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Abstract. In recent years, against the backdrop of a continuously expanding
green consumer market and frequent instances of greenwashing by
companies, consumer reactions to greenwashing have shown marked
divergence; some companies have managed to achieve sales growth in the
subsequent period even after engaging in greenwashing. This study focuses
on the buffering effects of consumer beliefs regarding the relationship
between corporate social responsibility and corporate capabilities (CSR-CA
beliefs) on greenwashing behavior. By integrating literature review,
questionnaire surveys and data analysis, the study defines core concepts,
constructs a research model and formulates research hypotheses. Consumer
data is collected through multiple channels to test these hypotheses,
exploring the impact of greenwashing behavior on brand hypocrisy, negative
word-of-mouth, brand avoidance, as well as the moderating role of CSR-CA
beliefs and the mediating role of brand hypocrisy. The study aims to
elucidate the underlying logic by which CSR-CA beliefs influence
consumers’ responses to greenwashing, thereby addressing gaps in existing
research. It seeks to provide theoretical and practical support to help
businesses mitigate greenwashing risks, standardise green marketing
practices, and guide consumers towards adopting rational green
consumption attitudes.

1 Introduction

In recent years, China’s green consumer market has undergone rapid expansion, but this
growth has been coupled with a dramatic surge in corporate greenwashing practices. In
January 2026, nine governmental departments, with the Ministry of Commerce taking the
lead, jointly released the Green Consumption Promotion Initiative, which marks that green
consumption has been raised to a core strategic position in the upgrading of China’s consumer
market. Under this background, greenwashing has become a pervasive issue: a large number
of brands release ambiguous or unsubstantiated environmental protection statements, while
their actual business operations still inflict damage on the ecological environment. This
mismatch between verbal promises and practical actions undermines the fair competition
order of the market, and weakens consumers’ trust in the authenticity of green marketing
claims [1]. A highly representative case took place in September 2025, when Arc’teryx, a
brand that has long built its brand image around environmental protection and ecological
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governance, sponsored a fireworks show in an ecologically vulnerable Himalayan region of
Tibet. The incident caused verifiable environmental harm, with only a portion of the
generated debris cleared away. Even with the widespread public debate that followed, Amer
Sports, the parent company of Arc’teryx, stated in its February 2026 annual report that the
brand’s sales had rebounded in the fourth quarter. This phenomenon raises a key research
question: if greenwashing causes such severe harm to brand trust, why do consumer
responses to it differ so significantly, with some consumers choosing to boycott the
problematic brands while others remain largely unaffected?

Existing studies have provided partial explanations for this phenomenon. Xiao, Wang,
and Guo verified the buffering effect of CSR-CA beliefs in scenarios of conventional brand
failure, while Sajid, Zakkariya, Suki, and Islam confirmed that brand hypocrisy mediates the
causal relationship between greenwashing and two outcome variables: negative word-of-
mouth and brand avoidance [2, 3]. Nevertheless, most existing research on CSR-CA beliefs
focuses on mild or daily negative brand events, and seldom examines the moderating effect
of such beliefs in the context of serious CSR violations represented by greenwashing [4].
This research gap is of great importance: greenwashing involves intentional deceptive
behavior related to environmental protection, rather than common product or service failures,
so the psychological mechanisms driving consumer responses may be fundamentally
different. Whether CSR-CA beliefs still maintain their buffering effect in this more serious
misconduct scenario remains an unanswered empirical question. Exploring this issue not only
has theoretical value by expanding the applicable boundary of CSR-CA belief theory in the
field of green marketing research, but also has practical significance for guiding enterprises
to manage reputational risks, as well as helping consumers and regulators to respond to
greenwashing more efficiently.

On the basis of the above research background, this study sets three interrelated research
objectives. First, it aims to clarify the causal relationships between greenwashing, brand
hypocrisy, negative word-of-mouth, and brand avoidance. Second, it examines whether
brand hypocrisy plays a mediating role in the impact of greenwashing on these downstream
outcome variables. Third, and most importantly, it explores whether CSR-CA beliefs
moderate the causal path from greenwashing to brand hypocrisy—specifically, whether such
beliefs play the buffering role proposed by Xiao et al. in this more serious CSR misconduct
scenario [2]. To fulfill these research objectives, we carried out a standardized questionnaire
survey targeting consumers in Chinese mainland who pay close attention to brands’
sustainability communication content. The questionnaires were distributed via Sojump,
WeChat, and relevant professional online communities, and the quality of collected data was
guaranteed through embedded attention check items and response time screening. After data
collection, structural equation modelling and the PROCESS macro were used to verify the
proposed hypothetical relationships. The rest of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2
sorts out and reviews the relevant existing literature; Section 3 constructs the conceptual
framework and puts forward the research hypotheses; Section 4 introduces the research
methodology in detail; Section 5 presents the empirical analysis results; Section 6 and Section
7 provide the research discussion and conclusions respectively.

