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Abstract  
Our planet is facing an environmental crisis in form of an ongoing increase in temperature caused by 

greenhouse gas emissions generated by humans. Volkswagen was recently proven guilty of greenwashing, 

claiming to be environmental friendly when in fact conducting poor environmental performance, causing 

society to react. Previous research states that this form of greenwashing needs to be studied further. The 

purpose of this study is to explain whether individual level of customer loyalty has an effect on brand 

image when greenwashing has been proven. Brand image has been divided into brand attitude and 

symbolic brand value. The study has a deductive approach and a cross-sectional design was used. The 

study is of a quantitative nature, handing out an electronic questionnaire in Kristianstad, Lund and Malmo 

using a non-probability sampling method.  

 

This study has found that greenwashing has a negative effect on brand attitude but fails to prove that 

greenwashing has a negative effect on symbolic brand value. Furthermore, increasing level of customer 

loyalty has a positive effect on brand attitude but has no effect on symbolic brand value when 

greenwashing has been proven. Thus, high levels of loyalty can be used to rescue brands in crisis. 

 

The limitations of this study are that the results found regarding symbolic brand value were of no 

significance and Volkswagen as a case may not be suitable for future research. Instead this study enables a 

generalization of greenwashing’s affect on brand image when moderated by customer loyalty, and can be 

applied to similar cases. 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter gives background information of what society expects of companies in form of social and 

environmental responsibilities. This in turn has led to companies trying to create a false image of being 

environmentally friendly. The Volkswagen scandal will be presented as an example from which we 

develop a problematization followed by research purpose and research question. 

1.1 Background 

Scientists around the world have during some time recognized the ongoing change of the 

earth’s atmosphere. The world is getting warmer due to greenhouse gas emissions 

generated by humans and we are now headed towards an increase in temperature of 

about five degrees Celsius. This estimated increase would affect the global warming in 

ways that could not only be catastrophic but also irreversible (Harvey, 2015). In order to 

solve this problem, around 190 countries gathered for the United Nations’ conference on 

climate change held 2015 in Paris. States from all over the world agreed to keep the rise 

in temperature below two degrees Celsius, which is considered “…a real turning point. We 

are going to gradually stop using the most polluting fossil fuels in order to reach this goal” (United 

nations conference on climate change). Furthermore, incentives aimed towards local 

governments, businesses and banks were also added in order for them to take action and 

thereby combat the global warming (United nations conference on climate change). 

Another, already existing incentive for companies to combat environmental issues is to 

boost a company’s brand. According to De Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Van den Bergh 

(2013), a brand can be a powerful asset and instrument for a company in order to 

differentiate themselves from its competitors, which in turn generates long-term 

profitability. However, in order to establish a brand it is of most importance to know 

one’s customers’ needs and to be able to fulfill them. Recent studies indicate that there is 

a positive link between attracting and retaining customers with executing 

environmentally sound strategies. This is due to the growing understanding from 

customers concerning individual and organizational environmental activity (Hollensen, 

2014). Therefore, failing to establish environmental strategies will not only have a direct 

effect on the company’s financials, it will also reduce the possibility of establishing a 

strong brand and thus competitive advantages (Porter & Kramer, 2006). 
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Organizations are focusing more on conducting societal- and environmental lasting 

business by engaging in corporate social responsibility (CSR). CSR as a concept is very 

hard to describe in one simple sentence due to the fact that it constantly overlaps with 

several other terms like corporate social performance, corporate financial performance, 

business ethics or sustainability (Matten & Moon, 2008). The upcoming of these 

variations has generated a general understanding of CSR as an umbrella term that either 

interfere or compete with other concepts, which is now seen as the beginning of 

corporate business ethics (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). Lee (2008) argues that the most 

common definitions sees a well-implemented CSR as a company fulfilling its legal and 

moral responsibilities that not only benefits the society, it is also a strategic resource that 

can be used to enhance a company’s performance and reputation.  

 

In 1970 Milton Friedman stated that the only responsibility a company has is to generate 

revenue to its shareholders and not to engage in societal and environmental aspects and 

he based his argument in three steps. Primarily, corporations do not have to take 

responsibility for their actions rather that it is society’s duty to deal with problems that 

may occur. Secondly, Friedman continues stating that it is to be considered as a betrayal 

if corporations were to act illegally. Finally, social issues are to be viewed as the 

government’s responsibility and not the corporations’ (Friedman, 1970). Nonetheless, 

later in the 1970’s this classic economical view of conducting business changed when 

governmental bodies forced corporate executives to recognize the environment, 

employees and customers as valid stakeholders (Carroll A., 1991).   Archie B. Carroll 

created a model that defines CSR even further than Friedman’s arguments. In 1979 

Carroll added ethical and discretionary responsibilities to Friedman’s already stated 

economical and legal responsibilities (Carroll A., 1979) and in 1991 Carroll modified 

discretionary responsibilities to philanthropic. Carroll’s idea was that generating profit to 

shareholders and being a social responsible company is possible (Carroll A., 1991).  

 

However, not all companies are engaged in CSR activity to actually make a positive social 

and environmental change but to generate profit. According to research conducted by 

Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2010), 87% of the American population is willing to change 

brand if it will contribute to a good cause, thus it is of utter importance to find an 

effective way to communicate with one’s stakeholders. By successfully communicating 

the social initiatives companies will be able to generate a strong relationship with its 
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stakeholders and to build a strong brand image. However, one of the main issues 

regarding CSR communication is that stakeholders are skeptical concerning the 

authenticity of the social initiative (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen , 2010).  

 

Positively communicating environmental performance when in fact conducting poor 

environmental performance (Delmas & Burbano, 2011) in order to strengthen one’s 

brand and creating a public image of being socially responsible is called greenwashing 

(Furlow, 2010). In the 1990’s the demand for green products started to grow and 

companies took advantage of this by either promoting their products or themselves as 

green (Furlow, 2010). This in turn led to customer skepticism regarding whether 

companies are truly doing what they are communicating or not. Greenwashing has not 

only led to customer skepticism, but it has also led to companies that are speaking the 

truth and are trying to make a positive environmental change lose their competitive 

advantage (Polonsky, Bailey, Baker, Basche, Jepson, & Neath, 1998). In reality 

greenwashing is more common than one might think. Terrachoice (2010) conducted a 

research including 4 744 products that were labeled as green to identify how many of 

these had some kind of greenwashing connection. The result shows that more than 95% 

of the products had some kind of connection to greenwashing (terrachoice, 2010). In 

order to establish this, Terra Choice has come up with ‘the seven sins of greenwashing’ 

including: the hidden trade-off, no proof, vagueness, irrelevance, lesser of two evils, fibbing and false 

labels. The hidden trade-off is claiming that a product is green but only in a certain 

perspective and not when viewing the entire picture. No proof is claiming that a product 

has a certain characteristic but is not able to prove it. Vagueness is making a statement 

about the product but is so general that it is very hard to understand what the company 

is trying to say. Irrelevance is claiming that a product is free from a certain chemical but 

does not help the customer in finding a green product since, for example, it is illegal to 

use that chemical anyway. Lesser of two evils is when a new product might be a better 

alternative than the original product but viewed from a bigger perspective is still bad for 

the environment. Fibbing is when a company is outright lying that a product is 

environmentally friendly. Lastly, false labels is when portraying that a product is 

environmentally friendly by endorsements from a third party when it is not the case (i.e. 

putting false labels on a product) (Underwriters Laboratories, 2013). However, in this 

study we are going to focus on the sin of fibbing regarding the case of Volkswagen.    
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1.2 Volkswagen 

The German auto manufacturer Volkswagen has recently been in a scandal due to 

communicating being environmentally friendly but in reality was not (Hotten, 2015). 

