive aspect of their product 
while ignoring other negative environmental impacts or mak-
ing sustainability claims without credible certifications and evi-
dence (Testa et al. 2015). Overstating the environmental benefits 
of a product or service or making claims that cannot be substan-
tiated are also categorised as greenwashing.

Greenwashing, thus, hampers informed decision-making and 
impedes the growth of genuinely sustainable markets, poten-
tially leading to apathy or disengagement from environmentally 

 15353966, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/csr.3088 by C

ochraneItalia, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [06/01/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



4 of 12 Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 2025

conscious purchasing practices (Ferrón-Vílchez, Valero-Gil, 
and Suárez-Perales  2021). As consumers become disillusioned 
with false claims, they might opt for cheaper, nongreen prod-
ucts, leading to a potential loss of market share for genuinely 
eco-conscious brands (Zhou et al. 2024). This scepticism, in ad-
dition, can erode the credibility of authentic green products and 
also discourage companies from focusing on green technologies 
and investments, thus slowing down decarbonisation and the 
ecological transition (Ramasamy et al. 2020).

Although scholars have already investigated sustainability and 
corporate responsibility from different perspectives (Kucharska 
and Kowalczyk 2019; Nave and Ferreira 2019), research needs to 
specifically address the individual practices adopted by organ-
isations, also considering different geographical, cultural and 
legislative contexts.

2.3   |   Research Questions

The literature on greenwashing has focused primarily on 
consumer responses to the advertisements themselves, on the 
framing of green claims as well as on the drivers (Velte 2023). 
However, to date, no research has explored whether com-
panies that overall are deemed to be highly engaged in CSR 
management use potential greenwashing practices in their 
communication initiatives, which could impact their long-
term reputation and loyalty (Wang et al. 2023). Organisations 
that win sustainability awards base their strategies on using 
sustainability as leverage, implying that they are confident in 
associating their brand with an environmental commitment. 
These organisations are then recognised as leaders in envi-
ronmental sustainability by industry professionals, and their 
marketing campaigns are often centred on this aspect. Given 
that today's consumers want organisations to take a stand on 
environmental issues and pay attention to green initiatives 
during their purchasing activities, it is important to scruti-
nise the authenticity of their claims and statements on green 
behaviours. However, this research field is in its infancy and 
no work has previously examined greenwashing hidden in 
the overall green strategies of organisations that are widely 
recognised as the most sustainable ones. This study, thus, ex-
plores the following:

RQ1.  Do sustainability award-winning companies respect anti-
greenwashing principles in their communication initiatives?

There are many potential greenwashing practices that or-
ganisations might use to communicate the environmental 
characteristics of their process or products/services. To fur-
ther understand the extent to which greenwashing occurs in 
this context, it is also important to examine the types of mis-
leading practices that recur the most and least often by these 
organisations. These findings shed light on the errors that or-
ganisations commit the most in order to communicate their 
environmental performance to consumers and thus, which 
could be avoided.

RQ2.  Which types of greenwashing practices are commit-
ted most often and least often by sustainability award-winning 
companies?.

3   |   Methods

3.1   |   Materials Selection

The list of companies analysed within this study had all re-
ceived an award for their environmental commitment and ef-
forts. All the companies are Italian and had been recognised 
as the ‘best sustainable companies by the Sustainability 
Award Italia. This award aims to reward those companies 
that distinguish themselves in terms of sustainable develop-
ment, social responsibility and respect for the environment. 
In fact, according to the Sustainability Award website, it 
‘aims to enhance and promote entrepreneurial experiences ori-
ented towards the intelligent innovation of processes, systems 
and products, while at the same time stimulating sustainable 
behaviour’. Any company that has their registered office in 
Italy and has achieved a turnover of at least 10 million euros 
and no more than 600 million euros in the last 2 years can 
participate in this award. To date, there have only been two 
editions, 2021 and 2022, which have issued awards to the top 
100 Italian companies. A third edition is ongoing. This sample 
size provided sufficient data to address the research questions 
proposed and exceeds those used in similar research (Li, et al. 
2023; Cerciello, Busato, and Taddeo 2023).

