Greenwashing: The Deceptive Facade of
Sustainability

Author: Ms. Anita Shah Akella, Joint Secretary,
Ministry of Corporate Affairs, Government of India

Introduction

In an era where environmental consciousness has become a key factor in consumer
decision- making, corporations worldwide are scrambling to align themselves with
sustainability. From multinational conglomerates to small businesses, companies are eager to
showcase their eco- friendly initiatives, often splashing words like "green,"” "sustainable," and
"eco-conscious" across their marketing materials. However, not all of these claims are genuine.
A significant portion falls under the realm of greenwashing—a deceptive practice where
companies exaggerate or fabricate their environmental efforts to appear more sustainable than
they actually are.

Greenwashing not only misleads consumers but also hampers genuine sustainability efforts,
allowing harmful environmental practices to persist behind a veil of false promises. This article
explores the origins of greenwashing, its various forms, its impact on society and the
environment, and how consumers can differentiate between genuine sustainability and corporate
deception.

The Origins of Greenwashing

The term "greenwashing" was first coined by environmentalist Jay Westerveld in 1986, inspired
by the hospitality industry’s hypocritical campaigns urging guests to reuse towels in hotels under
the guise of environmental conservation, while the same companies continued their large-scale
wasteful practices. However, the practice itself dates back further, emerging in the mid-20th
century when corporations realized the marketing potential of environmental concerns.

One of the earliest and most infamous cases of greenwashing came in the 1960s, when oil
company Chevron launched its "People Do" campaign. The campaign portrayed the company as
a responsible environmental steward by highlighting minor conservation projects while it
continued large-scale pollution and exploitation of natural resources. This strategy—publicizing
small, token environmental efforts to distract from broader harmful practices—remains a
common greenwashing tactic today.

Forms of Greenwashing

Greenwashing manifests in numerous ways, ranging from subtle misrepresentation to outright
false claims. Some of the most common forms include:
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1. Vague and Misleading Terminology

Terms like "natural,” "eco-friendly," and "green™ have no standardized definitions and are often
used without substantiation. A company may label its product as "organic" or "biodegradable”

without providing evidence or proper certifications, misleading consumers into believing they
are making an environmentally responsible choice.

2. False or Exaggerated Claims

Many companies exaggerate the environmental benefits of their products or services. For
example, some brands claim their packaging is "100% recyclable™ when only a small component
of it actually is. Others tout carbon neutrality while relying on dubious carbon offset programs
rather than reducing their actual emissions.

3. Irrelevant Claims

A classic greenwashing trick is to promote a product’s environmental friendliness based on a
characteristic that is either irrelevant or already mandated by law. For instance, a brand may
advertise that its products are "CFC-free," even though chlorofluorocarbons have been banned
for decades.

4. Hidden Trade-offs

A company may highlight one green aspect of its product while ignoring or downplaying its
overall environmental impact. For example, a clothing brand might promote its use of organic
cotton but fail to mention the excessive water consumption and labor exploitation in its supply
chain.

5. Green Imagery and Symbolism

Many companies use nature-related imagery—such as leaves, trees, and the color green—to
create the illusion of sustainability, even when their practices remain environmentally harmful.
This visual manipulation influences consumer perception without any substantive commitment to
sustainability.

6. Fake Certifications and Endorsements
Some corporations invent their own eco-labels or manipulate existing certifications to appear

environmentally responsible. Others use vague claims like “environmentally approved” or
“sustainably sourced” without backing them up with third-party verification.

The Impact of Greenwashing

Greenwashing has far-reaching consequences that go beyond misleading consumers. It actively
harms both the environment and genuine sustainability efforts.
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1. Undermining Genuine Sustainability

When companies engage in greenwashing, they divert attention and resources away from
businesses that are truly committed to sustainable practices. Ethical companies often struggle to
compete with greenwashing giants that spend millions on marketing rather than making
meaningful changes.

2. Consumer Misinformation and Distrust

Consumers who make purchasing decisions based on false environmental claims may
unknowingly contribute to environmental degradation. Over time, as people become more aware
of greenwashing tactics, they may grow skeptical of all sustainability claims, even those from
genuinely responsible companies. This erodes trust in the entire green movement.

3. Delayed Regulatory Action

By giving the illusion of corporate responsibility, greenwashing can delay stricter environmental
regulations. Policymakers may be misled into believing that voluntary corporate initiatives are
sufficient, reducing the urgency for legal intervention.

4. Continued Environmental Harm
At its core, greenwashing enables companies to continue harmful environmental practices while
masking them with deceptive marketing. Whether it’s excessive carbon emissions, plastic

pollution, or deforestation, these companies contribute to ecological destruction under the guise
of sustainability.

How Consumers Can Identify and Combat Greenwashing

As greenwashing becomes more sophisticated, consumers must become more vigilant. Here are
some ways to spot and counteract deceptive environmental claims:

1. Look for Third-Party Certifications

Legitimate sustainability claims are often backed by certifications from reputable organizations
like the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), Energy Star, Fair Trade, and the Global Organic
Textile Standard (GOTS). Be wary of self-created or vague eco-labels.

2. Demand Transparency

Companies that are genuinely committed to sustainability will provide detailed information
about their environmental efforts, including sourcing, production methods, and carbon footprint.
If a company makes bold green claims but lacks transparency, it’s a red flag.

3. Research the Brand’s Overall Impact
Rather than focusing on individual green products, assess the company’s overall environmental
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track record. A single “eco-friendly” product doesn’t mean the entire brand is sustainable. Check
independent reports, sustainability rankings, and investigative journalism for deeper insights.

4. Be Skeptical of Buzzwords and Imagery

Greenwashing relies heavily on emotionally appealing language and visuals. If a company
heavily uses words like “green,” “natural,” and “earth-friendly” without concrete details,
investigate further.

5. Hold Companies Accountable

Social media and consumer advocacy groups provide powerful platforms to call out
greenwashing. Consumers can demand better practices by questioning brands publicly, signing
petitions, and supporting organizations that fight corporate deception.

Conclusion

Greenwashing is a growing problem in today’s consumer-driven world, where sustainability has
become a key selling point. While corporations continue to exploit environmental concerns for
profit, the responsibility falls on consumers, regulators, and advocacy groups to expose and
challenge these deceptive practices.

By staying informed, demanding transparency, and supporting genuinely sustainable businesses,
consumers can play a crucial role in curbing greenwashing and driving real environmental
progress. Only through collective action can we ensure that sustainability is more than just a
marketing gimmick—it must be a genuine commitment to protecting our planet.
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