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Abstract: The work aims to achieve a better understanding of firms’ green strategy, and specifically,
in the false green strategy called greenwashing, and the relationships between greenwashing (GW)
and behaviour intention (BI), and how this relationship is affected by word of mouth (WOM) and
corporative social responsability (CRS). A survey was conducted and 198 valid and complete online
questionnaires were collected from users of urban mobility apps (Blablacar and Amovens) in Spain.
The structural equation modeling technique partial least squares (PLS-SEM) was used to test the
proposed research model and hypothesized relationships. The results of our study indicate that the
direct relationship between GW and BI is not supported, although the indirect relationship through
WOM and CRS is significant, so that both become mediating variables of the GW and BI relationship.
The paper also analyzes the direct relationships between GW, CRS, WOM and BI, so that the direct
effects GW and CRS; CRS and WOM; and WOM and BI are significant. This empirical study analyzes
the effect of GW, which has not been studied much, especially in empirical research. The study
analyzes several variable consequences of GW and analyzes mediating effects of CRS and WOM
on the GW and BI relationship. The study also includes two behavioral indicators, WOM and BI,
in a research model, and, additionally, the study demonstrates the relationship between GW and
perceived CRS.

Keywords: greenwashing; word of mouth; corporative social responsibility; behaviour intention;
partial least square

1. Introduction

In a review of the literature since the 1990s, we found the many businesses [1–12]
and researchers that benefited from green marketing continue to rely on these benefits
nearly 30 years later [13–16]. We define green marketing as the set of activities designed to
generate and facilitate any exchange aimed at satisfying human needs or desires, in such a
way that these needs and desires are met, with a minimum harmful impact on the natural
environment. As Marikyan et al. (2019) [17] tell us, the economic profitability of smart
homes is often coupled with environmental gains.

However, there is a trend in the literature on the opposite side of green marketing
since, as a consequence of the concept, consumers are discovering the opportunistic ad-
vantages that companies have towards these environmental advantages [18]. In this sense,
companies that promote their products using the support of the environment have appar-
ently become “greener” in recent years [19]. As a result of all of the above, the concept of
“greenwashing” appears, which was first used by Jay Westerveld in the 1980s, with most
researchers in the field agreeing with what was said earlier, that companies are becoming
“greener” [20–24]. One of the concepts about greenwashing (GW) most accepted by the
research community was taken up by researchers Parguel et al. [25], defining it as “the
practices carried out by companies to appeal the excessive functionality of their product on
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the environment and which cannot be sustained”. Another of the most widely accepted
concepts about greenwashing is the one provided by the authors Delmas and Burbano [26],
stating that greenwashing is an intersection of two firm behaviors: Poor environmental
performance and positive communication about environmental performance.

With the rise of the concept and its implication in society, numerous investigations
have emerged on the accumulated inconveniences of the use of greenwashing, some
of them referring to the negative implication that affects behaviour intention [27] and
corporate social responsibility [28].

The main objective of this research is to develop a model to measure the impact of
greenwashing on CSR and WOM and these in turn on behaviour intention. It is also our
aim to bring to the scientific community the opportunistic aspect that many companies
have adopted concerning the use of a non-real green strategy, in order to benefit themselves
and impact their bottom line. Specifically, we want to highlight those companies that use
“green” as a business strategy, rather than as a company philosophy, which is really what
the market demands.

The structure of this article begins first with an introduction to the topic of green
marketing and greenwashing, defining both concepts and outlining when they first ap-
peared in the literature. In the second part, we develop the theoretical part focusing on the
different variables that we include in the model, as well as the development and approach
of the set of hypotheses. Finally, we present the resulting model of our research graphically,
the results and the conclusions.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Perceived CSR

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a set of voluntary actions that benefit the
company and society as a whole [29]. Increased corporate social responsibility is based
on a concern with responding appropriately to society, that being part of the criteria that
stakeholders have to judge business behavior.