2 Literature review

2.1 Basic concepts and definitions

Greenwashing is defined as a corporate practice in which enterprises, for marketing gains,
release inaccurate or misleading information related to sustainable development, hide
business operations that are detrimental to the ecological environment, and mislead
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consumers to establish a wrong cognition of their environmental responsibility fulfillment; it
also refers to the deceptive behavior of brands that exaggerate or even fabricate their
environmental protection actions, in order to make their products or operational policies seem
more environmentally sustainable than they really are [5].

Corporate social responsibility beliefs refer to consumers’ stable cognitive inclination
about whether "enterprises should take the responsibility to fulfill social and environmental
obligations beyond the pursuit of economic benefits". Such beliefs not only reflect the degree
of consumers’ recognition of the value of corporate social responsibility practices, but also
include consumers’ overall perception of the trade-offs that enterprises need to make in the
process of implementing social responsibility projects [2, 4].

Brand hypocrisy refers to the negative perception of a brand formed by consumers when
they find a prominent gap between the brand’s "publicly stated social responsibility
commitments" and its "actual operational behaviors", and hold the view that the brand is
intentionally creating a false or unrealistic positive image. Its core essence is the loss of
consumer trust caused by the inconsistency between a brand’s words and actions [2, 4, 6].

Brand hatred is described as the strong negative emotion generated by consumers after a
negative interaction with a brand. It is a more extreme negative emotional response than
"brand dissatisfaction", and usually arises when a brand fails to meet consumers’
expectations or brings a negative consumption experience to consumers [3].

Negative word-of-mouth refers to the behavior in which consumers transmit negative
information, evaluations, or complaints about a brand to other individuals through informal
communication channels, which is a direct expression of consumers’ dissatisfaction with the
brand. In this study, no differentiation is made between private and public forms of such
communication [3, 4].

2.2 Prior studies

Existing academic research on greenwashing mainly centers on three core dimensions. The
first dimension is the identification and measurement of greenwashing [7]. Based on
corporate promotional content, actual operational actions, and information disclosure status,
scholars have constructed evaluation index systems for greenwashing [4, 6], and identified
ambiguous environmental protection statements, unfulfilled green commitments, and non-
transparent environmental information disclosure as the core features of greenwashing, while
many studies also integrate the analysis of corporate ESG reports into the identification
process [8]. Based on classification theory, Fella and Bausa carried out experimental research
and further verified that the core indicators for identifying greenwashing include verbal and
visual cues, and that consumers’ perception of these cues is affected by the evaluation object.
They also pointed out that greenwashed products can be effectively differentiated from truly
green products only when the research explicitly focuses on "perceived greenwashing" [9].
The second dimension is the industry characteristics and development trends of
greenwashing. Relevant studies have found that corporate greenwashing is showing a global
upward trend, and this phenomenon is especially prominent in environmentally sensitive
industries including the automobile, energy, and fashion industries [4, 10]. The third
dimension is the negative economic and social impacts of greenwashing. Existing studies
have confirmed that greenwashing will lead consumers to generate brand hypocrisy
perception, which further triggers negative word-of-mouth and brand avoidance behaviors
[2]. Meanwhile, greenwashing will also impair brand value, disturb the normal competitive
order of the industry, and may even weaken consumers’ overall trust in the entire green
consumer market [3, 4].

After the occurrence of a greenwashing incident, consumer responses usually show
obvious differentiation: while some core consumers completely refuse to purchase the
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brand’s products due to the perceived betrayal of their values, others still maintain a relatively
rational attitude [2]. This differentiated response indicates that consumers’ perception of
corporate social responsibility may play a buffering role in this process. Through empirical
research, Xiao, Z., Wang, Y., & Guo, D. found that after greenwashing incidents, some
consumers take the initiative to avoid the brand due to perceived hypocrisy, while others have
a milder reaction, which directly provides empirical evidence for the view of "differentiated
consumer responses” [2].

