

  sustainability-14-07204




sustainability-14-07204







Sustainability 2022, 14(12), 7204; doi:10.3390/su14127204




Article



Will Greenwashing Result in Brand Avoidance? A Moderated Mediation Model



Zengrui Xiao 1[image: Orcid], Ying Wang 2[image: Orcid] and Dongjie Guo 3,*





1



School of International Education, Zhejiang Sci-Tech University, Hangzhou 310018, China






2



Institute of Innovation System Research, Institute of Scientific and Technical Information of Zhejiang Province, Hangzhou 310007, China






3



School of Economics, Zhejiang University of Technology, Hangzhou 310023, China









*



Correspondence: gdjcba@zjut.edu.cn







Academic Editor: Hong-Youl Ha



Received: 24 April 2022 / Accepted: 6 June 2022 / Published: 13 June 2022



Abstract

:

Greenwashing has become a widespread phenomenon and obstructs green products, but literature on how consumers react to misbehaving brands is still scarce. This study aims to investigate the effect of greenwashing on consumers’ brand avoidance, integrating the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy and the moderating effect of CSR–CA belief. Data were acquired from a questionnaire survey of 317 consumers. Hypotheses were tested in a first-stage moderated mediation model with a bootstrapping method using the PROCESS program in SPSS. The empirical results demonstrated that greenwashing has a positive effect on brand avoidance, which is partially mediated by brand hypocrisy. Meanwhile, the positive effects of greenwashing on brand hypocrisy and brand avoidance are both weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief. Furthermore, the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy is also weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief. Based on these findings, we recommend that brands fulfill their environmental claims and balance their quality control, manufacturing costs and environment protection. Moreover, the government and environmental protection organizations should educate the public that there is not necessarily a tradeoff between corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate capability (CA).
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1. Introduction


Brands are the major source of product differentiation, and firms are eager to promote their brands by all means [1]. As consumers become more concerned about environmental issues, more and more brands advertise the environmental features of their products nowadays [2,3]. However, not all brands fully accomplish their claims because some of them lack enough capabilities or resources to undertake the environmental strategy or are just unwilling to bear the additional costs [4]. This phenomenon has been recognized as greenwashing, which can be defined as “tactics that mislead consumers regarding the environmental practices of a company or the environmental benefits of a product or service” [5] (pp. 15–16). It has been widely criticized and become a severe social problem. Not only do environmental activists denounce greenwashing as simply public relations campaigning, but consumers also now possess a more sophisticated understanding of this trick [2,6]. However, even though the topic of greenwashing has attracted increasing academic interest in the past decade, the literature remains scarce and is limited to skepticism about all green products instead of brand-related reactions [4,6,7]. Too much emphasis on the effect on the whole green marketing movement alleviates the worries of those who are trying to greenwash. Only when managers realize that greenwashing damages their own brands will they reject greenwashing spontaneously. To address this issue, this study aims to investigate the effect of greenwashing on consumers’ brand avoidance.



Brand avoidance is “the conscious, deliberate, and active rejection of a brand that the consumer can afford, owing to the negative meaning associated with that brand” [8] (p. 330). It mainly refers to the deliberate and conscious act of refraining from using and purchasing a particular brand, even though it is available, accessible and financially affordable [9]. Most previous research has focused on the positive aspects associated with brands, such as brand attachment [10], brand trust [11], brand love [12], brand commitment [13], and brand loyalty [14]. However, the negative aspects, such as brand hate [15], brand avoidance [16], and brand forgiveness [17], are relatively underexplored. Even though some negative aspects are covert and less noticeable, they may do great harm to the brand’s reputation and profitability. It is rewarding to be one of the preferred brands, but it is also vital to not be among the avoided ones [18], let alone that negative word-of-mouth is more sustainable and influential for potential consumers [19,20]. Consumers avoid a particular brand because of various reasons, such as dissatisfactory experience, moral wrong doing or personal identity conflicts [19]. Greenwashing represents overstating the environmental features of the brand, which will disappoint the consumers when it is found out [4]. Cheating is also immoral and damages the brand’s image, which ruins consumers’ trust and loyalty eventually [2,5]. Moreover, consumers who choose green products are usually committed to environmental protection. When they realize that the brand is not actually protecting the environment, they will be angry and despise the greenwashed brand [6]. In this sense, it is interesting to investigate whether greenwashing will result in brand avoidance.



To examine how greenwashing results in brand avoidance, this study has also considered the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy. Brand hypocrisy refers to “a brand perceived as intentionally projecting false or unrealistic appearances, thereby implying the dissimulation or manipulation of attributes, motivations or beliefs” [21] (p. 599). Consumers readily criticize brands for misbehaving, lacking transparency, or acting in a manner contrary to their beliefs nowadays [21]. Hypocrisy occurs when there is a disconnection between what a brand claims and what a brand does. In the case of greenwashing, brands are cheating regarding their claims about the environmental features of their products, which can be considered being dishonest [19], insincere [22], and inauthentic [23]. This is especially true because consumers have broader access to information about what a brand truly does with the prevalence of social media nowadays [6,24]. Notably, previous literature found that brand hypocrisy ruins the brand’s reputation and consumers’ trust [25,26]. Then, brand hypocrisy may further result in brand avoidance because no one likes to be fooled. Therefore, the influence of greenwashing on brand avoidance may take effect through the mediating role of brand hypocrisy.