According to Kraus et al. [30] the aspect of social and environmental sustainability is
a potential source of ideas to improve the environment. Moreover, the lack of compliance
with CSR can become a threat to the reputation and prosperity of companies [31].

Consequently, the theories that support perceived CSR in the literature recognize
that companies must take into account the interests of different stakeholders, includ-
ing customers, partners, suppliers, employees and communities, in business decision-
making [32,33]. In this sense, there is a great fear among directors that they will be accused
of greenwashing [34] and that, therefore, the company’s perceived CSR may be understood
as such [28]. This is determined when people perceive that a company that is proud of
its social work can hide an opportunistic intention [35]. Therefore, it is necessary to know
what influence greenwashing can have on corporate social responsibility.

In addition to the above, and once the relationship between greenwashing and per-
ceived corporate social responsibility is known, it is necessary to take into account that
perceived CSR is a determining value within the company that in turn not only motivates
current customers to adopt a favorable attitude, but also potential customers. Potential
customers learn of corporations from their advertisements and other sources, for exam-
ple, word of mouth from existing customers [36]. Other authors such as Chomvilailuk
and Butcher establish that perceived CSR is an influential factor in the word of mouth
of customers [37], but it is necessary to know whether the sample of this last study is
corroborated in other countries; therefore, and in addition to knowing the relationship
between greenwashing and perceived CSR, it is also necessary to know the influence of
the latter on WOM. Perri et al. (2020) [38] show in their results that remedies aimed at
increasing the awareness of purchasing level staff can be beneficial, while initiatives that
involve experts in the field may be significantly less useful.

Finally, in the literature we find that researchers such as Bigne-Alcañiz and Currás-
Pérez in 2008 suggest that perceived CSR is an influential factor in behaviour intention
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(BI) [39], but given that perceived CSR is a construct that is constantly evolving and depends
on the current situation of the business ecosystem [40] it is necessary to verify whether this
relationship is currently confirmed.

For all the above reasons, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Greenwashing has a negative influence on perceived CSR.

Hypothesis 2. Perceived CSR has a positive influence on BI.

Hypothesis 3. Perceived CSR has a positive influence on WOM.

2.2. WOM

WOM has traditionally been conceptualized as the exchange of interpersonal informa-
tion between individuals who know each other [41]. In this regard, it has been established
from the outset as the exchange of marketing information between consumers in such a
way that it plays a fundamental role in shaping their behavior and changing their attitudes
towards products and services [42].

This concept has evolved along with the growing concern about global warming,
so consumers are more aware of environmental considerations [43]. Some companies
are using this scenario to selectively reveal positive information about the environmental
characteristics of their products without revealing negative information in order to generate
a green image [44], thereby generating negative communications from consumers resulting
in what is considered “green wom”, defined by Chen et al. as the extent to which a customer
would influence friends, relatives and colleagues on the positive or negative environmental
messages of a product or brand [45]. Thus, it should be noted that researchers claim
that consumer-to-consumer communication, such as word of mouth, triggers a strong
and credible influence on consumer behavior [46,47], and that if we use environmental
benefits in a negative way, we may incur what is known as greenwashing. Therefore, they
can cause damage to the perceived quality of a brand. This statement has been verified
by Chen, exposing the negative relationship between greenwashing and WOM [45], but
has not considered whether this pattern is verified with BI. On the other hand, other
recent studies such as that of Zhang et al. have verified whether consumer perceptions of
greenwashing have a negative effect on BI for green products in addition to studying in
the same research the negative indirect effects through WOM [48]. However, this last study
is based on a sample located in China, so it is necessary to know if these results are fulfilled
in other countries.

For all the above reasons, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4. Greenwashing has a negative influence on WOM.

Hypothesis 5. WOM has a positive influence on the BI.

2.3. Behaviour Intention

Behaviour intention (BI) is defined in the literature as those signals that show whether a
customer continues to use a company’s service or changes its supplier [49]. This concept has
been widely studied by several authors to determine the background affecting consumers
when choosing a product or service [50–52].