Companies typically communicate their sustainability activi-
ties through many channels such as annual reports, CSR re-
ports and websites, which are the most commonly used sources 
for analysing and profiling environmental actions (Engert 
and Baumgartner 2016; Lock and Seele 2016). Since the com-
panies were awarded because of their strong environmental 
commitment, we analysed their websites as the most likely 
places to communicate their initiatives and environmental 
performance to consumers and customers. However, as sug-
gested by Jestratijevic, Uanhoro, and Rana  (2024), this study 
also analysed the CSR reports in order to better understand the 
companies' overall priorities and strategies and to assess the 
verifiability of the environmental claims made on the websites.

3.2   |   Coding Schema and Analysis

The requirements established by the ISO 14020 (ISO 2023) and 
ISO 14021 (ISO 2016) standards were used as criteria for eval-
uating the environmental communication of the awarded com-
panies. While ISO 14020 sets general principles for the correct 
use of environmental claims and labels, ISO 14021 sets out the 
requirements for self-declared environmental claims by pro-
ducers, importers or distributors of products, without the need 
for intervention by an independent certification body. The re-
quirements used to analyse the communication initiatives and 
green claims of the 100 companies are shown in Table 1 below.

These criteria were then used to evaluate whether the environ-
mental communication of these TOP companies was carried out 
correctly or was potentially misleading.

The communication adopted by the awarded companies was also 
analysed using the ‘Seven Sins of Greenwashing’ promoted by 
Terrachoice (Terrachoice 2010), which is a consulting firm spe-
cialising in environmental sustainability, product certification 
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and testing services and is now known as the UL Environment. 
These seven sins (shown in Table 2) highlight misleading mar-
keting tactics used by companies to portray their products as en-
vironmentally friendly when they might not be.

All the authors autonomously examined and evaluated the col-
lected materials according to the evaluation criteria and the gre-
enwashing sins. The results were thus compared when opinions 
differed, the specific case was analysed by all the authors together 
and a final evaluation was made. The results were thus checked 
using a random sampling technique by two external researchers in 
order to guarantee reliability and accuracy of the analysis.

4   |   Results

To assess whether sustainability award-winning companies 
respect antigreenwashing principles in their communication 

initiatives, this study evaluated the communication adopted by 
companies on their websites in relation to environmental topics. 
The requirements of ISO 14020 and 14021 were used as evalu-
ation criteria to assess the reliability of the claims. However, it 
was also important to determine whether certain aspects of a 
company's communication strategy could be classified as one of 
the greenwashing sins. As such, the second research question 
looked at what kinds of greenwashing practices sustainability 
award-winning companies were more likely to adopt.

Based on the methodology and the sample presented, Figure 1 
reports the results obtained by analysing the principles included 
in the ISO 14020 and 14021.

The percentages represent the companies that did not respect 
the ISO principles. However, it is worth noting that within 
the top 100 companies, 14 did not present their environmental 
communication on the website in any way, while 17 companies 

TABLE 1    |    Requirements, adapted from ISO 14020 and 14021 standards, used as evaluation criteria.

Requirement Description

Clarity Claims must be presented in a way that clearly indicates whether the claim applies 
to the complete product or only to one component or packaging of the product.

Comprehensibility The declarations must be presented in a way that is comprehensible 
and easily interpretable by the target audience.

Specificity Statements must be specific regarding the environmental aspect or environmental 
improvement claimed. ‘Environmentally friendly’, ‘Sustainable’ and ‘non-polluting’ 

should not be used without any qualifications as to what they actually mean.

Explanatory Statements An environmental claim must be accompanied by an explanatory statement 
if the primary statement alone may be easily misunderstood.

Relevance Environmental labels and declarations must provide all the key information 
so that the claim regarding the reported environmental benefits is 

understandable. The label must refer to all phases relating to the product life 
cycle or specify that it is limited to only one element of the product/service.

Consistency with the product Assertions must be relevant to the product. They must not concern characteristics 
that have never been associated with that product/service category.

Consistency with the context Declarations must be relevant to the area in which the 
corresponding environmental impact occurs.

Temporal relevance Assertions must be based on a recent process or product change.

Correct comparison If the claim includes a comparison, it must be on a specific environmental 
aspect or impact, clarifying the methodology used for the comparison 

and all the relevant elements for the correct interpretation.

Existence of evidence Assertions must be substantiated and verified. Evidence must be 
available or provided upon request to all interested parties.

Disclosure The evidence must be consultable and verifiable by interested parties. 
The responsible person must be easily and clearly traceable.

Scientific methodology Environmental declarations must be based on a sufficiently 
comprehensive and complete scientific methodology.