Furthermore, many previous studies suggest that corporate social responsibility (CSR) does not always lead to actual consumption [27]. Many consumers claim their preference for CSR but seldomly take it into account when it comes to real consumption. It is true that individuals vary in CSR orientation and react differently to brands’ CSR initiatives [28]. Some consumers even believe that there is a trade-off between CSR and corporate capabilities (CA) [29]. This belief is called CSR–CA belief, which is defined as the “general beliefs about the trade-offs companies make in supporting CSR initiatives” [30] (p. 225). Not all consumers are committed to protecting the environment and gain intrinsic joy from it; some may even see such activities as a needless expense [31]. They tend to complain that consumers pay the price, while brands take the credit [32,33]. Likewise, even though most consumers criticize greenwashing, they may have different tolerance levels for it [34]. Those who have a strong belief that there is a tradeoff between CSR and CA may forgive or even indulge greenwashing, especially when the greenwashed brand has lower prices [31]. Therefore, this study has also considered the moderating effect of CSR–CA belief to clarify the boundary conditions of the effects of greenwashing.



To sum up, this study has constructed a moderated mediation model to investigate the effect of greenwashing on consumers’ brand avoidance, integrating the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy and the moderating effect of CSR–CA belief. By revealing how and when greenwashing results in brand avoidance, this study hopes to extend the theories on greenwashing and persuade brands to truly fulfill their environmental claims.




2. Theories and Hypotheses


2.1. Greenwashing and Brand Avoidance


Even though greenwashing has received increasing academic attention recently, there are still debates about what it is [3,35]. Scholars have summarized seven sins of greenwashing, which include the sins of hidden trade-offs, no proof, vagueness, worshiping false labels, irrelevance, lesser of two evils, and fibbing [36]. These seven sins help to capture what specific behaviors can be viewed as greenwashing and are accepted widely. Many scholars consider greenwashing as dealing with environmental issues, but some other scholars argue that it should also include social issues [35]. In reality, environmental responsibilities are part of social responsibilities, and many companies also exaggerate their other kinds of social responsibilities. Therefore, we advocate that greenwashing mainly addresses environmental issues, but also considers social issues. Some studies have focused only on false advertisements that mislead consumers on purpose [37], while more studies have expanded to include claims without proof and selective disclosure of positive information [4,6]. Even though these actions differ in the degree of falsehood in the message, they all create a better image for the brands than they deserve. Therefore, we advocate that greenwashing include different kinds of behaviors, such as false advertisements, claims without proof, and selective disclosure of positive information.



The concept of brand avoidance should also be clarified. Brand avoidance is not the antithesis of brand loyalty, nor the synonym of brand switching or boycotting [16]. Consumers who are not loyal to a brand do not necessarily reject the brand deliberately [19]. In comparison, brand switching may simply be a result of unaffordability, unavailability or inaccessibility, so consumers are left with no choice [38,39], while brand avoidance particularly emphasizes that consumers reject the brand when they have the ability to purchase from it as well as access to the brand [9]. Although boycotting is also a kind of anti-consumption and resistance, it is usually a punitive ban at a social/group level, whereas brand avoidance is individually based [16]. Therefore, brand avoidance is a relatively new concept with its unique connotation and worth further examination. Another issue includes the subdimensions of brand avoidance. Some scholars have identified several kinds of brand avoidance based on the reasons why consumers avoid the brand, such as experience avoidance, moral avoidance, identity avoidance, and deficit-value avoidance [16,19]. However, the antecedents should not be confused with the subdimensions. In this study, we advocate that brand avoidance is a unidimensional construct, which can result from one or several of these reasons.



Consumers are interested in eco-friendly brands because they are not only concerned about the environment, but also expect personal benefits from green products [4,6]. If a brand overstates the environmental functionality of its products, consumers are reasonable to doubt whether they will benefit from the so called “green products”, let alone the extra cost [5]. This disappointing experience will even trigger hatred for the brand and result in avoidance [16]. Meanwhile, according to institutional theory, brands should appear legitimate to various audiences to obtain their support [40]. This may be one of the reasons why brands wish to be viewed as green brands. However, they will be worse off when they are found to be cheating through false advertisements or selective disclosure. It is true that undertaking CSR satisfies consumers, but it is even more true that consumers hate to be fooled. The scandal of greenwashing will damage the brand’s reputation and legitimacy, even after they have repented. In addition, according to social identity theory, people strive to maintain a positive social identity by differentiating their in-groups and out-groups [41]. They stick to certain beliefs and behaviors that define the group and avoid being recognized as other groups. In consumption, consumers demonstrate their self-concept through what they consume and what they refuse to consume [42]. If a brand is recognized to be greenwashed, consumers may never purchase its products because they do not want to be identified with brands that do not protect the environment. Finally, many consumers may choose to avoid greenwashed brands because they wish to punish the brands and remind them of their responsibilities and obligations [43]. Therefore, we argue that greenwashing will result in consumers’ brand avoidance and propose the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Greenwashing will be positively associated with brand avoidance.