When building cars there are certain regulations one must follow regarding emissions and 

other environmental aspects. What Volkswagen did was to install a so-called “defeat 

device” that altered the emission performance because their product was not able to pass 

the criterions to be labeled as a green car. This “defeat device” was so highly 

technological that it sensed when the car was under tests by monitoring speed, engine 

operations, air pressure and the position of the steering wheel. The outcome was that the 

car in some cases polluted 40 times more nitrogen oxide on the actual road than when 

being tested. Volkswagen has now admitted they installed the device in 11 million 

vehicles, which in turn has led to severe consequences. It is said that Volkswagen has set 

a side $18 billion to cover financial punishments, such as law suits, fines and legal claims 

(New York Times, 2016). The Volkswagen scandal is a great example of a well-known 

company creating a false public image of being environmentally friendly. 

1.3 Problematization 

Due to the Volkswagen scandal, speculations have begun regarding how hard they will 

be penalized. According to a news article in Forbes magazine the violation could cost up 

to $18 billion (Kleinman, 2016). The author continues to explain that penalties of similar 

greenwashing have previously not been effective and claims that the Volkswagen 

incident might be the start of harder regulations and more severe punishments. The 

Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) job is “… to prevent business practices that are 

anticompetitive or deceptive or unfair to consumers; to enhance informed consumer choice and public 

understanding of the competitive process” (Federal Trade Commission, 2016). However, the 

problem is that the FTC has not enough resources to regulate each firm and therefore it 

is hard to know the outcome of abuses of this kind in the future. As previously 

mentioned the financial penalties have not been effective but an interesting question is if 

there are other variables being affected.  

 

Brakus, Schmitt and Zarantonello (2009) have conducted research in the field of 

customer loyalty that has shown that brand experience affects customer behavior and 

customer loyalty both directly and indirectly (Brakus, Schmitt, & Zarantonello, 2009). De 

Pelsmacker, Geuens and Van den Bergh state that a high brand image or a satisfying 
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brand experience will eventually generate more revenues and loyal customer (De 

Pelsmacker et al., 2013). However, research about the positive relationships between 

green brand equity, green brand image, green satisfaction and green trust have indicated 

that in order to establish a strong brand in the eyes of the customers it is of most 

importance to invest in resources to not only increase the image itself, but also the green 

image (Chen Y.-S. , 2010). Even though research that explains the relationship between 

brand experience, customer behavior and customer loyalty exist, Brakus et al. (2009) 

states that this relationship could be studied further regarding how different positive or 

negative customer experiences would affect the image of a brand (Brakus et al., 2009). 

Ogba and Tan (2009) imply that future research could focus on different organizational 

decisions as a factor to study as a measurement of brand image. Drawing from this we 

argue that the outcome of a company’s engagement in environmental sound strategies 

can be explored as the positive or negative organizational factor that affects one’s brand 

image. Conducting this kind of research is also supported by Chen (2010) who states that 

attention have been paid to the relevant issues of brand image but little has been made 

related to the green or environmental organizational engagements. Delmas and Burbano 

(2011) claim that there has been little research to date regarding a company’s 

communication of environmental performance. Today we find ourselves in a business 

environment where companies are actively lying regarding their environmental 

performance. The meeting in Paris indicates that the environmental topic is of 

importance from a societal perspective but an interesting question is how customers 

individually react to greenwashing. Are we as green as we portray ourselves? Media is 

discussing the financial punishments of greenwashing regarding the Volkswagen scandal 

but they are not discussing how customers have reacted. We argue that instead of 

focusing on the financial punishments regarding the violations of Volkswagen it is 

relevant conducting research regarding the relationship between greenwashing, brand 

image and customer loyalty. 

1.4 Research purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explain whether individual level of customer loyalty has 

an effect on brand image when greenwashing has been proven. The research will be 

conducted from an individual level and investigate how the customer experience a brand 

after this form of marketing communication. In this paper we are going to use the 
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Volkswagen scandal as a case study in order to view this problem from a more concrete 

point of view. 

1.5 Research question 

How does greenwashing affect brand image based on the level of individual 

customer loyalty?   
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2. Theoretical framework 

This chapter consists of two theoretical fields: branding and marketing communication. Branding will be 

discussed in three subchapters: brand image, brand equity and brand loyalty. Marketing communication 

will be discussed in relation to CSR with a subchapter presenting theory regarding greenwashing. Lastly, 

hypotheses are made based on theory regarding brand image, customer loyalty and greenwashing.  

2.1 Branding 

According to De Pelsmacker et al. (2013), a brand can be defined as “an identifier that adds 

either rational and tangible dimensions or symbolic, emotional and intangible dimensions that 

differentiate it from other products designed to fulfill the same need” (De Pelsmacker, Geuens, & 

Van den Bergh, 2013, p. 39). However, in order to add value to one’s brand, an 

instrument called branding is needed where companies strive to build emotional ties 

between the potential customer and the company or its products (Hollensen, 2014).  

 

Building a brand is all about making decisions that either determines the brand name or 

how the brand should be developed and positioned in the marketplace. When it comes 

to naming brands, the brand can either get a family brand name (i.e. a name given to all 

of the products, which is related directly with the company) or an individual name (i.e. 

individual names for each product, which is not directly identified with a company) (Fahy 

& Jobber, 2012). Balgopal (2012) states that a company usually starts off with a single 

product carrying a name that can be identified with the company. However, as a 

company starts to grow, a single product can quickly become multi-products over time, 

meaning as further products are being added, the company needs to decide whether or 

not to continue with a single name, brand stretching, or create new brands for each 

product, brand extension. This is a crucial branding decision to make in order to be seen 

as unique and differentiated in the eyes’ of the customer, which creates value for the 

company (Balgopal, 2012). Even though several examples exist of companies practicing 

either one of the branding strategies, research has shown that there is an ongoing trend 

that is moving away from the traditional individual branding strategies towards corporate 

associated branding structures (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000). De Pelsmacker et al. 