Truthfulness Claims must relate to an existing environmental benefit and not 
exaggerate the environmental aspect of the product to which it refers.

No false marks Environmental declarations must not be false. They must be presented 
in a way that does not imply that the product is endorsed or certified 

by an independent third-party organisation when it is not.
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presented sustainability reports as the only environmental com-
munication tool. Although the sustainability report is a form 
of communication, it is strange that a company awarded for 
its commitment to environmental sustainability would not use 
other forms of environmental communication. In fact, most of 
the companies analysed had a specific section regarding their 
sustainability strategies and actions and, as a further commu-
nication tool, also presented the sustainability report. However, 
the most surprising aspect emerging from the analysis is that 
none of the top 100 companies respected all the requirements 
simultaneously. At least one principle was always violated.

Of 100 companies, 42% did not respect the ‘clarity’ principle. 
For instance, one company claimed to have used 6,000,000 m2 
of recycled PET film, exclusively reporting the absolute data 
without specifying either a time reference or a connection with 
production outputs. Other unclear claims are often related to 
the reduction in CO2 emissions. Companies reported CO2 reduc-
tions without reporting concrete data or without specifying the 

necessary elements for the correct interpretation: the method-
ology used for the calculation, the phases included in the cal-
culation, the baseline year and so on. Others seemed to only 
communicate targets set for 2030 rather than a particular result 
achieved.

Of 100 companies, 47% did not respect ‘Comprehensibility’. 
Although clarity and comprehensibility are very similar con-
cepts, they are slightly different. Clarity in environmental 
claims refers to the transparency and accuracy of the informa-
tion conveyed. Comprehensibility, on the other hand, involves 
the broader concept of how well the environmental claim is un-
derstood and grasped by the target audience. This goes beyond 
mere clarity and delves into whether the claim is understandable 
and meaningful to the intended consumers.

A total of 39% of companies presented an environmental com-
munication that did not respect the ‘Specificity’ principle. 
‘100% Natural’, ‘Eco-Friendly Packaging’, ‘Green Product’, 
‘Environmentally Safe’, ‘Chemical-Free’ and so on, all lacked 
the necessary specifications together with the product's actual 
environmental aspect or impact from which the environmental 
benefit derived. Using vague terminology prevents consumers 
from having a clear and univocal understanding and interpre-
tation of the environmental characteristics subject of the claim.

A total of 37% of companies did not present ‘explanatory state-
ments’, that is, the necessary information to better understand 
the meaning of any statement. The claim and the explanatory 
statement need to be presented in such a way that it is clear 
that they should be read together. In general, consumers need 
to be given access to the information necessary to understand 
and correctly interpret the meaning of any statement, symbol 
or term.

‘Product coherence’ and ‘Context coherence’ were not respected 
by 7% of the companies. A company that designs and builds 
custom-made homes highlighted the removal of 2072 m2 of as-
bestos among its sustainability results. However, this statement 
is not consistent with the product or with the context, as the pro-
duction and installation of asbestos have been prohibited by law 
since 1992, and since 2013 there has been a legal obligation to 
remove it.

Only seven companies used a ‘correct comparison’ in their com-
munication strategies. Within this small group, six of seven 
companies did not respect the requirements laid down by the 
ISO. Regardless of the data or the information reported, none of 
the companies highlighted the methodology adopted. ‘Existence 
of proof’ and ‘Disclosure’ were not respected by 58% and 56% 
of the companies, respectively. These were mainly cases where 
there was no documentation to support the company's claim or a 
specific contact to request further information.

Often, when there are no supporting documents, it is difficult 
to evaluate the ‘truthfulness’ of a company's claim. In fact, 48% 
of companies did not respect this principle. Although the state-
ment is literally true, it could be misinterpreted or misleading 
due to the omission of important facts. For example, the claim 
‘contains recycled material’ could suggest that all or just part of 
the material contained in the product is recycled. This therefore 

TABLE 2    |    The ‘Seven Sins of Greenwashing’.

Sin Description

Hidden Trade-Off Suggesting that a product 
is ‘green’ based on an 
unreasonably narrow 

set of attributes without 
focusing on other important 

environmental issues.

No proof An environmental claim that 
cannot be substantiated by 
easily accessible supporting 
information or by a reliable 

third-party certification.

Vagueness Any claim that is so poorly 
defined or broad that its 

real meaning is likely to be 
misunderstood by the consumer.