2.2. The Mediating Effect of Brand Hypocrisy


Brand hypocrisy is a perception in consumers’ minds that a brand claims to be something it is not, especially regarding corporate social responsibilities [44]. For example, a brand is perceived as hypocritical when it fails to deliver on promises, fails to acknowledge negative impacts on consumers or society, or purposely promotes unrealistic images [21]. By engaging in these behaviors, the brand is likely to benefit from a perfect image that it does not deserve. However, these behaviors also raise a negative association in consumers’ minds, which grows into a brand personality over time [21]. Some studies further argued that hypocrisy could be conceptualized as a multifaceted concept, which includes moral hypocrisy, behavioral hypocrisy and hypocrisy attribution [45]. However, this notion has not gained popularity yet and most studies treat brand hypocrisy as moral hypocrisy or behavioral hypocrisy or a combination of the two. At any rate, previous studies have demonstrated that brand hypocrisy negatively influences brand reputation [46] and brand trust [25] and positively influences consumer skepticism [26] and brand-switching intention [25].



CSR activities improves a brand’s image only when consumers believe the activities are true and the result of a sincere motive [46]. Greenwashing represents that there is a mismatch between the environmental claims and the brands’ practices, which may raise suspicions and confusion among consumers [6,47]. When a brand claims to be environmentally responsible but does not engage in any specific activities to protect the environment, it is likely to be viewed as hypocritical because it does not act as it says [25]. It is also reasonable to doubt the authenticity of a brand when it is found to selectively disclose positive information without fully disclosing negative information [48]. Consumers are apt to believe that the brand will do anything to maximize its own benefit even if it damages consumers’ benefits. Because of the dishonest history, consumers will find it difficult to believe its statements in the future [25]. Even if the brand does not intend to cheat but just lacks solid evidence to support its claims, consumers will also be skeptical and hesitate to trust the brand’s statements, especially when they have seen more and more greenwashed brands recently [4,26]. Therefore, we argue that greenwashing positively influences brand hypocrisy and propose the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 2a (H2a).

Greenwashing will be positively associated with brand hypocrisy.





Perception of hypocrisy is often related to trust, which is critical to the relationship between consumers and brands [29]. When consumers perceive a brand as hypocritical, they will be confused and doubt whether its claims are trustworthy [24]. Then, they will hesitate to choose its products because they are not sure whether such products will meet their expectations. They will have trouble trusting the brand’s products and perceive high risks in purchasing them [49]. The worries may even spread beyond environmental claims to functional claims [24,44]. Even if the brand actually fulfill its environmental responsibility later, the stereotype of hypocrisy also leads consumers to question the motives underlying these CSR actions and diminishes the positive effect of CSR [26]. What’s worse, brand hypocrisy also generates a sense of betrayal [25]. The enraged consumers will then reject the brand and even spread negative word-of-mouth to punish it [43,50]. Even for those who have never purchased the brand before, perceptions of hypocrisy generated from negative word-of-mouth or news reports also drive them away from trying the brand [8,51]. Therefore, we argue that brand hypocrisy positively influences brand avoidance and propose the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 2b (H2b).

Brand hypocrisy will be positively associated with brand avoidance.





Considering that greenwashing positively influences brand hypocrisy and brand hypocrisy positively influences brand avoidance, we further argue that there will be a mediating effect of brand hypocrisy in the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance and propose the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 2c (H2c).

Brand hypocrisy mediates the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance.






2.3. The Moderating Effect of CSR–CA Belief


Even though CSR has dominated business practices and public awareness, individuals still vary in CSR orientation and have different beliefs in organizations’ CSR initiatives [28]. The CSR–CA belief is also known as the CSR–CA tradeoff [29,30]. CSR refers to the brand’s commitment and activities it takes to promote social or environmental welfare, and CA refers to its professional capability to provide quality products/services [29]. It is found that CSR and CA interact to positively affect consumers’ evaluations of product quality and the brand [52]. Consumers usually love brands that willingly undertake CSR and also demonstrate strong CA, but such brands are quite rare. Although many consumers believe that CSR pushes brands to develop better technologies and adopt higher product standards, some other consumers believe that investing too many resources in CSR drains the resources that could have been devoted to developing technologies that really help to provide quality products [27,31]. Some of them even see CSR activities as a needless expense instead of a benefit and believe green products are of lower quality standards [53,54]. They believe that all corporations’ resources are limited and that there is always a tradeoff between CSR and CA. This belief may affect their response to corporations’ CSR activities.