It is now widely accepted that consumers’ behaviour intention is influenced by
emotions during the stages before, during and after consumption of the product or ser-
vice [53,54], which, together with the information the consumer has about the company’s
environmentally sustainable behavior, determine an important role in the future BI [55].
Balta-Ozkan et al. (2014) [56] take this work as an example in a paper where they compared
rural and urban areas in several countries where citizens show different attitudes towards
environmental benefit. The research showed that environmental sustainability has become
a more significant element for urban dwellers. This is explained by the greater role of
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economic benefit for urban dwellers, which far outweighs environmental concerns. In this
line, previous studies have shown the positive influence that the BI has with respect to
products that are responsible with the environment [57] and, at the same time, they warn
that not all companies make good use of this information, leading to greenwashing [26]. In
this sense, some previous studies establish that the relationship between greenwashing
and BI is mediated by trust and WOM [58], but they do not incorporate in this mediation
the perceived CSR despite the fact that some researchers suggest that the perceived CSR is
an influential factor in the BI [39]. In the prior literature, it has been investigated which
are possible antecedents of behavioral intention, and, specifically, the studies of Song et al.
(2008) [59] show how communication between consumers (WOM) positively impacts on
behavioral intention, and on the other hand whether, if customers have a positive percep-
tion of the company as socially responsible, they tend to adopt favorable behavior towards
that organization [60]. In addition, it would be important to extend the sample of this
research to check if it is verified in other countries.

For all the above reasons, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 6. Greenwashing has a negative influence on BI.

These 6 hypotheses are direct hypotheses and because of that are drawn in continuous
lines in the proposed model shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Research proposed model.

Additionally we propose two more hypotheses but in this case; they are indirect
effects. That is why they are drawn in dotted and dashed lines. These hypotheses are:

Hypothesis 7. The path from Greenwashing to BI is mediated by the next sequence of mediators:
CRS and WOM.

Hypothesis 8. The path from Greenwashing to BI is mediated by WOM.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Collection and Sampling

The population of this study was the customers or users of the Blablacar and Amovens
urban mobility mobile apps. They are all 18 years old or older customers. The question-
naires were sent by email with a link to access the questions. Questionnaires were sent
to 345 users of these apps, and a total of 198 valid questionnaires were collected between
February and March 2020.
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Responses from a total of 105 women (53%) and 93 men (47%) were collected. For
each item, participants indicated how they agreed or disagreed, and all items were rated
on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

3.2. Measure

In this study we used existing scales taken from previous literature studies. The
questionnaire includes:

(a) Green Washing (GW). The elements were measured using a seven-point Likert scale
from the study of Laufer [61]. This scale is a one-dimensional scale with five items.

(b) Perceived Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). This construct used the one-dimensional
scale of five items from the study by Ramasamy et al. [33].

(c) Word of mouth (WOM). This study used the one-dimensional adapted scale of six
items of the study of Goyette et al. [62].

(d) Behavioral intention (BI). This study used the one-dimensional scale of three items
from the study by Xu et al. [63].

3.3. Data Analysis

For the data analysis, this study used the technique of structural equation modelling
(SEM) based on variance, Partial Least Square (PLS-SEM).

In recent times, SEM techniques have been growing and evolving with technological
development. The SEM technique belongs to the family of multivariate analysis, where
multiple variables are analyzed that in our research field are related to companies, man-
agers, clients, etc. This SEM technique is also considered a second generation of data
analysis techniques and has been used by social researchers for the last 30 years. There
are two typologies of SEM techniques, those based on covariance (CB-SEM) and those
based on variance (partial least square—PLS-SEM). The first uses common factor models
to represent latent variables, and the second uses compound factor models [64].

In this regard, Rigdon (2016) identifies several reasons that should not be used as
a pretext for using PLS-SEM: The small sample size; an unusual data distribution; the
existence of formative indicators; and the statement of exploratory research.