Irrelevance An environmental claim that 
may be true, but which is also 

unimportant or unhelpful 
for consumers seeking 

environmentally products.

Lesser of two evils Claims that may be true 
within the product category, 

but which risk distracting the 
consumer from the greater 
environmental impacts of 
the category as a whole.

Fibbing Environmental claims 
that are simply false.

Worshiping false labels A product that gives the 
impression of a third-party 

endorsement through either 
words or images where no such 

endorsement actually exists; 
in other words, fake labels.

 15353966, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/csr.3088 by C

ochraneItalia, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [06/01/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



7 of 12

needs qualifying (correctly indicating which components and 
what percentage is made with recycled material) to ensure that 
consumer is not misled.

A total of 54% of companies did not present the ‘Scientific Method’ 
to support the assertion and produce accurate and reproducible re-
sults. Very often there was no LCA study, third-party certification 
or laboratory analysis that certified the product's characteristics 
mentioned in the environmental communication. To conclude the 
analysis, 4% of companies presented ‘false marks’. In these cases, 
the specific rule governing the use of the assertion/logo was not 
reported or the actual compliance with the requirements set out in 
the rules governing the use of the claim/logo is not clear.

Based on the results of this first analysis, another survey was 
carried out in order to verify how many of these 100 companies 
had committed the seven sins of greenwashing, identified in 
2010 by Terrachoice (Figure 2).

Returning to the ‘specificity’ principle envisaged by the ISO 
14020 and 14021 standards, ‘vagueness’ could be ascribed to 
39% of companies. A total of 43% of companies used claims that 
came under ‘irrelevance’ category by violating the ‘relevance’ 
principle of the ISO standards. ‘Hidden trade-offs’ sin could be 
ascribed to 37% of companies, as companies limited themselves 
to highlighting only some aspects of the products, services or de-
cisions that might appear beneficial in terms of one aspect, but 
could be compromising in another area. A total of 58% of com-
panies did not respect the ‘Existence of evidence’ principle and 
thus also ‘No proof’. ‘Lesser than two evils’ could be ascribed to 
7% of the companies by involving the misleading portrayal of 
a product, service or practice as more environmentally friendly 
than a comparable alternative, when both options were still 
harmful to the environment. As regards ‘Fibbing’, we found no 
robust of the companies' claims being fake, although, as high-
lighted by the requirement of ‘truthfulness’, the omission of rel-
evant facts was quite common.

FIGURE 1    |    Percentage of the 100 awarded companies whose communication practices were not compliant with the ISO principles.
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FIGURE 2    |    Percentage of the 100 awarded companies that presented communication practices that fell within the seven sins of greenwashing.
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5   |   Discussion

5.1   |   Theoretical and Political Implications

The purpose of this study was to examine to what extent en-
vironmental communication principles are respected in green 
claims and whether the companies that have been recognised 
and awarded for their environmental sustainability com-
mitment could be described as using greenwashing in their 
communications. Unfortunately, the results highlighted that 
misleading claims are often used by companies although with 
a strong heterogeneity.

Institutional theory has reported that firms gain legitimacy by 
complying with stakeholders' requirements. However, stake-
holder pressure may also push companies to greenwashing 
behaviours. In addition to environmental actions not all being 
equally effective in creating environmental legitimacy, the type 
of greenwashing strategies adopted by companies can generate 
different outcomes.

Greenwashing can be viewed as an attempt to manage stake-
holders' perceptions and expectations, particularly those of 
consumers and investors. Companies might use information 
asymmetry in greenwashing to satisfy stakeholder demands 
for environmental responsibility without making substantial 
changes (García-Sánchez and Noguera-Gámez  2017; Marrucci 
and Daddi 2021). Companies may also engage in greenwashing 
to conform to institutional pressures, such as societal norms, 
industry standards or regulatory expectations, without funda-
mentally changing their practices as shown by Ren, Wu, and 
Hou  (2024). While conforming to institutional pressures is 
crucial for legitimacy, companies should strive to move beyond 
mere compliance (Cubilla-Montilla et  al.  2020). By embracing 
and influencing institutional changes positively, they can drive 
real shifts towards sustainability through reliable sustainability 
ratings (Muñoz-Torres et al. 2019; Majid et al. 2020).

