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Purpose/Motivation: The impact of greenwashing is a highly rewarding object of study since 

it combines irresponsible environmental behaviour as a form of corporate social 

irresponsibility (CSI) and the active claim of being environmentally conscious (Delmas & 

Burbano, 2011). However, only restricted literature exists that focuses on linking employees 

to greenwashing scandals (Hericher & Bridoux, 2021; Kang, Germann & Grewal, 2016). 

Researchers investigated under which circumstances employees support an organization or 

dis-associate themselves from it in times of scandals (Piening, Salge, Antons & Kreiners, 

2020) There are no studies specifically addressing this question in the greenwashing context 

as of yet. Therefore, I investigated how employees respond to greenwashing threats in the 

context of social identity theory, with the aim of identifying which of the examined responses 

are most likely to occur. 

Theories/Hypotheses: After employees appraise greenwashing as a substantial threat to their 

individual work identity, they choose from varying responses, depending on their attribution of 

the situation (Piening et al., 2020). Past CSR is presented by two theories. Moral licensing 

theory elaborates how employees may choose social creativity due to past CSR, whereas the 

concept of stereotype results in social distancing (Miller & Effron, 2010; Shea & Hawn, 2019). 

The impact of relational identification is also differentiated into two concepts. It may result in 

social distancing via the concept of ambivalent identification (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). But 

forgiveness implies that employees opt for social creativity (Thompson & Korsgaard, 2019). 

Third, hierarchy plays a role insofar as the higher the rank of the employee is, the more likely 

they are to respond with social change. In contrast, low-ranked employees respond with social 

distancing due to their limited power (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Lastly, impression 

management by the culpable managers also moderates this process. After justifications, 

employees might react with social creativity, while apologies diminish the occurrence of social 

creativity and social change (Wood & Mitchell, 1981).  

Approach/Methodology: I applied the conceptual model of organizational identity threat of 

Piening and colleagues to my research question. This model links identity theory with 



attribution theory. I derived three possible reactions from their model: social change, social 

distancing, and social creativity (Piening et al., 2020). Subsequently, I added four relevant 

moderators, which influence the response mechanisms: past CSR of the company, relational 

identification of employees with the culpable managers, employees’ hierarchical standing, 

and the impression management of the organization. For each moderator I applied two 

theories each, which led to one of the three possible outcomes. 

Findings: The literature review uncovered that the response process of employees regarding 

greenwashing scandals is moderated by the four examined moderators. Instead of one clear 

answer, my study gave three possible reactions to greenwashing, see figure below. 

 

Research Limitations: Employees might react to the greenwashing revelations in ways 

which deviate from the examined responses, since every individual differs in character and 

personality. Furthermore, it is unlikely that employees do not know anything at all about the 

greenwashing in their firm before it comes to light. Third, other simultaneously occurring 

framing processes might clash with the examined effects. Lastly, neither empirical testing nor 

an exploration how the four moderators might impinge in conjunction was included. 

Research Implications: A complex link between greenwashing and employees is suggested, 

which exceeds the generally recognized negative effects of greenwashing. The results 

demonstrate the manifold impact of greenwashing on the workforce, which cascades down to 

organizational performance. Several individual and organizational moderators are responsible 

for these outcomes. 

Practical Implications: Organizations should take employees’ sensitive reactions to 

greenwashing into account while deciding to integrate green practices and other CSR 



activities. They should keep in mind that the potential responses to identity threats are 

strongly influenced by diverse factors to protect the employees’ work identity. This should 

further incentivize to avoid false claims about green practices. 

Contribution: My paper contributes to existing literature by specifically applying 

greenwashing as an identity threat and linking it with individual work identity. Further, it 

shares further insights for companies in which way greenwashing affects consequences for the 

organization through such employee reactions. 

Paper type: Conceptual 

Further readings:  

Delmas, M. A., & Burbano, V. C. (2011). The Drivers of Greenwashing. California 

Management Review, 54(1), 64–87. https://doi.org/10.1525/cmr.2011.54.1.64 

 

Magee, J. C., & Galinsky, A. D. (2008). 8 Social Hierarchy: The Self‐Reinforcing Nature of 

Power and Status. The Academy of Management Annals, 2(1), 351–398. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520802211628 

 

Miller, D. T., & Effron, D. A. (2010). Psychological License. In Advances in Experimental 

Social Psychology (Vol. 43, pp. 115–155). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-

2601(10)43003-8 

 

Piening, E. P., Salge, T. O., Antons, D., & Kreiner, G. E. (2020). Standing Together or 

Falling Apart? Understanding Employees’ Responses to Organizational Identity 

Threats. Academy of Management Review, 45(2), 325–351. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2016.0457 

 

Sluss, D. M., & Ashforth, B. E. (2007). Relational Identity and Identification: Defining 

Ourselves Through Work Relationships. Academy of Management Review, 32(1), 9–

32. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2007.23463672 

 

Szabo, S., & Webster, J. (2021). Perceived Greenwashing: The Effects of Green Marketing on 

Environmental and Product Perceptions. Journal of Business Ethics, 171(4), 719–739. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04461-0 

 

Thompson, B. S., & Korsgaard, A. M. (2019). Relational Identification and Forgiveness: 

Facilitating Relationship Resilience. Journal of Business and Psychology, 34(2), 153–

167. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9533-1 

 

Wood, R. E., & Mitchell, T. R. (1981). Manager behavior in a social context: The impact of 

impression management on attributions and disciplinary actions. Organizational 



Behavior and Human Performance, 28(3), 356–378. https://doi.org/10.1016/0030-

5073(81)90004-0 

 


