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Foreword


The art of rhetoric has characterised the Western world for over two millennia. Compared to Greek civilisation, where rhetoric was theorised and practiced, contemporary globalised and technological society offers extraordinarily greater opportunities to express this particular attitude of writing and speaking in corporate and marketing communications. The opportunities, methods and flows of rhetorical communication are in fact numerous in the era of digital and hyper-communication. These options seem also proliferated with the emergence of corporate sustainability, progressively seen as a co-evolutionary process where companies are called to include social and environmental concerns in their business operations by interacting with their stakeholders.

The main drivers of this increasing use of rhetoric communication are in fact essentially two: (1) the growing interest of stakeholders to be informed on CSR and environmental and social sustainability issues and (2) the tendency of companies to seek social legitimacy by leveraging the potential of multichannel and polycentric communication. Frequently, companies use rhetoric as an expedient to communicate their sustainability efforts in a cosmetic and inauthentic way, thus perpetrating deliberate deception. However, it would be interesting to understand if this is really the way to correctly frame and interpret the phenomenon of greenwashing in corporate sustainability. If the spectrum of greenwashing situations is indeed much broader and more diverse, it is also critical to understand the nuances involved.

At the end of a long and fruitful research path, Agostino Vollero's volume, Greenwashing/Foundations and emerging research on corporate sustainability and deceptive communication, provides a valuable window on this issue and fills a gap in the extant literature by offering thought-provoking insights that go well beyond the mainstream assumptions in this field of study.

As for the method, the systematic literature review, the theoretical approaches and research trends, the soundness and rigour of the research design allows the author to deepen and interpret the phenomenon of greenwashing in its various facets and to identify multiple perspectives of analysis. The variety of corporate greenwashing behaviours outlined in Agostino Vollero's study represents the ideal platform for effectively suggesting managerial principles and guidelines for sustainability communication.

The several elements of originality, combined with methodological rigour, dedication and enthusiasm for in-depth enquiry, make this volume the most complete and stimulating contribution on the theme of greenwashing currently available in the international literature. The appreciation for the results achieved in the book is also justified by the recognition that the subject of study is not easy to deal with. This is because it is intrinsically subtle and elusive, and spans various scientific disciplines, from Management to Marketing Communications, from Accounting to Corporate Communication and Business Ethics. The challenges in greenwashing research are both difficult and interesting. This clear awareness allowed Agostino Vollero to manage the subject without running into convenient but dangerous simplifications or shortcuts. This book is an excellent step towards providing scholars, practitioners, both professionals and students, with an integrated state-of-the-art understanding of greenwashing.

Alfonso Siano

Full Professor of Marketing and of Corporate Communication and Brand Management

Scientific Director of the Sustainability Communication Centre (SCC) and Brand Management Centre (BMC)

Department of Political and Communication Sciences (POLICOM) – University of Salerno, Italy

Member of the Steering Committee – Italian Society of Management (SIMA)








Preface

Communication of sustainability efforts has become crucial for most companies in various industries over the past decade. These growing corporate attempts to disclose organisational policies and practices related to their corporate social and environmental responsibilities are due to several reasons: increasing pressure from stakeholders, being compliant with newer norms or procedures, addressing rising public opinion's concerns in relation to sustainability issues, etc. Potential benefits (e.g. social legitimacy, financial and reputational resources at lower cost) derived from the commitment to sustainability or corporate social responsibility (CSR) have further accelerated this process.

This book aims at providing a comprehensive picture of the dark side of this ‘sustainability rush’, often described as greenwashing, which refers to the disproportionate focus on the sustainability efforts of a company beyond its corresponding responsible corporate practices. ‘Cosmetic’ communication practices and questionable CSR practices are more and more recurrent in the context of marketing and corporate communication strategies and often hide the most controversial aspects of corporate sustainability strategies.

Recent cases at firm and industry levels (Volkswagen, plastic pollution and Nestlè, fast-fashion industry, palm oil plantations, etc.) revealed that companies present themselves as ‘green’ or ‘responsible’ companies, even if they do not possess the qualities of sustainable entities. Greenwashing practices can also hinder a proper stakeholder/investor assessment of the environmental, social and governance performance of a company, thus affecting the reliability of main sustainability indices (Dow Jones Sustainability Index, MSCI KLD 400 Social Index, FTSE4Good Index, Gender equality index, etc.) and rankings (MSCI ESG Ratings, Sustainalytics' ESG Risk Ratings, Bloomberg ESG disclosure scores, FTSE Russell's ESG Ratings, CSR RepTrak, etc.). The rise of mandatory environmental disclosures (opposed to voluntary reporting) further complicates the situation.

In the current debate on sustainability communication and related degenerative phenomena, scant attention has been paid to ‘avoiding bad’, which refers to initiatives aimed at preventing socially irresponsible corporate practices. Recognising the complexity of the phenomenon, this text poses a number of original research questions on the intrinsic nature of greenwashing and seeks to offer a comprehensive view of different approaches to interpret and tackle identity washing communication practices. This book takes a different and integrated approach by challenging dominant themes in the literature and analysing them critically from multiple angles.

