Why Is Greenwashing So Effective?

In your everyday life, you are most likely being greenwashed. Imagine a scenario: you go
into your favorite grocery store, whether your local Target, Walmart, Kroger, or among many
others. You find the aisle containing the always-needed laundry detergent and scan for your
favorite type and brand when your eyes fall upon a green container. It shows pictures of green
leaves or trees and advertises slogans like “made with plant-based ingredients” or “pure and
green.” It sounds like the perfect new product to try, and you feel good about buying an
environmentally conscious brand. After all, you are part of the 73% of consumers who try to
make eco-friendly purchases (Nakamura). You have just been greenwashed - tricked into
purchasing a product because the packaging gave you the impression that by making this
purchase, you are helping the environment in some way. However, this is just one way that large
corporations get consumers to buy their greenwashed products.

Greenwashing is a tool used by large businesses to deceptively market products as more
environmentally conscious than they actually are. It can be used to hide the true ecological harm
created by the companies behind a facade of colors and pictures. Through this marketing tactic,
brands are able to make a greater profit on goods that are actually negatively affecting the planet.
Greenwashing is labeled as “unethical” by Adam Hayes in his article “What Is Greenwashing?
How It Works, Examples, and Statistics,” due to its deception of customers who are only trying
to lessen their negative environmental impacts (Hayes). The term ‘greenwashing’ had its first use
in the 1980s because of a hotel policy that said reusing towels would “save the environment.”
However, it was just put out there to cut the hotel’s laundry costs (Nakamura). From this,

greenwashing has bloomed into a large industry consisting of greedy corporations.



Even though pictures and language are the most recognizable, there are many different
types of greenwashing that companies can use. Greencrowding is used among many different
businesses with the same type of product, and it “involves adopting a group initiative and then
progressing at the pace of the slowest participant” (Van Paris). An example of this is found
within the Alliance to End Plastic Waste, which says that they are trying to “reduce plastic
pollution,” but is composed of the leading contributors to air pollution and deforestation.
Greenlighting can occur when a brand “highlights a relatively small program or product to
distract attention away from activities or products elsewhere in the company that are damaging.”
Greenshifting is commonly used to deflect the blame of environmental effects from the brand
onto the consumers, like claiming that littering is the largest cause of ecological harm.
Greenlabeling is likely the most known use of greenwashing, as it uses mislabelled phrases to
disguise the true origin of materials or manufacturing. Greenscamming, also known as
astroturfing, is when a business creates “shell organizations that look like legitimate grassroots,
governmental or nonprofit organizations” to “conceal their members who benefit from natural
resource extraction... or fund climate denier campaigns,” which is demonstrated by the National
Wetlands Coalition’s mission to overturn “wetlands protections in the Endangered Species Act”
(Kirts). Corporations can use many other types of greenwashing, but these are some of the main
and most prominent examples.

The question is: if greenwashing is so bad, why is it still around? There is a system of
connected reasons for the continuation of greenwashing, with the central theme of hidden greed.
First, greenwashing techniques and intentions are covered up by the companies performing them.
The businesses use words such as “all-natural” and “organic material,” instead of providing

actual sources of products, creating a buffer for the businesses’ bluffs. Large corporations can



also increase this defense by acting out “symbolic gestures,” putting that establishment in a
positive light. These factors tie together with a bow to create a perfect foundation for corporate
manipulation. In the mostly capitalist society that the world lives in today, it is easy for
businesses to advertise products that consumers will feel good about buying. Greenwashing is
able to exist because of the impulsiveness of customers and the selfishness of companies.

A popular example of a greenwashing brand is Amazon. As stated on the Sustainability
page of Amazon’s website, a large part of Amazon’s climate plan is their statement that they
“aim to reach net-zero carbon emissions across [their] operations by 2040 (“Driving Climate
Solutions”). The company also named their new Seattle stadium the “Climate Pledge Arena.”
However, the sustainability plan is only applicable to “Amazon’s direct operations and does not
include its supply chain, which contributes 75% of the company’s emissions” (Nakamura).