When consumers believe CSR initiatives are fulfilled at the expense of CA, they evaluate its CSR efforts less positively [34]. From another perspective, these consumers may also be more tolerant to those who did not undertake CSR. Consumers who hold a strong belief about the CSR–CA tradeoff view that the additional costs and higher prices associated with green products are paid by consumers but provide few benefits [30,31]. They tend to complain that consumers pay the price while brands take the credit for being socially responsible [32,33]. What’s worse, these consumers even believe that socially responsible behavior drains company resources and lowers product standards [31]. In this sense, CSR may even harm consumer satisfaction if the brand emphasizes CSR activities too much without practical innovation and quality improvement [55]. These thoughts undermine the value of CSR activities and provide excuses for greenwashing. They may view greenwashing as a solution to satisfy the public expectation of environmental protection without increasing the burden of consumers. Instead of accusing the greenwashed brand of hypocrisy, they may even praise the brand for being flexible. Even if the greenwashed products do not perform well environmentally, they do not really care about it. Instead, they argue that socially responsible behavior often covers up inferior products because people seldomly criticize the “responsible” brands [31]. In contrast, those who believe there is no tradeoff between CSR and CA are more likely to attribute greenwashing to the brand’s immorality and incompetence and reject the brand [2,6]. They may argue that CSR and CA are synergistic and that a brand should be both socially responsible and provide products of high quality. In this case, they will be less likely to indulge greenwashed brands and reject purchasing their products. Therefore, we argue that belief about the tradeoff between CSR and CA alleviates the positive effects of greenwashing on brand hypocrisy and brand avoidance and propose the following hypotheses.



Hypothesis 3a (H3a).

CSR–CA belief negatively moderates the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance, such that the positive effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance will be weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief.





Hypothesis 3b (H3b).

CSR–CA belief moderates the relationship between greenwashing and brand hypocrisy, such that the positive effect of greenwashing on brand hypocrisy will be weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief.





Hypothesis 3c (H3c).

CSR-belief moderates the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy in the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance, such that the mediating effect will be weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief.





The research framework and hypotheses are presented in Figure 1.





3. Methods


3.1. Participants and Procedure


Data were acquired from a questionnaire survey conducted in Hangzhou, China. To obtain access to various samples, ordinary consumers who were wandering in shopping malls were invited to join the survey. The consumers were free to refuse to participate or quit at any time if they found the questions not suitable to answer. A little souvenir worth about CNY 10 was offered to those who completed the survey. An oral explanation was given to inform the participants of the purpose of the study. It was also promised that the survey was anonymous and that the result would only be used for academic purposes. At the very beginning of the questionnaire, the participants were asked to name one brand that they are familiar with and answer the questions accordingly.



A total of 380 questionnaires were distributed, resulting in 317 completed and valid samples, yielding a response rate of 83.4%. Of the participants, 138 (43.5%) were male, and 179 (56.5%) were female. As for age, 61 (19.2%) were aged 20 or younger, 110 (34.7%) were aged between 21 and 25, 97 (30.6%) were aged between 26 and 30, and 49 (15.5%) were aged 31 or older. As for education, 113 (35.6%) had a college degree or lower level of education, 106 (33.4%) had a bachelor’s degree, 87 (27.4%) had a master’s degree, and 11 (3.5%) had a doctorate. As for household income, 62 (19.6%) had an annual household income of less than CNY 100,000, 112 (35.3%) between CNY 100,001 and CNY 200,000, 110 (34.7%) between CNY 200,001 and CNY 500,000, and 33 (10.4%) over CNY 500,000. As for the brands, 164 (51.7%) chose an electronic brand and 153 (48.3%) chose a fashion brand. In addition, 140 (44.2%) chose a Chinese brand and 177 (55.8%) chose an international brand.




3.2. Measures


All the variables were measured with mature scales developed and validated by previous studies. As the survey was carried out in China, the items were translated from English into Chinese through the back-translation process until no discrepancy between the original items and the translations existed. All the scales were measured with a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.



Greenwashing. We measured greenwashing with the five-item scale from Xiao et al. [6], which was originated by Chen and Chang [49]. One sample item is “The products of this brand mislead with words in their environmental features.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.87 in this study.



CSR–CA belief. We measured CSR–CA belief with the eight-item scale from Pritchard and Wilson [31], which was originated by Sen and Bhattacharya [30]. One sample item is “Socially responsible behavior weakens a company’s ability to provide the best.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.89 in this study.



Brand hypocrisy. We measured brand hypocrisy with the three-item scale developed by Wagner et al. [44]. One sample item is “What this brand says and does are two different things.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.86 in this study.



Brand avoidance. Brand avoidance is a relatively new construct without any generally accepted scales. Shin et al. used a three-item scale to measure whether consumers will stay away from a certain brand [56]. Khan et al. used another three-item scale to measure consumers’ intentions to stop purchasing a certain brand [18]. Both of the two scales capture important features of brand avoidance and were integrated into a six-item scale. To fit the research context of this study, the wording of the items was slightly modified. One sample item is “I will avoid visiting the stores of this brand.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.90 in this study.



Control variables. Along with the previous research on greenwashing and brand avoidance [6,18], gender, age, education, household income, brand industry and brand nationality were included as control variables. Apart from these demographic variables, brand familiarity was also chosen as a control variable, as it might affect how consumers perceive and react to a specific brand and how accurate their judgements are [57]. Brand familiarity was measured with the three-item scale developed by Siew et al. [57], which was originated by Kent and Allen [58]. One sample item is “I am familiar with this brand.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.82 in this study.