More recently, Ali et al. [65], Rigdon [64], and Rigdon et al. [66] emphasized that
researchers should use that technique to analyze the data that is consistent with the type of
model they want to try to estimate, and therefore they want to say that it is very important
that researchers indicate the type of model to estimate, and thus determine the type of
technique to treat the data most appropriately.

More generally, the PLS-SEM researchers agree that in those models that only use
common factors, techniques based on covariance (CB-SEM) would be mainly used. While
those researchers using composites would use methods based on PLS-SEM type compos-
ites [67], and in the case of mixed models, where both types are used, the option would be
to use the consistent PLS version (PLSc) [68]. Based on these considerations, it is reasonable
to assume that the first reason for using PLS-SEM is according to the type of latent variable
in the model that the researchers are trying to estimate.

In this study, all measurements were operationalized as composites [66,69], therefore,
we chose to use a structural equation modeling technique, partial least squares (PLS-SEM),
to test the model proposed by the research and the hypothesized relationships. Two reasons
support this technique: First, following Hair et al. [70] and Rigdon et al. [66], we used
Mode A composites; second, according to Henseler [71], we chose an explanatory approach.
From here, we developed a two-step process with PLS for the evaluation of the proposed
model. First, the measurement model is analyzed, and second, the structural model will be
analyzed [72].

In order to find the importance of the indices, we carried out a bootstrapping process [73].
For the analysis of the data we used the software SmartPLS 3.2.6 according to Ringle

et al. (2015) and for the analysis of the mediating effects we followed the process developed
by Cepeda-Carrion et al. [74].
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According to Henseler et al. [75], the most suitable measures for internal reliability
would be ρA, Jöreskog’s rho and Cronbach’s alpha. Values above 0.7 indicate an adequate
level of reliability [76]. Through the AVE (mean variance extracted) we analyzed the unidi-
mensionality according to Fornell-Larcker [77]. Finally, following Hair et al. [78], to evaluate
discriminant validity, we followed the HTMT criterion (heterotrait–monotrait ratio).

4. Results

From the indicated PLS-SEM technique, the following results were obtained by ana-
lyzing on one hand the measurement model and on the other hand the structural model.

4.1. Measurement Model

As for the measurement model, it should be noted that all items meet the prerequisite
of reliability since all loads are greater than 0.7 (Table 1) and consistent measurements are
greater than 0.8 [79].

Table 1. Indicator correlation weights.

GW BI CSR WOM

GW1 0.867
GW2 0.914
GW3 0.834
GW4 0.866
GW5 0.802
BI1 0.846
BI2 0.904
BI3 0.865

CSR1 0.789
CSR2 0.848
CSR3 0.795
CSR4 0.903
CSR5 0.718

WOM1 0.896
WOM2 0.901
WOM3 0.844
WOM4 0.871
WOM5 0.727
WOM6 0.911

Notes: GW: Greenwashing; BI: Behaviour intention; CSR: Corporate social responsibility; WOM: Word of mouth.

The reliability of the scales was evaluated according to the results obtained (this is
reflected in Table 2) by checking if the Cronbach’s Alpha of each scale is higher than the
threshold of 0.70 [80]. Composite reliability (CR) [81] is considered a better measure of
reliability since it does not assume the equalization of the items, and the value of the
average variance (AVE) is greater than 0.5 in all cases [72].

Table 2. Construct reliability and convergent validity coefficients.

CA rho_A CR AVE

GW 0.912 0.946 0.933 0.735
BI 0.842 0.846 0.905 0.760

CSR 0.870 0.879 0.907 0.661
WOM 0.929 0.935 0.945 0.741

Notes: CA = Cronbach’s alpha; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.

In Table 3, we can see that all variables present discriminant validity based on
heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT) criteria.
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Table 3. Discriminant validity. Heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT).