From a theoretical point of view, the book in fact sets at the intersection of marketing, management, accounting and corporate communication disciplines and distances itself from the mainstream debate on the communication of CSR that has implicitly acknowledged the idea that greenwashing is only about talking and not doing. On these lines, the text represents an original attempt to shed light on the links between communication and corporate actions. While the gap between symbolic and substantive actions (‘talk’ versus ‘walk’) has been the subject of various studies in recent years, a systematic analysis of research approaches and trends in this relevant field of study is lacking.

This book thus provides an extensive and comprehensive look into a complex and growing phenomenon that affects current and future corporate decisions, and it is particularly relevant at this time also in the light of Agenda 2030 for sustainable development and associated sustainable development goals (SDGs), in which the majority of companies are challenged to initiate long-lasting positive change and contribute to the development and prosperity of the global community.


Book Structure


Chapter 1 begins the analysis by showing how the most complex challenges organisations are facing nowadays concern ethical issues in conducting their businesses. The ethical behaviour in organisations represents thus the starting point to discuss the emergence of corporate environmentalism and the rise of greenwashing. Understanding greenwashing inevitably intertwines with corporate sustainability and CSR efforts, and associated mandatory and voluntary reporting activities. Lastly, by discussing deceptive communication used by companies, the concept of greenwashing is expanded by including a much broader range of CSR washing activities.

Chapter 2 examines the state-of-the-art knowledge on greenwashing by means of a systematic literature review, covering a 30-year span (1990–2021). Research design is detailed, along with the description of research objectives, search and refining criteria for selected publications. Results are then discussed, to show the evolutionary trajectories of the research on greenwashing, in terms of leading outlets of publications, entity of analysis, methodologies, type of data collection, tools and research methods used in this field of study. The chapter ends by clarifying the definitional issues (i.e. the different types of greenwashing) and research gaps identified for each perspective.

Theoretical approaches and research trends are then analysed in Chapter 3. Different theoretical approaches to greenwashing research are examined, contrasted and compared in this chapter. The systematic literature review led to six major theories (legitimacy theory, attribution theory, institutional theory, signaling theory, impression management approach and communicative constitution of organisations), outlining cutting-edge research trends that transcend the traditional dichotomy talk vs. action. The novel questions emerging in this area of research in fact challenge the dominant view in literature and provide research avenues based on the best practices in the field.

Chapter 4 presents a set of three recent case studies on greenwashing, namely Volkswagen Dieselgate, #PlasticMonster and Nestlè, Golden Agri Resources and Dow Jones Sustainability Index. The empirical analysis of these cases provides lessons for avoiding the greenwashing trap. The chapter reflects on deliberate and accidental practices that cause greenwashing accusations. It proposes a series of communication principles and guidelines, addressed to develop managerial solutions to avoid greenwashing risks and associated negative effects.

The final chapter (Chapter 5) concludes with ideas on where greenwashing is expected to move in the future. It stresses the risk of other forms of corporate deception, including greenhushing, that is a deceptive strategic silence that occurs when companies voluntarily decrease their communication on sustainability issues. As regards different forms of greenwashing, the chapter offers a clear picture of the role of communication in sustainability-oriented organisations that can help companies being involved in ethically questionable management practices. The final part of the chapter moves from a firm-level perspective of greenwashing to a systemic view, necessary to address some unresolved tensions in sustainability approaches that cause ‘deep-rooted’ greenwashing. A broader relational view of the processes and the connections between actors (the company, the industry, the consumer, society at large) can help to refocus the greenwashing phenomenon and support policy and decision-makers to identify priority areas for action.

In terms of contributions, this book is a systematic examination of greenwashing research that offers a comprehensive picture of building blocks (business ethics, CSR, corporate environmentalism, corporate communication), greenwashing typologies, different theoretical and methodological approaches used by scholars to investigate the phenomenon. By tapping into systematic literature review in management, marketing, accounting, corporate communication and business ethics, an integrated and extended view of the greenwashing dynamics is proposed.

From a practical perspective, the book will help to bridge the theory–practice gap by providing managers with key lessons to avoid the greenwashing trap and to reduce negative strategic and reputational effects in the long run. Lastly, the reflection on future trends moves beyond firm-level perspective and mainstream views in extant research. Critical analyses of the social and environmental costs of greenwashing are not new. However, what this book would add is an integrative view among different disciplines and a holistic systemic perspective. This could help to tackle the dangers of deceptive corporate sustainability communication in a broader perspective.

The hope is that this volume can provide significant benefits to students, researchers, managers, professionals, policymakers and organisations that experience the challenges of the sustainability revolution. By developing a critical and analytical approach to the theoretical and practical dimensions of CSR communication and greenwashing, this book can offer valuable insights for curricular development, sustainable growth and ethical business decisions.

Agostino Vollero
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