2.3 Research gaps

However, relevant studies also point out that previous research on CSR-CA beliefs is mostly
limited to conventional negative brand scenarios, and lacks in-depth exploration of serious
CSR misconduct events represented by greenwashing. In addition, most existing studies have
not carried out empirical tests on the buffering effect of this belief [2]. Through a systematic
literature review, Zeng Weichen further confirmed that the research on the moderating effect
of CSR-related beliefs in the context of greenwashing is a weak link in the existing academic
literature, which has also become an important research gap to be filled in the current field

[4].
3 Hypotheses

3.1 Conceptual framework

This study constructs a theoretical model with brand hypocrisy as the mediating variable, and
consumers’ beliefs about the correlation between corporate social responsibility and
corporate capability as the moderating variable.

Specifically, a brand’s greenwashing behavior will trigger consumers’ perception of the
brand’s hypocrisy, which further promotes the generation of negative word-of-mouth and
brand avoidance behaviors. At the same time, consumers’ CSR-CA beliefs play a moderating
role in the causal path from greenwashing to brand hypocrisy perception, that is, they may
either strengthen or weaken the impact of greenwashing on consumers’ perceived brand
hypocrisy. The theoretical model constructed in this study is shown in Figure 1.

CAR-CA Belief

I
H4 > Negative Word-of-Mouth

H2
Greenwash —¢—H1—> Brand Hypocrisy <
H3.

/

Brand Avoidance

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework.

3.2 Formulation of hypotheses

H1: Brand greenwashing has a positive effect on consumers’ perceptions of brand hypocrisy;
that is, the greater the extent of greenwashing, the stronger consumers’ perceptions of brand
hypocrisy.

H2: Brand hypocrisy has a positive influence on the dissemination of negative word-of-
mouth among consumers; that is, the stronger the perception of brand hypocrisy, the greater
the consumers’ willingness to spread negative word-of-mouth.



SHS Web of Conferences 234, 01007 (2026) https://doi.org/10.1051/shscont/202623401007
ICIEBM 2026

H3: Brand hypocrisy has a positive influence on consumers’ brand avoidance behaviour;
that is, the stronger the perceived brand hypocrisy, the greater the consumers’ willingness to
avoid the brand.

H4: CAR-CA beliefs positively moderate the relationship between greenwashing and
brand hypocrisy; that is, the stronger consumers’ CAR-CA beliefs are, the more pronounced
the positive effect of greenwashing on brand hypocrisy.

4 Methodology

4.1 Research design

This study adopts a quantitative cross-sectional research design. Since the core latent
constructs of this research, including greenwashing perception, brand hypocrisy, CSR-CA
beliefs, negative word-of-mouth, and brand avoidance, are essentially subjective and cannot
be observed only through behavioral trace data, a self-report questionnaire survey was
selected as the main data collection tool for this study.

Questionnaire survey is highly suitable for capturing constructs related to consumer
attitudes and behavioral intentions, because standardized measurement items can ensure
consistent interpretation among different respondents, which is conducive to ensuring the
reliability of the scale and the comparability between different groups.

Compared with experimental methods and in-depth case studies, the survey-based
research design has the advantages of wider population coverage, higher data collection
efficiency, and easier replication. These advantages are especially valuable when testing a
theoretical model with multiple latent constructs in a large and geographically dispersed
sample.

The questionnaire of this study was formulated in accordance with three core guiding
principles: being based on established theories, being highly consistent with the definition of
each construct, and maintaining internal logical consistency.

To provide respondents with sufficient situational context, the questionnaire started with
a brief introduction of recent typical greenwashing incidents (including the Arc’teryx
incident mentioned above), and then presented the scale items. This priming method has been
widely used in similar consumer behavior studies, to ensure that respondents have a specific
reference when evaluating abstract constructs such as perceived hypocrisy.

The order of the items was set to minimize the priming effect: the questionnaire started
with the measurement of brand familiarity (control variable), followed by the independent
variable (greenwashing perception), the moderating variable (CSR-CA beliefs), the
mediating variable (brand hypocrisy), and finally the dependent variables (negative word-of-
mouth and brand avoidance). This item arrangement follows the mature design norms of
moderated mediation questionnaires, and can reduce the risk of response distortion caused
by demand characteristics.

At the end of the questionnaire, a short demographic information section was set up to
collect respondents’ gender, age, education level, and industry. These variables can be used
to evaluate the representativeness of the sample, and can also be used as covariates in
sensitivity analysis if necessary.