GW BI CSR WOM

GW
BI 0.202

CSR 0.246 0.198
WOM 0.169 0.763 0.312

Notes: GW: Greenwashing; BI: Behaviour intention; CSR: Corporate social responsibility; WOM: Word of mouth.

4.2. Structural Model

The validation of the structural model will be done according to the significance of
the model’s coefficients, using the bootstrap method, with 5000 samples with replacement
of the same size as the original sample (198 observations) [82].

Data from the analysis of the structural model are indicated in Table 4 and in the Figure 2.

Table 4. Construct effects on endogenous variables (including lower and upper limits of 95% confidence interval).

Effects on Endogenous
Variables Path Coeff.

Confidence Intervals (95%) Significance of Effect
(p-Value)

R [2] Dependent
Constructs5%CIlo 95%CIhi

GW→ CSR (H1) −0.216 −0.369 −0.041 Yes (0.009) 0.046
CSR→ BI (H2) −0.039 −0.138 0.063 No (0.447) 0.450

CSR→WOM (H3) 0.263 0.109 0.415 Yes (0.001) 0.105
GW→WOM (H4) −0.115 −0.281 0.064 No (0.186) 0.150
WOM→BI (H5) 0.673 0.573 0.756 Yes (0.000) 0.450
GW→ BI (H6) −0.086 −0.196 0.022 No (0.125) 0.450

GW→ CSR→WOM→ BI (H7) −0.038 −0.027 −0.075 Full Mediation 0.450
GW→WOM→ BI (H8) −0.077 −0.224 0.010 No (0.185) 0.450

Notes: GW: Greenwashing; BI: Behaviour intention; CSR: Corporate social responsibility; WOM: Word of mouth.
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Figure 2. Research proposed model.

Table 4 shows the analysis of the proposed hypotheses in our research model.
In our research model, the analysis of direct relationships (Hypotheses 1 to 6) and

indirect relationships (mediating effects of Hypotheses 7 and 8) were proposed. The indirect
relationships are shown in Figure 2 with dotted and dashed lines.
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5. Discussion

After performing the corresponding analysis with the program SmartPLS we have to
emphasize that four of the eight proposed hypotheses are fulfilled. Hypotheses H1, H3, H5
and H7 are fulfilled, this last one being the hypothesis formulated about total mediation of
GW over BI through CSR and WOM.

From the results obtained, we can indicate in the first place, in relation to direct effects,
H1, H3 and H5 are significant and therefore H1, H3 and H5 are supported. However,
hypotheses H2, H4 and H6 turned out not to be significant and therefore have not been
supported. Secondly, and in relation to mediating effects, H7 is significant, while H8 is not
significant, and therefore H7 is supported and H8 is not.

In relation to H7, and according to Hair et al. (2017) and Nitzl et al. (2016), the type
of mediation is full mediation because the direct effect between GW and BI (H6) is not
significant, and the indirect effect, through the mediation of CSR and WOM, is significant.

It is noteworthy that the H2 hypothesis is not fulfilled since a good CSR policy
improves the corporate image and reputation against what authors like Bigné-Alcañiz and
Currás-Pérez say [39] but it does not affect BI. Hypotheses H4 and H6 are not fulfilled either,
so a priori the GW only significantly affects CSR. This effect is in line with Mahoney et al.
(2013). The proposed mediation of GW with BI through WOM is not significant either, but
the total mediation (H7) is, this time accordingly to Bigné-Alcañiz and Currás-Pérez [39].

Among the significant relationships, it should be noted that all of them exceed the
minimum recommended value of 0.2. H1 has a path of -0.216 while H3 has 0.263 and H5
has the greatest contribution to the intention of use with 0.673. We can also verify that the
greatest contribution to the intention to use is made by word of mouth [83].

We must also highlight the strength of the relationship of hypothesis 5 since its f2 is
0.766, which is much higher than the recommended value [73]. This, together with the fact
that the path between WOM and BI is 0.673, makes this relationship the clearest of all those
shown in the model.