4. Results


4.1. Measurement Validation


First, confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to assess the validity issues. The results of model comparison showed that the five-factor model has the best fit with the data, as presented in Table 1. The standardized regression weight (SRW), composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) of the five-factor model are presented in Table 2. All the SRWs were larger than or close to 0.7, all the CRs were larger than 0.8 and all the AVEs were larger than 0.5. In addition, as presented in Table 3, the square roots of AVE of all variables were larger than the corresponding inter-construct correlations. Thus, the construct validities and discriminant validities were acceptable. Second, as reported previously, all the Cronbach’s α values were larger than 0.8, which indicates that the internal reliabilities were also acceptable. Third, to assess the problem of common method bias, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted in the exploratory factor analysis with all items. Five factors were extracted, with 67.857% variance explained in total. The amount of variance explained by the first factor was 31.120%, which is smaller than the critical criterion of 40% and indicates that the common method bias was not severe.




4.2. Descriptive Analysis


The means, standard deviations (S.D.s), correlations and the square roots of AVE are presented in Table 3. Greenwashing was positively correlated with brand hypocrisy (r = 0.450, p < 0.01) and positively correlated with brand avoidance (r = 0.490, p < 0.01). Meanwhile, brand hypocrisy was also positively correlated with brand avoidance (r = 0.649, p < 0.01). These results were consistent with and provided initial support to the hypotheses.




4.3. Hypotheses Testing


The hypotheses were tested in a first-stage moderated mediation model with a bootstrapping method using the PROCESS V4.0 developed by Hayes in the SPSS. Specifically, the “Model 4” from the template of PROCESS was used to test the direct effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance and the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy, and the “Model 8” from the template of PROCESS was used to test the moderating effects of CSR–CA belief. We chose a 95% confidence level for bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals with 5000 bootstrapping samples. The results are summarized in Table 4, Table 5 and Table 6.



As presented in Table 4, the results of Model 1 showed that greenwashing was positively and significantly associated with brand avoidance (β = 0.4203, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Meanwhile, the results of Model 4 showed that greenwashing was positively and significantly associated with brand hypocrisy (β = 0.3800, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 2a was supported. In addition, the results of Model 2 showed that brand hypocrisy was also positively associated with brand avoidance (β = 0.5365, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 2b was also supported. Moreover, as presented in Table 5, the index of the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy in the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance was 0.2039, and the 95% confidence interval was [0.1443, 0.2739], which did not include zero. Therefore, the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy was significantly positive. Thus, Hypothesis 2c was also supported. Considering that the direct effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance is still significantly positive (index = 0.2164, 95% confidence interval = [0.1278, 0.3049], which did not include zero), it can be concluded that brand hypocrisy partially mediates the effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance.



Furthermore, the results of Model 3 showed that the interaction of greenwashing and CSR–CA belief was significantly and negatively associated with brand avoidance (β = −0.1057, p < 0.01). Thus, Hypothesis 3a was supported. The results of Model 5 showed that the interaction of greenwashing and CSR–CA belief was significantly and negatively associated with brand hypocrisy (β = −0.1229, p < 0.01). Thus, Hypothesis 3b was also supported. To illuminate the moderating effects of CSR–CA belief, the samples were separated into two groups (mean + S.D., mean − S.D.) for further regression analysis. As shown in Figure 2, the positive effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance was weaker for the high-CSR–CA-belief group. Therefore, CSR–CA belief negatively moderates the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance, which provides further evidence for Hypothesis 3a. As shown in Figure 3, the positive effect of greenwashing on brand hypocrisy was also weaker for the high-CSR–CA-belief group. Therefore, CSR–CA belief also negatively moderates the relationship between greenwashing and brand hypocrisy, which provides further evidence for Hypothesis 3b.



To test the moderated mediation effect, the conditional indirect effects of greenwashing on brand avoidance via brand hypocrisy at levels of CSR–CA belief were computed and presented in Table 6. The standardized regression coefficient of the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy was 0.2607 at the lower level of CSR–CA belief, decreased to 0.1976 at the medium level of CSR–CA belief and decreased to 0.1345 at the higher level of CSR–CA belief. The index of the difference was −0.0631, and the 95% confidence interval was [−0.1119, −0.0178], which did not include zero. Therefore, the positive mediating effect of brand hypocrisy was significantly weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief. Thus, Hypothesis 3c was supported.





5. Discussion


5.1. Theoretical Contributions


This study aims to investigate the effect of greenwashing on consumers’ brand avoidance and reveal the mechanism by examining the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy and the moderating effect of CSR–CA belief. Seven hypotheses were put forward, and all of them were supported. First, Hypothesis 1 was supported, which indicated that greenwashing leads consumers to avoid the brand deliberately. Second, Hypotheses 2a, 2b and 2c were all supported, which indicated that greenwashing also results in consumers’ perception of brand hypocrisy, and brand hypocrisy results in brand avoidance; thus, there is an indirect effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance via brand hypocrisy. Third, Hypotheses 3a, 3b, and 3c were all supported, which indicated that the effects of greenwashing on brand hypocrisy and brand avoidance, as well as the mediation effect of brand hypocrisy, were all weaker at higher levels of CSR–CA belief. In summary, the positive effect of greenwashing on brand avoidance, which is partially mediated by brand hypocrisy, was found and confirmed, while it was found that consumers who believe in the tradeoff between CSR and CA will be influenced by greenwashing less significantly.