All scales used in this study were adapted from mature and validated English-language
scales, and a four-stage translation procedure was adopted: independent translation,
comparative integration, back-translation, and cultural adaptation. This translation process
can ensure the linguistic equivalence of the scale and its cultural adaptability for the sample
from Chinese mainland.
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All latent constructs were measured using a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 representing
"strongly disagree" and 7 representing "strongly agree". Several scales included reverse-
scored items to detect and reduce acquiescence bias and social desirability effect, and these
items were recoded before formal data analysis.

Brand familiarity was included as a control variable in this study, which was measured
by a three-item scale. Previous brand experience will affect consumers’ evaluation of
greenwashing incidents, so controlling for brand familiarity can isolate the impact of core
constructs on the outcome variables, and improve the internal validity of the theoretical
model.

4.2 Participants

The data collection work of this study was carried out within one week in February 2026.
The questionnaire was hosted on the Sojump professional survey platform, and distributed
through WeChat, WeChat Moments, and relevant online communities focusing on consumer
rights and interests. This multi-channel distribution method finally collected about 200 initial
questionnaires.

The collected questionnaires were screened according to three strict quality control
criteria: first, passing the embedded attention check items; second, excluding questionnaires
with abnormally short completion time or consistent repetitive response patterns; third,
removing questionnaires that mentioned unrecognizable brand names. After the screening
process, 174 valid questionnaires were finally retained, with an effective response rate of
about 87%. This sample size meets the recognized standards in the existing academic
literature for structural equation modelling and the test of mediation and moderation effects.

In the final valid sample, female respondents accounted for about 55%, and the majority
of respondents (more than 60%) were aged between 21 and 30 years old. About 80% of the
respondents had a bachelor’s degree or above. The participants came from a wide range of
industries and regions in Chinese mainland. A considerable proportion of respondents
mentioned Arc’teryx and Nongfu Spring as brands they associated with greenwashing, which
confirms that the sample has sufficient issue salience and brand awareness, and can make
meaningful responses to the survey content.

4.3 Data analysis tools

This study used three analytical tools for data processing in sequence. First, SPSS 26.0 was
used for descriptive statistical analysis, reliability test (Cronbach’s a coefficient),
exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and Pearson correlation analysis, to describe the basic
characteristics of the sample and evaluate the quality of the scale before structural equation
modelling.

Second, AMOS 24.0 was used for structural equation modelling (SEM), to evaluate the
overall fit of the theoretical model, estimate the path coefficients between latent variables,
and test the significance of the hypothesized relationships between each latent variable.

Finally, the PROCESS macro (Version 4.0) was used to test the mediation and moderation
effects of the model. Bootstrap resampling method (5000 repeated samples) was adopted to
construct 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals for indirect effects and interaction terms,
which can provide more robust statistical inference than traditional parametric methods for
these complex effect tests.



SHS Web of Conferences 234, 01007 (2026) https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202623401007
ICIEBM 2026

5 Results

5.1 Measurement validation

The reliability of the scales was tested using Cronbach’s a coefficient. The results show that
the Cronbach’s a coefficients of all four latent constructs are higher than the critical value of
0.7: greenwashing (o = 0.898), CSR-CA beliefs (a = 0.859), brand hypocrisy (a = 0.846),
and negative word-of-mouth (a.=0.935). It should be noted that the Cronbach’s a coefficient
of negative word-of-mouth is relatively high, and a coefficient higher than 0.90 may indicate
item redundancy rather than good internal consistency, which needs to be further verified
when the scale is applied to larger samples in the future. The complete reliability test results
are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Reliability test results.

Variable Number of Items | Cronbach's a Coefficient
Greenwash 5 0.898
Brand hypocrisy 3 0.846
CSR-CA belief 8 0.859
Negative word-of-mouth 5 0.935

The structural validity of the scales was tested through exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
The KMO value of the sample reached 0.872, and the Bartlett’s test of sphericity was
statistically significant (x> = 2762.829, df = 351, p < 0.001), which indicates that the data is
suitable for factor analysis. Using principal component analysis with Kaisern-Merlin-Noll
rotation, four factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted, which correspond to the
four core latent constructs of this study, and these four factors explained 76.56% of the total
variance jointly.