6. Conclusions

We can emphasize that, once the model is proposed and the data collected in our field
work is obtained, the results show us that the market knowledge of the unethical activities
of the companies has a significant influence on different variables, which can influence the
BI in a direct or indirect way.

GW has a significantly negative impact on the CSR. This influence can be due to the fact
that the company may project a negative image to the outside, which influences consumer
behavior. If the company transmits an image that is not very beneficial to it, the consumer
will act accordingly, resulting in a decrease in the company’s own income account.

CSR does not show an influence on BI. This shows us a somewhat surprising result
not in line with the literature and we think that this may be due to the fact that the client
of this type of business does not value much the responsibility of the company with the
surrounding environment. Moreover, strengthening the previous argument, we add that
other factors also have a greater influence on BI, so it ends up nullifying or covering up the
effect of CSR. While we have to emphasize that there is an indirect effect on BI mediated by
CSR, so BI has indirect effects even in this type of business.

CSR has a significant and positive effect on WOM. A good image of a company is
commented on and valued by consumers.

GW shows us that it does not have an influence on WOM. Here we discover another
of the results of our work that is quite striking since it does not follow the line we expected.
We think that this can be explained because either people do not understand well the
philosophy of the GW concept to be transmitted or they consider that the argument is not
important enough to transmit to other people or consumers. We could find that perhaps the
client does not have enough information to judge and convey a negative or positive idea
of the organization carrying out a false green strategy and that it only constitutes a claim
to sell more by confusing individuals. We could also think that in this type of business
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the customer looks the other way in order to save money or obtain the service at a very
competitive price.

WOM has an important and positive influence on BI. This seems logical, we under-
stand that it is caused by the powerful effect generated by the opinions of other individu-
als/customers on other people’s behaviour intention. The ideas that people transmit and
that are received by other individuals are spread by individuals that are trusted by the
receivers and who can influence their BI since these are people that the receiver trusts and
believes in. Continuing with the above, customers trust the assessment and opinions of
people who are in their closest circle, as they respect and value their opinion regarding their
BI, far above the advertising claims of an ad or the statements of the companies’ sellers or
other reasons provided by other means of the firms.

GW does not have a significant relationship with BI, which may come as a surprise
to us. To explain this, we believe that GW can be valued in a lesser degree in comparison
with other variables that would camouflage its effect. That is, it is considered by the
individual as more important than GW when generating his BI. Many times, the client is
in a situation where he must choose between different reasons to generate his purchase
intention that can influence his decision, and this leads him to discard options that are less
ethical concerning the environment, because he feels that other incentives such as price,
distribution or other variables are more influential in decision making and therefore the
effect of GW is not considered.

However, we must point out that there is an indirect effect between GW and BI that
is significantly in line with the proposed model and that it does remind customers that,
although other reasons such as those set out in the previous paragraph may prevail, it is
important not to have a GW policy.

7. Limitations and Future Research

Future lines of research would be to apply this research to other types of businesses,
and also to other types of consumers with the aim of re-measuring the same relationships.
We also consider that studying this now with the pandemic that is hitting us would be very
appropriate to see if the results would change or be modified, which we see as very signifi-
cant for carrying out a longitudinal study. It would also mean future research to see the
relationship of GW with other variables such as sales or income accounts, or other variables,
and to use samples from other countries to compare results at a cross-cultural level.

The relationship between CSR and BI could be measured in future studies using
different samples of consumers, different types of companies and even using the opinion
of company managers, and establishing comparisons with these results, which is a great
future for research.

As limitations we would find what we have indicated previously, that it is a transversal
study, that we only use a sample of consumers and that it is only for Spanish consumers,
which limits the generalization of the results.

There is also limitation concerning the companies selected to perform the work. With
these collaborative economy companies where low price prevails over almost any other
consideration, it is difficult to generalize the results. It would be interesting to check
companies from other sectors that are also susceptible to perform GW.
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