Based on these findings, this study is able to make several contributions to the theories. First, most previous studies on greenwashing have focused on skepticism about all green products [2,4,7], while this study was devoted to investigating consumers’ brand-related reactions. This is meaningful because it helps to remind brands that greenwashing not only obstructs the prevalence of green products, but also damages their own economic performances. Only when detrimental consequences are inflicted on the misbehaved brands will they realize that there is no benefit in greenwashing. Second, different from the previous studies that focused on the positive aspects associated with brands [6,11,13], this study tried to explain why consumers hate and reject a greenwashed brand deliberately. This is of great theoretical importance because some brands may not pursue being reputable, but no brand can stand to be hated and avoided [38]. It provides a new perspective to understand the effect of greenwashing and introduce many possible research directions. For instance, by investigating the theories of brand forgiveness, we may be able to determine how a greenwashed brand can retrieve consumers’ trust [17]. Third, by examining the mediating effect of brand hypocrisy, this study has integrated the theories of greenwashing, brand hypocrisy and brand avoidance to reveal the mechanism of how greenwashing results in brand avoidance [5,8,21]. Meanwhile, the partially mediating effect also indicates that there may be other mediators in the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance. Fourth, this study has taken individual differences into consideration and demonstrated the moderating effect of CSR–CA belief, which is original in the field of greenwashing [3,31]. This is inspiring because it not only helps to clarify the theoretical boundary of the effect of greenwashing, but also deepens our understanding of consumers’ beliefs about CSR and the associated influences.




5.2. Practical Implications


Several implications could be derived from the findings, for brands and society as well. First, since greenwashing damages brands’ reputations and economic performances, brands should fully accomplish their environmental responsibilities, for their own good. They should avoid using vague expressions to mislead consumers, provide convincing evidence for their genuine green initiatives and never deliver false environmental messages to consumers. In addition, exaggerating environmental claims is noxious and may be worse than not taking on the responsibilities. Therefore, brands should genuinely adopt environmental responsibilities within their reach instead of claiming objectives that are unrealistic. Second, because consumers of stronger CSR–CA belief are less likely to avoid the greenwashed brands, it is necessary to educate the public that undertaking environmental responsibilities does not necessarily damage corporate capabilities. The government and environmental protection organizations should select some outstanding brands that have performed well in both protecting the environment and providing quality products and propagandize their practices and achievements. In advertising the green products, brands should not just emphasize the green features of their products, but also convince consumers that the green features improve instead of lower their quality standards. Third, as consumers are becoming more sophisticated and have broader access to information, it is also necessary to change the traditional trick that promotes green products at an abnormally high price to avoid leading consumers to feel that buying environmentally friendly products is unfair. Brands should make it a competitive strategy to balance their quality control, manufacturing costs and environment protection.




5.3. Limitations and Future Directions


There are also several limitations in this study. First, the cross-sectional design limited this study to unequivocally determine the direction of causality. Even though we have hypothesized that greenwashing results in brand hypocrisy and brand avoidance based on rigorous theoretical deduction, we cannot exclude the possibility of reversed relationship with the current design. Hence, an experimental design or a longitudinal design would have been preferred. Second, the data were acquired from a single group of participants at the same time and may suffer from common method bias. Even though the Harman’s single-factor test supported that the problem was not severe, measuring some of the variables with data from other sources would have been preferred. For instance, the measurement of greenwashing could be substituted by brands’ actual greenwashing behavior, with objective records or evaluations by a third party. Third, the sample size was relatively small, which limits the robustness of the results. In addition, the survey was only conducted in Hangzhou, China, resulting in the concern that the findings may not be generalizable in the West, or other areas of China. In addition to the cultural context, the prevalence of CSR–CA belief may be quite different between China and the West. This may not only influence what kind of behavior is viewed as greenwashing, but also affect how consumers react to it. Further studies can be conducted to compare the differences in different countries and cultures to enhance the generalizability of the findings. Last finally, as this study has discussed, greenwashing contains several kinds of behaviors, which are the result of different intentions and of different degrees of falsehood in the messages. It will be very insightful to identify the subdimensions of greenwashing and investigate their different effects on consumer responses in the future.