(2013) have also seen that high advertising and spending in environmental sound 

strategies is an uprising trend in building a strong and competitive brand.  
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2.1.1 Brand image  

As stated by De Pelsmacker et al. (2013) improving a brand indicates that the overall 

identification of the brand enhances. Keller (1993) states that brand image is the 

perception of a brand in the memory of the customer. In order to measure these 

perceptions one must further explain the different cores of a brand’s image. In his article 

about the individual customer perspective on brand equity, Keller (1993) argues that a 

customer’s attributes, benefits and attitudes are three core associations that determine 

whether a brand is meaningful or not. Furthermore, he explains the underlying 

components of these cores in his model “Dimensions of Brand Knowledge” (See 

Appendix 1). However, since this study will only focus on brand attitude and symbolic 

brand value as two underlying aspects of brand image, the attributes as well as the 

functional and experiential benefits explained by Keller will now be excluded. The 

symbolic benefits, which are one out of two components from the second core of a 

brand’s image, correspond with Keller’s non-product-related attributes. These fulfill the 

customers’ need of personal expression or social approval. The last core, attitudes, is 

defined as the customer’s overall evaluation of the brand (Keller, 1993). Even though the 

model Keller has developed is over 20 years old, research that are more up to date have 

shown that the model can still be used as a central and relevant concept (Rajh, 2002; 

Chen & He, 2003; Torres & Bijmolt, 2009).  

 

Another reason for including Keller’s model is that brand attitude and symbolic brand 

value are used in this study to measure brand image. More recent studies regarding the 

value of brand attitude demonstrate that changes in brand attitude, which is seen as an 

important component of brand equity, are not only changing to overall image towards 

the company’s brand, it also helps to predict future business performance and thus its 

revenues (Aaker & Jacobson, 2001). According to Greyser (2009) an important change in 

the attitude towards a brand is the uprising of crisis. He states that the number of 

companies that are experiencing crisis and thus negative brand reputation are severely 

increasing. These crises can come in many forms such as: product failure, social 

irresponsibleness, corporate misbehavior, poor business results and so on. Even though 

they are seen as difficult to prevent, Greyser (2009) has developed a framework that not 

only summarizes different crises but also guides companies into the right path of saving a 

harmed brand. 
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Even though the symbolic benefits and the overall attitude towards a brand are two 

central concepts, Carrillat, Harris and Lafferty (2010) state that another important aspect 

of a brand’s image is its familiarity. The customers’ familiarity results from the 

experiences of a brand or a product, either in a direct way, product usage, or in an 

indirect way, promotion. The authors continue by saying that the experiences that lead to 

customers’ familiarity towards a brand are some core contributors to the overall brand 

awareness. According to Aaker (1996) brand image can be further explained with the 

usage of brand awareness, since it measures the different ways consumers remember or 

recognize a brand. 

2.1.2 Brand equity 

Aaker (1996) states that brand equity can be defined as a set of assets related to a brand’s 

name and symbol that can either subtract or add value to the company through its 

products or services. Furthermore, he divides the term into four different cores, namely 

brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality and brand associations. Previous 

research claims that the term brand equity is used to measure the brand’s strength in the 

marketplace (Fahy & Jobber, 2012) and as the value increases so does also the willingness 

of the customer paying more for the product or service provided compared to an 

identical one (De Pelsmacker et al., 2013). Furthermore, a strong brand perception 

hinders competitors because even if the new product performs better on benchmarks it 

might not be enough to actually compete with the stronger brand (Fahy & Jobber, 2012). 

However, a strong brand does not only gain the company since several benefits also arise 

for the retailers and the customers. According to De Pelsmacker et al. (2013) customers 

and retailers might purchase a product because it can be associated with a strong brand, 

which in turn generate a symbolic value in form of status towards the owner. A strong 

brand also makes it easier for the buyer to relate, trust and identify the company’s 

products (Fahy & Jobber, 2012).  

2.1.3 Brand loyalty  

De Pelsmacker et al. (2013) state that the strength of a company’s brand (i.e. strong brand 

equity) enhances the company or its products value. However, since every powerful 

brand tends to have loyal followers only focusing on brand equity as a whole generates a 

vague picture of a company’s strength in the market. The authors continue by saying that 

it is rather the size and effectiveness of one’s brand loyalty that is the striving factor of a 

company’s strength. Godson (2009) claims that customer loyalty is “a consumer’s firm and 
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unchanging friendship, support and belief in an organization, or its products, brands and services and a 

propensity to act in support of these feelings” (Godson, 2009, p. 102). However, he clarifies that 

the quotation above refers to genuine loyalty and not repeat buying (i.e. customers who 

purchases the service or product repeatedly without actual concern). De Pelsmacker et al. 

(2013) state it is important for companies to separate these two in order to take 

advantage of the benefits that true loyalty will bring (e.g. reduced marketing costs, 

increased sales or increased competiveness). 

 

To determine the level of a customer’s loyalty towards a brand or its organization 

Christopher, Payne & Ballantyne (2002) have developed a model called The Ladder of 

Loyalty consisting of six levels, namely prospect, purchaser, client, supporter, advocate 

and partner (See Appendix 2 for a modified version). A high level of loyalty is considered 

to occur when customers are placed as Partners, Advocates or Supporters, while Clients, 

Purchasers or Prospects are to be considered as low level of loyalty. Supporters of this 

model say that it can be used for companies to identify their customers’ level of loyalty 

and from there determine their marketing approach (Godson, 2009).  

 

Furthermore, Godson (2009) has indicated several core characteristics for each of the 

levels in the ladder; Prospect: This is the lowest level of the ladder where potential 

customers are identified. The prospects can be individuals that fulfill the requirements of 

the market’s definition of target. The prospects have probably been in contact with the 

corporation’s brand and are on the verge of their first purchase. Purchaser: The next level 

of the ladder is when the prospects get engaged and actually makes their first purchase. 

However, this stage only refers to the customers who have done business once with the 

company. Client: The clients do business with the company on a regular basis. They have 

shown that the company’s products are preferred to those of competitors. However, they 

may have a neutral or even negative attitude towards the company since no other options 

exists. Supporter: At this stage the customers do not only make regularly purchases, they 

also support the company or its brand passively. They have also got a low level of 

attachment either to the company, its brand or its products. Advocate: Customers reaches 

the loyalty level of advocate once they feel satisfied with the products of a company. The 

customers have not only established a relationship for themselves, but is actively 

recommending the product or brand for other potential customers. Partner: The highest 

level of the ladder of loyalty is extremely rare to obtain, especially in the B2C market. On 
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this level customers are not only advocating the product or brand, they are also actively 

involved at certain business decisions aimed to enhance the company’s reputation, brand 

or products (Godson, 2009, p. 106).  

 

In order to create and maintain a strong relationship with a high level of loyalty towards 

a company’s customers it is of most importance to manage the company, its brand and 

products in a way that suits the customers (De Pelsmacker et al., 2013). One way of doing 

this is described by Hollensen in his book about global marketing where he states that 

there is a clear connection between the ability to attract and keep customers when 

executing and communicating environmentally sound strategies (Hollensen, 2014). 

Organizational decisions that in turn aid society are seen as a company taking corporate 

social responsibilities. The following parts will describe how companies can 

communicate their actions, with the general aim of strengthen the company’s brand 

image and loyalty.  