Greenwashing has serious impacts on our planet and the rate of climate change. As
reported in an article from The Guardian, from 1988 to 2017, 71% of global greenhouse gas
emissions were produced by only 100 corporations (Riley). Those same businesses have only
one goal: make more profit, at any expense. Connected to this, in 2022 the World Meteorological
Organization measured that “the past eight years are on track to be the eight warmest on record”
(World Meteorological Organization). This rise in temperature and emissions can be highly
attributed to the growth of the commercialization of the media, which produced an easier way to
gain consumer interest. An increase in greenwashing will only allow climate change to keep
accelerating.

There are very slim circumstances where greenwashing could actually be an effective
tool to use to actually help the planet. Environmentally conscious products and brands can use

greenwashing, also called “green marketing,” to “highlight the environmental benefits of the



product and company...” (Hayes). This use can put ‘green’ products on the market, which can be
compared to fake products. Of course, there is also the possibility that, in this scenario, the
actually clean products will be snuffed out by fraudulent products, or customers can be
desensitized by green products all around.

Greenwashing is everywhere in everyone’s daily life. While it is the large corporations
that are actually committing the deceitful acts, consumers can do their best to avoid false-green
products. The most effective and simple way to carry this out is by just doing research on
products. As mentioned before, many brands do their best to conceal their greenwashing ways,
so investigating may be easier said than done. However, it is something that may be necessary to
do, as avoiding greenwashed products may severely change the game in lessening the rising rate
of climate change.

However, this is only a small-scale way that greenwashing can be fought against. In their
article “Discourses of climate delay,” Lamb et al. state that individualism, “which redirects
climate action from systemic solutions to individual actions,” is one way climate change
responsibility is deflected from top corporations and their actions (Lamb et al., p. 3). As
mentioned before, most greenhouse gas emissions are created by companies, not through civilian
activities (Riley). Furthermore, businesses are only making a profit from their hidden strategies;
in their CNN report, Leah Kirts estimates that “by 2030, the global green technology and
sustainability market is expected to be worth $417 billion” (Kirts). To create a large-scale impact
on greenwashing tactics, the source needs to be changed, with government action being one of
the most attainable ways. An example of this necessary development has occurred in France. The
Consumer Code, passed in 1993, “provides for a general provision prohibiting misleading

commercial practices, including misleading advertising.” The Climate and Resilience Law,



passed recently in 2021, states that any “misrepresentation of... ‘advertiser’s commitments...’
can qualify as a misleading practice,” resulting in a large fine. Additionally, the French
Environmental Code requires that an advertiser claiming carbon neutrality must make
“information on greenhouse gas emissions easily available” (Bey et al.).

Imagine you are back in your grocery store. You stroll down the laundry detergent aisle
once again. You look at the same bottle, but decide to look into the brand before simply chucking
it into your shopping cart. A quick Google search can show you that Gain’s Original Aroma
Boost laundry detergent has misled you with its green container and flower-covered logo and
was involved in a lawsuit in 2022 that revealed the carcinogenic nature of the detergent,
containing “over a hundred times the EPA’s cancer risk guideline of 0.35 parts per billion”
(McCroskey). You dive deeper and see that your next choice, Tide’s Free and Gentle detergent,
which has been labeled by its parent company, Proctor and Gamble, as an “eco-friendly” choice.
However, that liquid has also been shown to contain harmful chemicals, which were not
mentioned on the bottle’s label (Rogers). Also, Proctor and Gamble has been proven to be the
top leader in deforestation (Kirts). Even though this can result in a constant search through
Google’s thousands of web pages, you can feel a bit better knowing that you are not going to
give your sixteen dollars to a brand that aims to fool its customers into buying an

environmentally and physically harmful product.
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