The factor loadings of all items on their corresponding latent constructs are higher than
0.76, and the cross-loadings are all lower than 0.30, forming a clear and interpretable factor
structure without obvious cross-loading confusion between different constructs. Overall, the
EFA results confirm that the scales used in this study have good convergent validity and
discriminant validity.

5.2 Descriptive analysis

The mean scores of each construct show that the respondents in the sample are sensitive to
greenwashing behavior, but do not show consistent strong negative emotions towards it. The
mean score of greenwashing perception was 3.60 (SD = 0.89), which is higher than the
midpoint of the scale, reflecting that the respondents have a certain degree of inherent
skepticism towards brands’ environmental protection claims. The mean score of brand
hypocrisy was higher, reaching 4.01 (SD = 0.92), which indicates that once consumers
perceive the deceptive behavior of the brand, their moral evaluation of the brand will become
significantly more stringent. The mean score of negative word-of-mouth was 3.12 (SD =
0.94), which is slightly below the midpoint of the scale. This is a noteworthy finding: the
perception of brand hypocrisy does not automatically translate into consumers’ willingness
to make public complaints, at least in this relatively young and well-educated sample. The
mean score of CSR-CA beliefs was the lowest among the four constructs (M = 2.57, SD =
0.85), which means that most respondents have doubts about whether corporate social
responsibility practices are compatible with excellent product performance. This baseline
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skepticism lays the foundation for the test of the proposed buffering mechanism (H4), but the
final results show that this mechanism is not activated in the greenwashing context.

The Pearson correlation analysis results between the four core constructs are all
statistically significant at the level of p < 0.001, and the direction of the correlation is
consistent with the hypothesized model (Table 2). The correlation between greenwashing and
brand hypocrisy is the strongest in the correlation matrix (r = 0.544), which provides
preliminary support for Hl before adding control variables. Brand hypocrisy also has a
significant positive correlation with negative word-of-mouth (r = 0.410), which is consistent
with the expectation of H2. It is worth noting that CSR-CA beliefs have a positive rather than
negative correlation with both greenwashing (r = 0.234) and brand hypocrisy (r = 0.235).
This correlation pattern indicates that consumers with stronger CSR-CA beliefs are more
sensitive to the inconsistency between brands’ words and deeds, which also foreshadows the
non-significant moderation result reported below.

Table 2. Correlation analysis results.

Variable 1 2 3 4
Greenwash 1
Brand hypocrisy 0.544%** 1
Negative word-of-mouth | 0.298** | 0.410%* 1
CSR-CA belief 0.234%* | 0.235%* | 0.431%* | 1

Note: n=174; **p<0.001

5.3 Hypotheses testing

The regression analysis results show that greenwashing has a significant positive predictive
effect on brand hypocrisy (B =0.571, SE=0.067,t=_8.50, p<0.001; 95% CI [0.439, 0.704]),
so HI is supported. In simple terms, the more serious consumers think the brand’s
greenwashing behavior is, the stronger their perception of the brand’s hypocrisy will be.

Meanwhile, brand hypocrisy has a significant positive predictive effect on negative word-
of-mouth (B = 0.321, SE = 0.076, t = 4.25, p < 0.001; 95% CI [0.172, 0.470]), so H2 is
supported. Consumers who perceive the brand as hypocritical are significantly more likely
to spread negative evaluations of the brand through informal communication channels.

The mediation test based on the Bootstrap method confirms that brand hypocrisy plays a
mediating role in the path from greenwashing to negative word-of-mouth (indirect effect =
0.183, Boot SE = 0.053, 95% CI [0.088, 0.297]), so H3 is supported. Since the 95%
confidence interval does not contain 0, this mediating effect is statistically significant at the
95% confidence level. The main effect test results are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Main effect test results.

Hypothesis | B Coefficient | Standard Error | t-value | p-value | 95% Confidence Interval

H1 0.5711 0.0672 8.5035 | <0.001 [0.4385,0.7036]
H2 0.3207 0.0755 4.2498 | <0.001 [0.1717,0.4696]
H3 0.1831 0.0528 - - [0.0877,0.2965]

Note: H3 represents the mediating effect, reporting the indirect effect value and Bootstrap
standard error.
However, H4 is not supported by the empirical results. The regression coefficient of the
interaction term between greenwashing and CSR-CA beliefs on brand hypocrisy is almost
zero (B = —0.060, SE = 0.065, p = 0.349; 95% CI [-0.187, 0.066]). The 95% confidence
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interval contains 0, and the effect size is extremely small, which indicates that CSR-CA
beliefs do not play a significant buffering role in consumers’ hypocrisy response to
greenwashing in this sample. The moderation effect test results are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Moderation effect test results.