2.2 Marketing communication in relation to corporate social 

responsibility 

Marketing communication is a very effective tool to increase customer relationships and 

to build a strong brand (De Pelsmacker et al., 2013) and according to Greyser (2009) 

communication is one of the most important factors in order to rescue a brand in crisis 

(Greyser, 2009). Regarding companies engagement in CSR activity it is vital to be able 

communicate these to one’s stakeholders. This is due to the fact that various stakeholder 

such as government agencies, shareholders, customers and employees are interested in 

how a company is conducting business and how involved the company is in social 

engagements (Ziek, 2009). One of the reasons why communicating CSR activities is so 

important is due to the fact that stakeholders refrain from positively recommending the 

brand when they are concerned regarding the ulterior motive of the CSR engagement 

(Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen , 2010). Furthermore, research conducted by Wigley (2008) 

indicates that communicating one’s CSR activities to the public will increase the general 

knowledge about the company’s CSR and in turn can have an impact on the likelihood of 

purchase (Wigley, 2008). Lee (2008) states that CSR is not only a societal responsibility 

but should also be considered a strategic resource that can enhance a company’s public 

image (Lee, 2008).  
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There are different channels to use when communicating CSR activities; annual reports, 

shareholder letters and non-financial reports are some examples of how companies are 

trying to communicate their CSR engagements to their stakeholders. However, most 

stakeholders are not actively looking for this kind of information and therefore it is not a 

very effective way of communicating one’s CSR engagements, which is to be considered 

a competitive advantage (Ziek, 2009). Thus, companies are starting to use more popular 

channels of communication such as social media or traditional advertising channels such 

as TV commercials. An example is Diet Coke who aired a TV commercial to raise 

awareness regarding women’s heart diseases and by doing so showing their involvement 

and concern and also rallying customers to get involved (Du et al., 2010). Choosing the 

right channel for communicating one’s CSR activity is, as previously mentioned, 

important. However, it is just as important to choose the right kind of activity to support 

and there should be a clear connection between the activity and the company (Du et al., 

2010). Evidence shows that customers are more willing to support companies that share 

their values and ethics and by knowing this gives companies a competitive advantage 

(Menon & Kahn, 2008). Du et al. (2010) calls this congruency between CSR activity and 

the company for a ‘CSR fit’ and continuous stating that when choosing a CSR activity 

that fits the concerns of the stakeholders it will reduce their skepticism. One example of 

a good CSR fit is the make-up, jewelry, skin care and fashion company Avon, who joined 

the fight against breast cancer showing stakeholders their concern (Du et al., 2010). 

2.2.1 Greenwashing 

Greenwashing means positively communicating environmental performance when in fact 

conducting poor environmental performance (Delmas & Burbano, 2011) in order to 

strengthen one’s brand and creating a public image of being environmentally responsible 

(Furlow, 2010). Companies are not required by law to have environmental policies and 

are not required to announce their environmental performances to the public (Mitchell & 

Ramey, 2011). This in turn gives companies the possibility to choose what to 

communicate to one’s stakeholders due to the fact that it is hard for an external actor to 

learn about companies’ environmental performance. This has generated customer 

skepticism since there might be a difference between what companies say and what they 

do (Bowen & Aragon-Correa, 2014). Rahman et al. (2015) have also shown the 

importance to avoid communicating false environmental claims in order to enhance the 

corporate image (Rahman, Park, & Chi, 2015). 
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Delmas and Burbano (2011) have created a model dividing communication about 

environmental performance into four different categories (Figure 2.1). First they divided 

them regarding communication about environmental performance on the vertical axis 

and environmental performance on the horizontal axis. Further, they divide them into 

four groups with positive communication and no communication on the vertical axis and 

bad and good environmental performance on the horizontal axis. Depending on the 

environmental performance and the communication about environmental performance a 

company will be placed as either a greenwashing firm, vocal green firm, silent brown firm 

or a silent green firm. Firms that actively communicate their environmental performance 

are to be regarded as “positive communication” firms and firms who do not 

communicate their environmental performance are to be seen as “no communication” 

firms. Companies that are performing environmentally good and communicate it are vocal 

green firms. Firms who do not communicate their environmental performance and are 

doing environmentally good are silent green firms. Firms that are doing environmentally 

poor but is not communicating it are silent brown firms and the firms who communicate 

they are doing environmentally good but is actually doing environmentally poor are to be 

considered as greenwashing firms (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).  

 

 
Figure 2.1, A typology of firms based on environmental performance and communication (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).  
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2.3 Hypotheses 

The theoretical framework presented above regarding brand image has been divided into 

brand attitude and symbolic brand value. Therefore, this study will first investigate 

whether increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative or neutral effect on 

brand attitude and symbolic brand value. Thereafter the study will investigate whether a 

high level of customer loyalty have a negative or neutral effect on brand attitude and 

symbolic brand value when greenwashing is proven (See Figure 2.1). The model explains 

the negative impact greenwashing has on brand image and whether customer loyalty has 

no impact or negative impact on the relationship between greenwashing and brand 

image. In this relationship greenwashing is the independent variable, brand image is the 

dependent variable and customer loyalty is the moderating variable.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2, The hypothetical relationship 
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H1a Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will not have a negative effect on 

brand attitude. 

H1a Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative effect on 

brand attitude. 

 

H1b Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will not have a negative effect on 

symbolic brand value. 

H1b Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative effect on 

symbolic brand value. 

 

H2a Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have no effect on brand attitude 

when it is moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

H2a Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have effect on brand 

attitude when it is moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

 

H2b Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have no effect on symbolic brand 

value when it is moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

H2b Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have effect on symbolic 

brand value when it is moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 
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3. Method 

This chapter contains of two parts: research philosophy and empirical method. The first part will discuss 

the choice of research method and research design. The second part will explain the reliability and 

validity, how the data has been gathered, the sample selection, operationalization and how the data will 

be analyzed and with what analytical tools. 

3.1 Research philosophy  

3.1.1 Research method 

Research is based on one’s assumptions about the nature of knowledge. These 

assumptions are known to be epistemological considerations, which stands for what 

should be considered as acceptable knowledge. The three epistemological assumptions 

are realism, interpretivism and positivism. The philosophical assumption of knowledge 

that is applied here is determined by the researcher’s values and view on the world. Using 

a realistic philosophy means that the researcher acknowledges a reality that truly exists 

and is separated from our perception of it. It refers to real objects that can be categorized 

according to what we feel, see and taste. Interpretivism usually corresponds with 

qualitative research methods since it is a philosophy that requires the researcher to grasp 

the subjective meaning of a social action (Bryman & Bell, 2015). However, since the 

purpose of this study is to explain whether individual level of customer loyalty has an 

effect on brand image when greenwashing has been proven, the study observes the 

reality as it is; thus a positivistic philosophy has been adopted (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

A researcher’s approach can be deductive, inductive or abductive, where the two former 

types can be seen as two entities that construct the third. This is because on one hand, 

following a deductive approach means that the researcher bases the study on already 

existing theories and models. Based on existing theories and models, hypotheses are 

made, which are then compared with the empirical data. But on the other hand, the 

inductive approach creates its own relevant conclusions from the support of the 

empirical data only. Furthermore, pure abduction can be seen as a combination of both 

where the researcher goes back and forth between the empirical data and theoretical 

statements (Alvehus, 2013). However, since both the scientific models and the generated 

hypotheses have their origin in previous research a deductive research approach has been 

used. In other words, a positivistic deductive approach has been selected to avoid 
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contamination of the results by subjective opinions (Bryman & Bell, Business Research 

Methods, 2015).  