6. Conclusions


In summary, this study has demonstrated that greenwashing results in consumers’ brand avoidance and that the effect is partially mediated by brand hypocrisy. By revealing the detrimental outcomes of greenwashing, this study highlights that undertaking environmental responsibilities is not only a moral requirement for brands, but also a vital determinant of their economic success. This may help to strengthen the intrinsic motive of brands to fulfill their environmental claims spontaneously. In addition, this study has also demonstrated that the detrimental effects of greenwashing are alleviated by CSR–CA belief. Therefore, it is necessary to educate the public that there is not necessarily a tradeoff between CSR and CA, and brands should strive to balance their quality control, manufacturing costs and environment protection.
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Figure 1. Research framework and hypotheses. 
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Figure 2. The moderating effect of CSR–CA belief in the relationship between greenwashing and brand avoidance. 
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Figure 3. The moderating effect of CSR–CA belief in the relationship between greenwashing and brand hypocrisy. 
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Table 1. Model comparison of confirmatory factor analysis.
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	Models
	χ2
	df
	χ2/df
	CFI
	RMSEA
	SRMR





	Five-factor model: GW, CB, BH, BA, BF
	543.503
	265
	2.051
	0.936
	0.058
	0.0745



	Four-factor model: GW + BH, CB, BA, BF
	905.328
	269
	3.366
	0.853
	0.087
	0.0943



	Three-factor model: GW + BH + BA, CB, BF
	1169.534
	272
	4.300
	0.792
	0.102
	0.0967



	Two-factor model: GW + CB + BH + BA, BF
	2216.359
	274
	8.089
	0.551
	0.150
	0.1598



	One-factor model: GW + CB + BH + BA + BF
	2485.017
	275
	9.036
	0.489
	0.159
	0.1655







Notes: GW represents greenwashing, CB represents CSR–CA belief, BH represents brand hypocrisy, BA represents brand avoidance and BF represents brand familiarity.
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Table 2. Items, standardized regression weight, composite reliability and average variance extracted.






Table 2. Items, standardized regression weight, composite reliability and average variance extracted.











	Items
	SRW
	CR
	AVE





	Greenwashing

	
The products of this brand mislead with words in their environmental features.



	
The products of this brand mislead with visuals or graphics in their environmental features.



	
The products of this brand possess a green claim that is vague or seemingly unprovable.



	
The products of this brand overstate or exaggerate how their green functionality actually is.



	
The products of this brand leave out or mask important information, making the green claim sound better than it is.





	0.796

0.752

0.752

0.822

0.683
	0.8737
	0.5814



	CSR–CA belief

	
Socially responsible behavior weakens a company’s ability to provide the best.



	
Socially responsible behavior drains company resources.



	
Socially responsible behavior by firms often covers up for inferior products.



	
Socially responsible firms produce worse products than other firms.



	
All things equal, socially responsible firms have lower technological expertise than others.



	
Firms devoting resources to socially responsible action have less for training employees.



	
Companies can be both socially responsible and manufacture products of high value. R



	
Resources devoted to socially responsible behavior come at the expense of improving product offerings.





	0.728

0.763

0.671

0.764

0.738

0.837

0.528

0.695
	0.8949
	0.5191



	Brand hypocrisy

	
This brand acts hypocritically.



	
What this brand says and does are two different things.



	
This brand pretends to be something it is not.





	0.823

0.802

0.828
	0.8582
	0.6687



	Brand avoidance

	
I will keep as much distance as possible between this brand and me.



	
I will avoid visiting the stores of this brand.



	
I will not initiate a relationship with this brand.



	
I will not buy this brand.



	
I would not buy this brand if I saw it in a store.



	
I would rather buy any other brand than this brand.





	0.752

0.729

0.716

0.845

0.752

0.868
	0.9021
	0.6071



	Brand familiarity

	
I am familiar with this brand.



	
I know the products of this brand.



	
I have a lot of experience with this brand.





	0.793

0.722

0.819
	0.8221
	0.6070







R represents reversed coded.
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Table 3. Means, S.D.s, correlations and square roots of AVE.
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	Variables
	Mean
	S.D.
	GE
	AG
	ED
	HI
	BI
	BN
	BF
	GW
	CB
	BH
	BA



	GE
	0.56
	0.497
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	AG
	2.42
	0.970
	−0.018
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	ED
	1.99
	0.879
	0.009
	0.107
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	HI
	2.36
	0.912
	−0.031
	0.257 **
	−0.006
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	BI
	0.48
	0.500
	0.224 **
	−0.017
	−0.015
	−0.021
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	BN
	0.56
	0.497
	−0.038
	−0.137 *
	0.052
	−0.019
	−0.171 **
	
	
	
	
	
	



	BF
	4.61
	1.475
	−0.088
	0.086
	−0.011
	−0.044
	−0.158 **
	0.011
	(0.779)
	
	
	
	



	GW
	3.73
	1.315
	−0.034
	−0.048
	0.027
	0.033
	0.077
	0.010
	−0.289 **
	(0.762)
	
	
	



	CB
	3.93
	1.299
	−0.118 *
	−0.100
	−0.127 *
	0.083
	0.024
	0.018
	−0.157 **
	0.114 *
	(0.720)
	
	



	BH
	3.58
	1.482
	0.001
	−0.223 **
	0.023
	−0.064
	0.142 **
	0.099
	−0.320 **
	0.450 **
	0.157 **
	(0.818)
	



	BA
	3.43
	1.382
	0.039
	−0.035
	−0.022
	0.078
	0.244 **
	−0.053
	−0.340 **
	0.490 **
	0.165 **
	0.649 **
	(0.779)