Hypothesis Interaction Term 3 Standard p- 95% Confidence
P Coefficient Error value Interval
H4 -0.0601 0.0651 0.3494 [-0.1865,0.0663]

5.4 Robustness test

This study conducted a robustness test using the factor score transformation method. Instead
of using the mean value of the scale items to measure each construct, we extracted the factor
score of each latent construct through factor analysis, and re-estimated the four hypothetical
paths based on these factor scores.

The test results show that the magnitude of the regression coefficients and the significance
of each path are basically consistent with the main test results: H1 (3 =0.568, p <0.001), H2
(B =10.319, p < 0.001), H3 (indirect effect = 0.181, p < 0.01) are still supported, and the
regression coefficient of the interaction term for H4 is still non-significant (f = —0.058, p =
0.352). The consistency of the results under different measurement methods further enhances
the reliability of the main research findings.

6 Discussion

6.1 Interpretation of key findings

There are three core findings in this study. Two of them are highly consistent with the
predictions of existing theories, while the third one is inconsistent with the pre-study
expectation—and this unexpected non-significant result may be the most theoretically
valuable finding of this research.

First, greenwashing has a significant positive predictive effect on consumers’ perceived
brand hypocrisy (B =0.571, p <0.001), which supports H1. This result is consistent with the
view of loannou et al. that the core of greenwashing is the disconnect between policy
commitments and practical actions, which will inevitably lead to consumers’ attribution of
brand hypocrisy [6], and also consistent with the finding of Xiao et al. that the inconsistency
between a brand’s words and actions will trigger negative evaluations from consumers [2].
In the current Chinese market context, where consumers’ demand for brands’ authentic
environmental commitments is growing rapidly, even slightly ambiguous green marketing
statements are enough to trigger consumers’ perception of brand hypocrisy. This finding also
verifies the applicability of attribution theory in this research context: consumers will
attribute intentionality to the gap between a brand’s green claims and its actual observable
behaviors, and this moral inference will directly damage the brand’s trust among consumers.

Second, brand hypocrisy has a significant positive effect on negative word-of-mouth (
=0.321, p <0.001), and plays a fully mediating role in the causal path from greenwashing to
negative word-of-mouth (indirect effect = 0.183, 95% CI =[0.088, 0.297]), which supports
H2 and H3. These results are consistent with the mediation framework proposed by Sajid et
al. [3]: once consumers perceive a brand as hypocritical, their negative evaluations of the
brand will spread through informal social channels for two mutually reinforcing reasons. On
the one hand, dissatisfied consumers want to obtain emotional release by venting their
frustration. On the other hand, they will act as informal risk informants, reminding people in
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their social networks to avoid the same negative experience. This dual motivation, including
emotional venting and altruistic risk warning, forms a chain reaction, in which the perception
of brand hypocrisy acts as both the trigger and the amplifier. Social identity psychology
further strengthens this effect: information recipients usually give higher credibility to
negative evaluations from peers, which accelerates the spread of brand reputation crises far
beyond the initial complainants.

Third, the non-significant moderating effect of CSR-CA beliefs (f = —0.060, p = 0.349)
is the most theoretically unexpected finding of this study. Xiao et al. 2] verified the buffering
effect of CSR-CA beliefs in conventional brand failure scenarios, but the results of this study
show that this effect is highly context-dependent and may not be applicable to serious CSR
misconduct events such as greenwashing. There are three reasonable explanations for this
result. First, the sample of this study is mainly composed of young consumers aged 21-30,
who have strong environmental awareness and low tolerance for brand deceptive behavior.
For this group, strong CSR-CA beliefs may actually enhance rather than weaken the moral
anger triggered by greenwashing, thus offsetting the potential buffering effect. Second,
greenwashing involves intentional deceptive behavior, which is a more serious moral
violation than the daily service failures studied in previous CSR-CA belief research. The
resulting hypocrisy attribution may be strong enough to override any moderating effect based
on consumer beliefs. Third, the existing scale items may not fully capture the trade-off
cognition of consumers specific to the greenwashing context, which is a measurement
limitation that needs to be addressed in future research. The final empirical path model of
this study is shown in Figure 2.