 

When conducting research, especially in the field of business and management, there are 

two major practical research methods: qualitative and quantitative. A qualitative method 

is used when the researcher wants to measure the complexity of a phenomenon. 

Interpretivism is usually associated with this method since it requires that the researcher 

add subjective opinions, which will ultimately answer the question “why?”. A quantitative 

method usually answers the question “how?” by having large-scale research that tries to 

explain the relationship between different variables. These can either be independent-, 

dependent- or control variables (Denscombe, 2016). This paper has studied the causality 

and correlation between variables, which requires a large amount of data. Therefore this 

study is of a quantitative nature.   

3.1.2 Research design  

When conducting quantitative research there are two different ways of methods 

depending on the research topic. One alternative is to use a descriptive research design 

where the only goal is to measure things as they are. This method is also called 

observational since you merely observe the situation without intervening. The other 

alternative is using an experimental research design where the aim is to take 

measurements at one occasion only, intervene and then measure again to see if there is a 

difference in the results (Hopkins, 2008). Since we are interested in explaining the 

relationship between greenwashing and Volkswagen’s brand image based on customer 

loyalty we are going to use a descriptive research design.  

 

Since greenwashing is such a new phenomenon the general understanding of the term 

could be seen to be limited. In order to exemplify the term, we have decided to focus on 

the German auto manufacturer Volkswagen and their resent environmental scandal 

regarding their ‘green’ car. A case study is most commonly used when studying a work 

place or an organization and stands out from other research designs since it focus on a 

single situation or procedure (Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015). When 

choosing a case Stake (1995) states that the selection should be based on the expectancy 

of learning and one should therefore choose a case with a high expectancy of learning 

(Stake, 1995). Since the Volkswagen scandal is fresh in people’s minds, occurring 
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approximately six months prior to this study, we expect to be able to gather a lot of data 

and the expectancy of learning is high. Since we wish to use the Volkswagen case as a 

means of understanding the issue of greenwashing from a customer perspective the 

specific type of case study conducted is the instrumental (Stake, 1995).  

3.2 Empirical method 

3.2.1 Reliability and validity  

In order for the study to be credible and of a good quality it needs to be reliable, valid 

and replicable (Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015). When a study is 

reliable it means that if someone were to conduct the exact same research they should 

receive the same results, or close to the same results, as the previous study. In other 

terms, there should be a high correlation between the findings (Bryman & Bell, Business 

Research Methods, 2015). According to Abercrombie, Hill and Turner (1984) a single 

case cannot provide reliable information about a larger discussion, hence, this study 

should not be able to provide reliable findings (Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 1984). 

However, Eisenhardt (1989) states that case studies can be used to generate theory 

(Eisenhardt, 1989), thus the findings will be able to produce reliable information 

regarding greenwashing’s effect on brand image when moderated by customer loyalty.  

 

In order to have a valid study it needs to measure what is intended to measure, that the 

findings are accurate (Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015). A classical 

view of case studies is that something cannot be generalized from a single case alone; 

however, we argue, it depends on the case (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The purpose of this study is 

to explain whether individual level of customer loyalty has an effect on brand image 

when greenwashing has been proven. In order to fulfill the purpose of the study, the 

Volkswagen scandal has been used as a case since it was present-day news and therefore 

people were more likely to have an opinion regarding the subject. The case was used to 

measure how customers have experienced the scandal, greenwashing, how they 

experience the brand, brand image, and their level of loyalty, customer loyalty; this 

enables a future generalization, increasing external validity. Since the case measures the 

theories that are central for this study, internal validity is increased.  
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3.2.2 Data collection  

This study has used a cross-sectional design since a large amount of data was collected at 

one point. The most suitable method for gathering this sort of primary data is 

questionnaires, which has been used (Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015). 

The original plan was to gather data at Volkswagen retailers by handing out 

questionnaires to customers. Phone calls were made to eight retailers belonging to the 

Scania group in Sweden, asking for their approval to use their stores for the study. It 

quickly appeared to be a sore subject as we spoke to numerous CEOs and did not 

receive a single approval. The retailers did not want to encourage the study since it was 

not in their interest to remind their customers of the scandal. As an alternative solution 

we decided to randomly ask people in Kritstianstad, Lund and Malmo. We tried to seek 

out both younger and older men and women since we wanted a broader range of 

characteristics. Data was gathered by handing out an electronic survey since we felt that 

it would be user-friendlier than traditional pen and paper.  

3.2.3 Sample selection 

When sampling there are two types from which to choose: probability- and non-

probability sampling. Probability sampling is when the researcher randomly selects the 

respondents and non-probability sampling is when the respondents are not randomly 

selected but deliberately chosen by the researcher. This study has used a probability 

sample (Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015). The sample size of the study 

is 100 respondents.   

3.2.4 Operationalization  

According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) the design of a questionnaire can 

differ depending on how it is administered. Since the survey was both delivered and 

collected by hand, this study has used a self-administered questionnaire. The benefit of 

this design is that the researcher can ensure that it is the administered that actually 

responds, which also adds reliability to the study (Saunders et al., 2009). The questions in 

the survey also consisted of closed questions (i.e. predetermined and closed-ended 

questions), which made the responses easy to compare and correlate (Bryman & Bell, 

Business Research Methods, 2015). 

 

A questionnaire including 19 questions and statements based on previous research was 

developed in order to ensure reliability (Saunders et al., 2009). However, some of the 
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questions and statements were modified in order to fit the study (See Appendix 3, 

questionnaire). The questionnaire can be divided into four major parts. The first part 

consisted of four questions about the respondent, including age, gender, level of 

education and native language. The second part, which concerned level of loyalty, is 

divided between questions 5-7 and statements 8-10. This is because in order to analyze 

the individual level of loyalty it is first required to determine whether any loyalty exist at 

all. If the respondent were to answer ‘Yes’ on either question 5, 6 or 7 he/she will then 

continue with statements 8-10, since some degree of loyalty has been identified. 

However, if the respondent were to answer ‘No’ on questions 5, 6 or 7 he/she will then 

skip the following statements and continue with the eleventh statement, since no loyalty 

exist. Statements 8-10, which measured the level of individual loyalty, have been adapted 

and modified from the study carried out by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1994), 

where we also added a seven point scale. In order to measure the third part, brand image, 

the questionnaire was designed to look at the respondent’s attitude and symbolic value. 

The three statements regarding brand attitude were adapted from Muehling and 

Laczniak’s (1988) research about brand beliefs and attitudes towards an ad. These 

statements were chosen and modified since they are well-used statements within the field 

of brand image. The symbolic values were conducted with the usage of Vázquez, Belén 

del Rio and Iglesias’ (2002) measurement. The fourth and final part of the questionnaire 

covered the respondent’s awareness of the Volkswagen scandal. In order to measure this, 

statements were adapted from Aji and Sutiko’s (2015) research regarding perceived 

customer skepticism. The statements used in the questionnaire were measured on a 

seven-point Likert scale; all but three statements regarding brand attitude offered the 

options ranging between ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. This measurement was 

chosen since many researchers use it and it gives the respondent a wide variety of choices 

(Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015).  