Greenwashing can stem from the principal–agent problem, 
where management might prioritise short-term financial gains 
(the agent's interest) over genuine long-term sustainability (the 
principal's interest). Aligning the interests of management with 
the long-term interests of shareholders and the broader society 
is essential. This can involve incentivising executives based 
on long-term sustainability goals and ensuring transparent 
reporting to mitigate agency conflicts (Marrucci, Daddi, and 
Iraldo 2024).

If greenwashing becomes widespread, it might undermine 
global efforts by creating scepticism or cynicism regarding 
the sincerity of corporate and national commitments to com-
bating climate change and prompting the circular economy 
(Marrucci et al. 2022). Instances of greenwashing may prompt 
governments to introduce stricter regulations and monitoring 
mechanisms (Hristov and Searcy 2024). This could lead to the 
implementation of clearer guidelines and penalties for false or 
misleading environmental claims, impacting corporate prac-
tices and marketing strategies. While public scrutiny of green-
washing practices can pressure companies into adopting more 
authentic and comprehensive sustainability practices, greater 
awareness of greenwashing can empower consumers to demand 

transparency and hold companies accountable for their environ-
mental claims.

Existing frameworks, such as the European Union's Green 
Claims Directive, represent a significant step towards harmonis-
ing environmental communication rules across member states. 
However, the study reveals gaps in corporate adherence to even 
voluntary standards like ISO 14020 and 14021. These findings 
suggest that voluntary compliance alone is insufficient and 
point to the necessity of mandatory, enforceable rules with clear 
penalties for noncompliance. Governments must integrate these 
findings into policy by introducing stricter monitoring mecha-
nisms and penalties for misleading claims to deter companies 
from adopting superficial sustainability practices. The findings 
also raise broader questions about corporate governance and its 
alignment with public policy goals on sustainability and climate 
action. Greenwashing erodes public trust, potentially leading to 
apathy towards genuine sustainability efforts. Politically, this 
mistrust could weaken support for broader environmental ini-
tiatives and policy measures aimed at achieving national and 
international sustainability goals, such as those outlined in the 
Paris Agreement or the European Green Deal. The political 
challenge lies in balancing incentives for companies to adopt 
genuine sustainability practices with punitive measures for de-
ceptive behaviour.

As the study shows, even companies celebrated for their envi-
ronmental commitment engage in communication practices 
that can mislead consumers. This undermines the credibility 
of such awards and calls into question the integrity of entities 
granting them. Politically, this necessitates a review of award 
criteria, requiring third-party verification and transparency to 
maintain their legitimacy. Policymakers could promote certifi-
cation programmes overseen by independent bodies to ensure 
unbiased assessments and safeguard public confidence in these 
markers of sustainability.

5.2   |   Practical Implications

For companies, greenwashing has several practical implica-
tions that can significantly impact their operations, reputation 
and long-term sustainability strategies. Greenwashing can lead 
to a loss of consumer trust and damage a company's reputation 
extending beyond the specific product or campaign, affecting 
the overall brand image. Rebuilding trust can be lengthy and 
challenging. Making false or exaggerated environmental claims 
can result in legal repercussions. Regulatory bodies may impose 
fines or sanctions for deceptive marketing practices, leading to 
financial losses and legal battles that tarnish a company's stand-
ing. Greenwashing can attract negative attention and criticism 
from the stakeholders, impacting investment decisions and re-
lationships with key stakeholders. Responding to the growing 
demand for authentic sustainability can put pressure on compa-
nies to innovate and adapt their practices requiring substantial 
investments and changes to meet genuine environmental goals.

However, this research shows that rather than making false 
claims, companies are mainly using vague and unclear mes-
sages that could mainly confuse consumers. Environmental 
declarations should be understandable and clear; thus, the 
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message must be correctly and easily interpretable by the tar-
get audience. The language used needs to be checked to ensure 
that the message is formulated in such a way that the interpreta-
tion is unambiguous. A claim should not be used if it could lend 
to erroneous interpretations or could be misleading due to the 
omission of relevant facts. Assertions must be presented in such 
a way that it is clear whether they apply to the complete product, 
a single component or packaging of the product, an element of 
the service or the company's business in general. It is not only 
the message itself that should be considered but also ‘where’ the 
claim is applied or used.