Notes: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed); square roots of AVE are in parentheses on the diagonal; GE represents gender, AG represents age, ED represents education, HI represents household income, BI represents brand industry and BN represents brand nationality.
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Table 4. Results of the regression analysis.
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Variables

	
Brand Avoidance

	
Brand Hypocrisy




	
Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3

	
Model 4

	
Model 5






	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	




	
GE

	
−0.0023 [−0.976, 0.929]

	
0.0117 [−0.0683, 0.0916]

	
0.0307 [−0.0496, 0.1111]

	
−0.0261 [−0.1232, 0.0710]

	
−0.0003 [−0.0979, 0.0973]




	
AG

	
−0.0112 [−0.1091, 0.866]

	
0.0789 [−0.0046, 0.1624]

	
0.0902 * [0.0071, 0.1733]

	
−0.1680 ** [−0.2678, −0.0683]

	
−0.1481 ** [−0.2477, −0.0486]




	
ED

	
−0.0293 [−0.1266, 0.0640]

	
−0.0433 [−0.1216, 0.0350]

	
−0.0308 [−0.1091, 0.0474]

	
0.0261 [−0.0690, 0.1212]

	
0.0425 [−0.0524, 0.1374]




	
HI

	
0.0616 [−0.0344, 0.1577]

	
0.0825 * [0.0018, 0.01631]

	
0.0672 [−0.0134, 0.1478]

	
−0.0388 [−0.1367, 0.0591]

	
−0.0577 [−0.1553, 0.0399]




	
BI

	
0.1795 *** [0.0821, 0.2769]

	
0.1250 ** [0.0428, 0.2072]

	
0.1114 ** [0.0295, 0.1933]

	
0.1016 * [0.0023, 0.2008]

	
0.0823 [−0.0166, 0.1813]




	
BN

	
−0.0237 [−0.1187, 0.0713]

	
−0.0711 [−0.1512, 0.0090]

	
−0.0700 [−0.1492, 0.0092]

	
0.0883 [−0.0086, 0.1851]

	
0.0868 [−0.0089, 0.1826]




	
BF

	
−0.1873 *** [−0.2856, −0.0891]

	
−0.0883* [−0.1724, −0.0041

	
−0.0755 [−0.1595, 0.0084]

	
−0.1846 *** [−0.2848, −0.0845]

	
−0.1618 ** [−0.2621, −0.0615]




	
Independent variable

	

	

	

	

	




	
GW

	
0.4203 *** [0.3233, 0.5172]

	
0.2164 *** [0.1278, 0.3049]

	
0.2306 *** [0.1422, 0.3189]

	
0.3800 *** [0.2812, 0.4788]

	
0.3848 *** [0.2867, 0.4830]




	
Mediating variable

	

	

	

	

	




	
BH

	

	
0.5365 *** [0.4443, 0.6288]

	
0.5134 *** [0.4207, 0.6060]

	

	




	
Moderating variable

	

	

	

	

	




	
CB

	

	

	
0.0445 [−0.0357, 0.1246]

	

	
0.0742 [−0.0228, 0.1712]




	
Interaction

	

	

	

	

	




	
GW * CB

	

	

	
−0.1057 ** [−0.1817, −0.0296]

	

	
−0.1229 ** [−0.2143, −0.0316]




	
F-score (df1, df2)

	
18.1548(8,308) ***

	
37.5052(9, 307) ***

	
32.1108(11, 305) ***

	
16.0311(8, 308) ***

	
14.0414(10, 306) ***




	
R2

	
0.3204

	
0.5237

	
0.5366

	
0.2940

	
0.3145








Notes: Standardized regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are reported; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 5. The mediating effect of brand hypocrisy.
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	Mediating Variable
	First Stage
	Second Stage
	Direct Effect
	Indirect (Mediating) Effect





	Brand hypocrisy
	0.3800 [0.2812, 0.4788]
	0.5365 [0.4443, 0.6288]
	0.2164 [0.1278, 0.3049]
	0.2039 [0.1443, 0.2739]







Notes: Standardized regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are reported.
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Table 6. The moderated mediating effect of CSR–CA belief.
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	Moderating Variable
	First Stage
	Second Stage
	Direct Effect
	Indirect (Mediating) Effect





	Mean − S.D.
	0.5078 [0.3690, 0.6465]
	0.5134 [0.4207, 0.6060]
	0.3362 [0.2126, 0.4598]
	0.2607 [0.1849, 0.3443]



	Mean
	0.3848 [0.2867, 0.4830]
	0.5134 [0.4207, 0.6060]
	0.2306 [0.1422, 0.3189]
	0.1976 [0.1373, 0.2638]



	Mean + S.D.
	0.2619 [0.1327, 0.3911]
	0.5134 [0.4207, 0.6060]
	0.1249 [0.0157, 0.2340]
	0.1345 [0.0594, 0.2151]



	Difference
	−0.1229 [−0.2143, −0.0316]
	——
	−0.1057 [−0.1817, −0.0296]
	−0.0631 [−0.1119, −0.0178]







Notes: Standardized regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are reported.
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