 

Dillman (2007) states that when formulating a questionnaire there are three types of data 

variables that a researcher can collect; namely opinion variables, behavioral variables and 

attribute variables. Opinion variables determine how the respondent feel or think about a 

certain situation or an object. Behavioral variables record what the respondent did in the 

past, is doing now, or will do in the future. Attribute variables contain data about the 

respondent’s characteristics, such as gender and age, and are used to explore the 

difference between the respondents’ opinions and behavior (Dillman, 2007). The survey 
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used in this study included all of these variables since it started with questions related to 

the respondent’s characteristics, followed up by behavioral statements related to loyalty. 

It then ended with statements about the respondent’s opinions regarding their image 

towards Volkswagen and their awareness considering the scandal.  

 

3.2.5 Data analysis and analytical tools 

In order to conduct our study two main services were used. First, the online-based 

application SurveyMonkey was used to create a user-friendly survey with relevant 

questions. However, since the empirical data needed to be conducted in an environment 

without any access to online services, a second service, QuickTapSurvey, was used. 

Through this service we imported the created survey from SurveyMonkey, downloaded it 

to two iPads and collected portable answers directly offline. The reason why we chose 

this empirical method was that the two services were simple to use and well connected. 

Together they also offered relevant questionnaire templates, user-friendly integration and 

the availability to gather offline responses electronically. In order to analyze the collected 

data the analytical software program IBM SPSS Statistics 23 was used. This tool enabled 

us to transform the responses into relevant information. SPSS is well-known and used by 

researchers within the fields of statistics and science. The analytical tools generated from 

SPSS that we used are: descriptive statistics, assessment of normality, Cronbach’s alpha 

test, Spearman’s correlation test and a multiple linear regression test.  
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4. Analysis 

This chapter presents the results gathered from the data and answers the hypotheses. First an overview of 

the gathered data will be presented consisting of descriptive statistics, assessment of normality, Cronbach’s 

alpha test and Spearman’s rho correlation test. Lastly multiple linear regression tests have been made to 

answer the hypotheses. The majority of the tables have been placed in the appendix.  

4.1 Overview of gathered data  

The data collected consists of one independent variable, greenwashing, two dependent 

variables, brand attitude and symbolic brand value, one moderator, greenwashing times 

loyalty, and five control variables, gender, age education, native language and existing 

loyalty. Appendix 4, table 1: descriptive statistics, shows the different mean values of the 

gathered data. For example, the respondent’s average attitude towards Volkswagen was 

4.7 on a seven-graded Likert scale. People were, on average, 4.9 aware of Volkswagen’s 

greenwashing scandal on a seven-graded Likert scale. Out of the 100 respondents 48% 

were women, 23% were between the ages of 15 to 24, 57% had higher education, 

university or higher, 90% had Swedish as their native language and 54% had some level 

of loyalty.  

 

Table 4.1: List of variables 
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4.1.1 Assessing normality  

Assessing normality is important in order to know which statistical tests are suitable 

conducting. This study has conducted a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test in order to establish 

whether or not the data is normally distributed. The test indicates that the data is 

normally distributed when p > 0.05. In appendix 4, table 2: Assessment of normality, we 

can see that the p-values for the dependent variables are 0.005 and 0.001, which means 

that the data is not normally distributed (Pallant, 2013). With this knowledge at hand we 

know that a Pearson’s correlation test is not suitable since one of the requirements using 

it is normal distribution. Instead, Spearman’s rho correlation test has been used.  

4.1.2 Cronbach’s alpha 

Even though the questions used for the survey are adopted from previous research proof 

of internal reliability is still needed, meaning that the multiple-indicator measures actually 

relate to each other. According to Bryman and Bell (2015) the most common used test of 

internal reliability is Cronbach’s alpha test. This test will indicate whether respondents 

scoring high in one question also scored high on the other two questions that were 

supposed to be related. The calculation of the test will be between 0, no correlation and 

thus no internal reliability, and 1, perfect correlation and thus internal reliability. Bryman 

and Bell (2015) continue by saying that a test value of 0.8 is a significant good value, 

although a value of 0.7 is also accepted. As shown in appendix 4, table 3: Cronbach’s 

Alpha test values, all of the tested values in this study are accepted. Questions regarding 

loyalty and symbolic brand value have alpha values of 0.777 and 0.751, which is 

acceptable. The table also indicates that the internal reliability of the questions regarding 

brand attitude and greenwashing are significantly higher than the acceptable level of 0.7. 

Brand attitude has an alpha value of 0.932 and greenwashing has an alpha value of 0.914. 

4.1.3 Spearman’s correlation test 

Spearman’s correlation test is used to identify the relationship between two variables. 

Since the data gathered is not normally distributed Spearman’s correlation test is suitable. 

The most extreme value a relationship can have is either -1 or 1. When the value is -1 it 

indicates a perfect negative relationship, 1 indicates a perfect positive relationship and 0 

no relationship at all. The correlation must be more than 0.2 to be considered as a strong 

relationship and is thought as weak when less than 0.2 (Pallant, 2005). In table 4.2 the 

relationships of the variables are presented and the significant level used is 5%. 
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Table 4.2: Spearman’s correlation matrix 

 
 

The matrix shows a positive relationship between existing loyalty and one of the brand 

image variables, namely brand attitude. The value 0.335 indicates a strong positive 

relationship even though close to the limit, 0.2, for the relationship to be considered as 

strong. This relationship has a significance level of p < 0.01, indicating that there is only 

1 out of 100 chances that one of the correlations has happened by accident (Pallant, 

2013). Interestingly the relationship between existing loyalty and the other brand image 

variable, symbolic brand value, is not as strong, 0.237. This relationship is also 

considered strong but just barely. Looking at the relationship between existing loyalty 

and greenwashing the correlation value is 0.036, indicating there is a weak relationship 

between these two variables.  

4.2 Hypotheses 

In order to present the results, multiple linear regressions have been conducted on all of 

the hypotheses. This enables an exploration of the relationship between one dependent 

variable and several independent variables (Pallant, 2013). Furthermore, a multiple linear 

regression allows one to test the significance of the entire model and the contribution 

each variable has. Even though this is the most suitable test, the risk of multicollinearity 

exists, where the independent variables have a strong correlation (i.e. 0.9 or above in 

figure 4.5) (Pallant, 2013). Another way of detecting multicollinearity is if the Variance 

Inflation Factor (VIF) is > 4. However, in order to avoid multicollinearity regarding the 

moderating variable, greenwashing and customer loyalty were standardized and then 

multiplied with each other (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). The results regarding the 

hypotheses will be presented in four subchapters. 
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4.2.1 Hypothesis 1a 

H1a Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will not have a negative effect on 

brand attitude. 