CSR-CA Belief

X P Negative Word-of-Mouth

+
Greenwash —'L+—> Brand Hypocrisy <
+

N Brand Avoidance

Fig. 2. Final Empirical Path Model. (Note: “+” indicates a significant positive effect; the red “x”
indicates that the moderating effect of CSR-CA belief is not statistically significant).

6.2 Theoretical contributions

In terms of theoretical value, this study constructs and verifies an empirically testable causal
chain from greenwashing perception to brand hypocrisy, and then to negative word-of-mouth.
This causal path has been proposed in theoretical discussions, but has not been rigorously
tested in a research context specifically targeting greenwashing. Through empirical analysis,
this study enriches the causal research in the field of green marketing, and provides more
solid empirical evidence for the research on consumer behavior in the context of
greenwashing incidents.

Perhaps more importantly, the non-significant result of H4 reveals the boundary
conditions of CSR-CA belief theory. The buffering effect of this belief verified in routine
brand failure scenarios does not seem to be applicable to the greenwashing context. This
finding refines the existing literature rather than simply replicating previous research results,
and calls on subsequent researchers to further explore the specific conditions under which
CSR-CA beliefs can and cannot play a buffering role.

10
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6.3 Practical implications

For enterprises, the core implication of this study is clear: ambiguous green marketing
statements cannot eliminate consumers’ skepticism, but will further intensify it. To establish
credibility in green marketing, enterprises need to substantively integrate environmental
protection principles into all aspects of their operations, supported by third-party certification
and transparent information disclosure, rather than just relying on gorgeous advertising copy
that separates words from practical actions.

For consumers, the results of this study show that they are not in a passive position in the
face of greenwashing. Being familiar with authoritative environmental certification systems,
and paying more attention to the specificity rather than the quantity of a brand’s sustainability
disclosure, can help consumers effectively distinguish between a brand’s genuine
environmental commitment and performative greenwashing behavior. In addition, targeted
rather than impulsive negative feedback can also more effectively transmit market signals to
restrain enterprises’ greenwashing behavior.

For regulatory authorities, the most urgent task is to improve the relevant regulatory
system. At present, the persistent gap between enterprises’ environmental claims and actual
actions is partly because the cost of verifying the authenticity of the claims is borne by
consumers rather than the enterprises that make the claims. Mandating standardized and
auditable environmental information disclosure, and increasing the punishment for verified
false environmental claims, will transfer the verification responsibility to the subject that
should bear it.

7 Conclusions

Based on a sample of 174 consumers who pay close attention to brands’ sustainability
communication, this study draws three core empirical conclusions. First, consumers’
perception of greenwashing will significantly increase their perceived brand hypocrisy.
Second, brand hypocrisy will further promote consumers’ willingness to spread negative
word-of-mouth, and brand hypocrisy plays a fully mediating role in the relationship between
greenwashing and negative word-of-mouth. In contrast, CSR-CA beliefs do not play a
significant moderating role in the causal path from greenwashing to brand hypocrisy, which
indicates that the protective function of such beliefs will fail when the corporate behavior
involved reaches the level of intentional environmental deception.

In addition to filling the empirical gap in existing research, the non-significant result of
H4 also has important theoretical value—it promotes the academic community to form a
more conditional understanding of how consumer beliefs moderate brand crisis events.
Future research can be carried out from the following aspects: adopting larger and more
demographically diverse samples, conducting longitudinal tracking of the whole process of
greenwashing incidents, and revising the scale to better capture consumers’ trade-off
cognition specific to environmental deception rather than routine service failure.

Several limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. First, the sample of this study
is skewed to young and highly educated groups, which limits the generalizability of the
research conclusions. Replicating this study in samples with wider demographic coverage is
a clear direction for future research. Second, this study adopts a cross-sectional research
design. A single survey snapshot cannot track the dynamic evolution of consumers’
perceptions after the occurrence of a greenwashing incident, and a longitudinal research
design can add more in-depth details to this research topic. Third, brand loyalty and
environmental awareness, which are likely to be correlated with both consumers’ sensitivity
to greenwashing and CSR-CA beliefs, are not included in the theoretical model, which may
leave the problem of spurious confounding unresolved. Finally, the CSR-CA belief scale
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used in this study was developed for conventional brand failure scenarios. Before testing the
buffering hypothesis in the greenwashing context, it may be necessary to adapt the scale items
to highlight the moral risks specific to intentional environmental deception.
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