This study also highlights that the absence of proof and explana-
tory statements connected with environmental communication 
is, by far, the most common greenwashing practice. In fact, if the 
statement alone could be misunderstood, this should be accom-
panied by an explanatory statement. The assertion and explana-
tory statement should be presented in such a way that it is clear 
that they are to be read together. In general, consumers need to 
be given access to the information necessary to understand the 
meaning of any statement, symbol or term. On the website, ac-
cess to explanatory statements, for example, should be possible 
through a link accessed by clicking on the term or phrase that 
could be misunderstood. The actual and technical sources of 
environmental labels and declarations must be proven and ver-
ifiable. The person responsible for the content of the claim and 
whose role is to respond in the event of a request for information 
should be clearly identified. Evidence to support environmental 
labels and claims should be available and provided upon request 
to all interested parties.

Long-term viability increasingly depends on genuine commit-
ment to eco-friendly practices that can be, however, overshad-
owed by the competitors' deceptive claims, making it harder for 
companies with authentic environmental initiatives to stand out 
in the market undermining the competitive advantage of truly 
sustainable products or practices. To regain consumer trust and 
maintain credibility, companies need to adopt transparent com-
munication strategies. Authenticity, backed by clear evidence 
and verifiable data, is critical in communicating sustainability 
efforts. Companies that prioritise authenticity in their sustain-
ability initiatives stand to gain not just in terms of consumer 
trust but also in long-term profitability and positive societal im-
pact (Dainelli, Daddi, and Marrucci 2024).

5.3   |   Limitations and Future Research

While analysing 100 Italian sustainability awarded companies 
is a significant number, it might not represent the entire land-
scape. It is crucial to ensure that the sample is diverse enough to 
draw generalisable conclusions. Future research could thus ex-
tent the analyses to provide an international view. Social norms 
and policies related to green communication differ across coun-
tries and could thus play a role in the greenwashing practices 
observed. It could also be useful to understand the contribution 
of nonawarded companies to greenwashing.

ISO 14020 and ISO 14021 are critical references, but focusing 
solely on these two standards, which are still voluntary, might 
overlook other important criteria or laws that companies should 

follow. Future investigations could use the Green Claims 
Directive as evaluation parameters.

Although all we have extensive experience in environmental 
sustainability and, above all, in green marketing, assessing com-
pliance can be subjective. Despite the crosscheck approach ad-
opted in the methodology, the interpretation of compliance may 
vary across researchers, leading to inconsistencies in evalua-
tions. Exploring how stakeholders perceive and respond to com-
panies' environmental communications could provide valuable 
feedback on the effectiveness of green initiatives and marketing.

Interpreting environmental communications involves lan-
guage nuances and subjective analyses. Different interpreta-
tions or translations could influence the evaluation process. 
Incorporating qualitative methodologies, such as interviews or 
case studies, could provide deeper insights into the motivations, 
challenges and successes behind companies' environmental 
communications.

Lastly, standards and practices evolve over time. Companies 
might have updated their strategies or adhered to newer stan-
dards since the study was conducted, potentially impacting 
the study's relevance. Tracking the evolution of these compa-
nies' sustainability practices over time could provide insights 
into trends, improvements or regressions in environmental 
communications.

6   |   Conclusions

The growing societal focus on the natural environment has 
prompted businesses to undertake various initiatives aimed at 
adopting more environmentally friendly practices, motivated by 
a desire to maintain a positive image and earn the support of their 
stakeholders. However, for the same reason, companies may re-
sort to greenwashing practices, despite also being rewarded and 
applauded through industry awards. The absence of clear and 
enforced mandatory regulations for eco-friendly claims enables 
some companies to exaggerate or misrepresent their environ-
mental efforts without facing any consequences. Public entities 
such as the European Commission could use their main tools 
based on certification schemes and third-party verifications to 
evaluate and verify green communications adopted by compa-
nies (Marrucci, Daddi, and Iraldo 2019; Darnall et al. 2022).

With the rise in eco-conscious consumers and the presence of 
vigilant environmental NGOs, such symbolic environmental 
tactics are not likely to succeed and could even be detrimental 
(Lee 2019). This study takes a first step in examining whether 
a relationship exists between a company's commitment to en-
vironmental sustainability and the company's tendency to use 
greenwashing strategies to promote their environmental causes. 
Based on the information available, a significant proportion of 
the award-winning companies were found to engage in incorrect 
environmental communication practices, without respecting in-
ternationally recognised communication principles within their 
advertising campaigns. This study represents an initial exam-
ination of the commitment and environmental communications 
of companies, which could provide guidance for future research 
and for companies that wish to commit more fully.
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