H1a Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative effect on 

brand attitude. 

 

Appendix 5, table 1: Model summary, shows an R^2-value of 0.280. The R^2-value tells 

of how much the dependent variable is affected by the independent variables (Pallant, 

2013). An R^2-value of 0.280 indicates that the dependent variable, brand attitude, is 

affected 28% by the independent variables, greenwashing, age, gender, education, native 

language and existing loyalty. In order to establish whether the model conducted is 

significant or not, ANOVA calculates a p-value for the entire model. In appendix 5, table 

2: ANOVA, the p-value 0.001 < the significance level of 0.10. This indicates that the 

independent variables in the multiple regression test have a significant impact on the 

dependent variable, brand attitude. The results in table 4.1: Coefficients, show a p-value 

0.001 (0.002 divided by 2 since the test is one-tailed) < the significance level 0.10 of the 

independent variable greenwashing, which indicates that greenwashing has a negative 

effect on brand attitude. Furthermore, the figure shows a t-value of -3.233, which 

indicates that increasing awareness of greenwashing will negatively affect brand attitude 

by 3.233.  

 

Since the p-value 0.001 > significance level 0.10 we can reject H1a Null. Therefore, the 

results indicate that increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative effect on 

brand attitude.  

 

Table 4.1: Coefficients 
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4.2.2 Hypothesis 1b 

H1b Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will not have a negative effect on 

symbolic brand value. 

H1b Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative effect on 

symbolic brand value. 

 

Appendix 6, table 1: Model summary, shows the relationship between the independent 

variables and the dependent variable with an R^2-value of 0.169. The R^2-value indicates 

that the dependent variable, symbolic brand value, is affected 16.9% by the independent 

variables. To determine if the model is significant, the calculated p-value is compared 

with the acceptable significance level of 0.10. Appendix 6, table 2: ANOVA, shows the 

p-value of 0.07 > significance level 0.10, this indicates that the model is significant (i.e. 

the independent variables have a significant impact on the dependent variable). In table 

4.2, the t-value, 0.258, indicates that greenwashing has a positive effect on symbolic 

brand value, which is in accordance with H1b Null. In order for this study to reject H1b 

Null the p-value has to be smaller than the acceptable significance level of 0.10. Table 4.2 

shows a p-value of 0.399 (0.797 divided by 2 since the test is one-tailed), which is bigger 

than 0.10 meaning significance cannot be proven. 

 

P-value, 0.399 > significance level, 0.10, thus we fail to reject H1b Null. The result 

proves that increasing awareness of greenwashing will not have a negative effect on 

symbolic brand value.  

Table 4.2: Coefficients 
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4.2.3 Hypothesis 2a 

H2a Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have no effect on brand attitude 

when moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

H2a Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have effect on brand 

attitude when moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

 

As previously mentioned in 4.2.4, in order to calculate H2 the mean of the variables 

greenwashing and loyalty had to be standardized and multiplied, which creates a 

moderator. Appendix 7, table 1: Model summary, shows the relationship between the 

independent variables age, gender, education, native language, greenwashing, loyalty, the 

moderator and the dependent variable, brand attitude. Furthermore, the table illustrates 

an R^2-value of 0.638, which indicates that the dependent variable is 63,8% affected by 

the independent variables. The p-value 0.000 < the significance level of 0.10 in ANOVA, 

appendix 7, table 2: ANOVA, which indicates that the independent variables in the 

multiple regression test have a significant impact on the dependent variable, brand 

attitude (i.e. the entire test is significant). Table 4.3 shows a p-value 0.065 < the 

significance level 0.10 of the moderating variable, which indicates that greenwashing has 

an effect on brand attitude when moderated by customer loyalty. Furthermore, the table 

shows a t-value of 1.898, which indicates that increasing level of customer loyalty will 

positively affect brand attitude by 1.898. 

 

Since the p-value 0.065 > significance level 0.10 we can reject H2a Null. Therefore, the 

results indicate that increasing awareness of greenwashing will have effect brand attitude 

when moderated by increasing level of loyalty. 

 

Table 4.3: Coefficients 
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4.2.4 Hypothesis 2b 

H2b Null: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have no effect on symbolic brand 

value when moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

H2b Alternative: Increasing awareness of greenwashing will have effect on symbolic 

brand value when moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. 

 

In order to calculate hypothesis 2b, age, gender, education, native language, 

greenwashing, loyalty and the moderator have been used as independent variables and 

symbolic brand value as dependent. Appendix 8, table 4.1: Model summary, shows the 

relationship between greenwashing and symbolic brand value with customer loyalty as a 

moderator. The R^2-value, 0.243, indicates that the independent variables affect the 

dependent variable with 24.3%. To determine if the model is significant, the calculated p-

value is compared with the acceptable significance level of 0.10. Appendix 8, table 2: 

ANOVA, shows the p-value of 0.302 > significance level 0.10, this indicates that the 

model is not significant (i.e. the independent variables does not have a significant impact 

on the dependent variable). In order to establish whether greenwashing has a negative 

effect on symbolic brand value with the moderator customer loyalty, t-value and p-value 

have been calculated. Table 4.4 shows a t-value of -0.276, indicating that both an 

increased awareness of greenwashing and level of loyalty have a negative effect on 

symbolic brand value. However, the p-value, 0.784, is bigger than the significance level, 

0.10, indicates that the result is not of significance (i.e. we cannot prove that increased 

awareness of greenwashing and level of loyalty have a negative affect on symbolic brand 

value).  

 

P-value, 0.784 > significance level, 0.10, thus we fail to reject H2b Null. The result 

proves that increasing awareness of greenwashing when moderated by customer loyalty 

will have no effect symbolic brand value.  
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Table 4.4: Coefficients 
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5. Discussion 

This chapter will start by a summary of the study. It will then discuss the different findings, parts of the 

overview of the gathered data and the results of the hypotheses. The theoretical contributions of the study 

will be presented followed by its limitations and recommendations for future research. 

5.1 Summary of the study 

Chen (2010) and Delmas and Burbano (2011) state that little research has been made 

regarding companies environmental engagements and their communication of 

environmental performance. This study hopes to fill this gap of knowledge by explaining 

the relationship between greenwashing and brand image based on customer loyalty. 

Brand image has been divided into two parts, brand attitude and symbolic brand value. 

The scandal regarding Volkswagen has been used in order to study how individual 

customers experience a brand’s image after greenwashing has been proven. Four 

hypotheses were made based on theory of brand image, greenwashing and customer 

loyalty. The study is of a quantitative nature and a positivistic philosophy since it 

observes the reality as it is. In order to gather a large amount of information at one single 

point in time, a questionnaire was created in line with the cross-sectional design of the 

study. The data was gathered by randomly asking by passers on the streets of 

Kristianstad, Lund and Malmo. In order to enable an easy solution of gathering the data, 

the questionnaire was electronic, on two iPads; this was thought to be user-friendlier 

than traditional pen and paper. According to our findings, greenwashing has a negative 

effect on brand attitude but not on symbolic brand value. When moderated by level of 

customer loyalty this affects greenwashing’s effect on brand attitude but not on symbolic 

brand value.  

5.2 Reflection of the findings 

5.2.1 Descriptive statistics and Spearman’s correlation test 

The descriptive statistics show that the respondents have, on average, a positive attitude 

towards Volkswagen as a brand. A way to see this is the mean, which is, approximately, 

4.7 on a seven-graded Likert scale with a standard deviation of 1.5. This means that the 

mean differs on average with 1.5 grades. An interesting observation is that the other 

brand image variable, symbolic brand value, has a lower mean, 3.4, with a standard 

deviation of 1.3. This means that the respondents are, on average, negative towards 
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Volkswagen’s symbolic brand value but have an average positive brand attitude. 

However, both means are very close to the value 4, which could be interpreted as neutral 

results (i.e. the respondents are neither negative nor positive towards Volkswagen’s 

brand image).  

 

Spearman’s correlation test is used to see the relationship between two variables and is 

not used for testing hypotheses in this study. However, the matrix shows some 

interesting results, table 4.2. It is noticeable that greenwashing does not has as strong 

correlation with symbolic brand value as it has with brand attitude. The correlation 

between greenwashing and brand attitude is -0.248 but the correlation between 

greenwashing and symbolic brand value is only -0.024. This indicates that the 

respondents with a high awareness of Volkswagen’s scandal had a greater negative 

impact on their brand attitude than on the symbolic brand value. The correlation test 

also indicates that an increased level of loyalty has different positive correlations with 

brand attitude and symbolic brand value. Increased level of loyalty has a positive 

correlation of 0.600 with brand attitude but only 0.257 with symbolic brand value, 

indicating that loyal customers are more positive towards Volkswagen’s brand attitude 

than they are toward the symbolic brand value.  

5.2.2 Hypotheses 

The different multiple linear regression tests conducted in this study have either shown 

results that reject or fail to reject the null hypotheses. Since we manage to reject our first 

hypothesis, H1a, we can statistically prove that greenwashing has a negative effect on 

customers’ brand attitude. This indicates that the research made by Greyser (2009), who 

states that the uprising of different crisis is an important factor of ones brand image, can 

be supported (Greyser, 2009). The result can also agree upon the research made by 

Rahman et al. (2015), who state that companies should avoid communicating false 

environmental claims in order to enhance the corporate image (Rahman et al., 2015). An 

interesting result is that the same effect cannot be proven when analyzing the symbolic 

brand value. We failed to reject H1b, indicating that greenwashing does not have a 

negative effect on symbolic brand value. According to Keller (1993) the symbolic brand 

values fulfills the customer’s need of personal expression or social approval. However, 

our results could neither show significant support of H1b, nor indicate that Volkswagen 

is able to fulfill the customer’s need of personal expression or social approval.  
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In hypotheses 1a and 1b we studied the effect greenwashing has on brand image. In 

hypotheses 2a and 2b we studied the same effect but with customer loyalty as a 

moderator (i.e. if greenwashing has a negative effect on brand image, will increased level 

of loyalty have an effect?). The results show that an increased level of customer loyalty 

has an effect on customers’ brand attitude when greenwashing has been proven, which 

means that we reject Hypothesis 2a null. The t-value in table 4.3 indicates that an 

increased level of customer loyalty has a positive effect on brand image, even though 

greenwashing has been proven. Thus, the results show that customer loyalty affects 

brand attitude more than the awareness of greenwashing. These results are in line with 

De Pelsmacker et al (2013), who state that a brand’s customer loyalty is a striving 

strength for the company’s image (De Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Van den Bergh, 2013). 

However, this study has divided brand image into brand attitude and symbolic brand 

value and this result only indicates that customer loyalty increase a part of a company’s 

brand image, namely brand attitude, when greenwashing has been proven. 

 

In hypothesis 2b the results show that increased level of customer loyalty has no effect 

on symbolic brand value when greenwashing has been proven. The t-value in table 4.4 

indicates that greenwashing has a negative effect on symbolic brand value with an 

increased level of customer loyalty. Despite this, the result is not significant, p < 0.10, 

which means that we cannot prove that customer loyalty affects the relationship between 

greenwashing and symbolic brand value. This result contradicts De Pelsmacker et al.’s 

(2013) statement that customer loyalty is a striving strength for the company’s brand 

image, namely symbolic brand value. 

 

This study shows that when greenwashing has been proven, an increased level of 

customer loyalty has a positive effect on the brand attitude but it does not have an effect 

on the perception of the brand as a mean of fulfilling one’s personal expression and 

social approval. Since we divided brand image in two parts: brand attitude and symbolic 

brand value, and got contradicting results, this study cannot generalize the effect 

greenwashing has on brand image when moderated by customer loyalty. However, 

according to Keller (1993) brand attitude is defined as the overall evaluation of the 

brand. Thus, this study proves that an increasing level of customer loyalty has an effect 

on the overall evaluation of the brand when greenwashing has been proven. According 
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to Greyser (2009), forthrightness in communication and credible responses are most 

likely to rescue a brand in crisis. This study adds another factor to Greyser’s (2009) 

statement, saying that a high level of customer loyalty is also to be considered a mean of 

rescue a brand in crisis (Greyser, 2009). 

5.3 Conclusion 

This study has shown that increasing awareness of greenwashing will have a negative 

effect on the overall evaluation of a brand. Thus the empirical findings can indeed fulfill 

the theoretical gap presented by Brakus et al. (2009) who state that research is needed 

regarding how positive or negative customer experiences would have an effect on a 

brand’s image. By looking at the same results, Ogba and Tan’s (2009) recommendation 

to use different organizational decisions as a factor to measure the changes in brand 

image is also discussed, since greenwashing is seen as way of communicating 

information. However, the major theoretical contribution of this study is that increasing 

awareness of greenwashing will have a positive effect on the overall evaluation of a brand 

when moderated by increasing level of customer loyalty. This contribution takes the 

claim made by Delmas and Brubano (2011) (i.e. that little research has been made 

regarding a company’s communication of environmental performance) even further by 

adding a third factor; the underlying and essential effects of having a strong customer 

loyalty. To conclude, this study has shown that even though high awareness of 

greenwashing exists, it does not indicate that the image of the brand involved will be 

negatively affected. On the contrary, this study has opened up some new aspects to 

reflect upon, which indicate that the strength of a company’s customer loyalty can in fact 

overshadow the negative effect that greenwashing usually contributes with.  

5.4 Limitations and future research 

This study has limitations that could alter the results. When measuring the respondents’ 

attitude towards Volkswagen’s symbolic brand values, it was noticeable that the 

statements had some limitations. First of all, even if the Cronbach’s alpha value was 

0.751, see appendix 4, which is acceptable, it is quite low. If the survey had more 

symbolic brand value statements, this could have led to a higher alpha value, increasing 

the internal reliability. Therefore, as future research we recommend using other 

statements or questions to measure symbolic brand value, which can help increase the 

reliability of the study. An interesting aspect of the results regarding hypotheses 1b and 
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2b, both measuring symbolic brand value, was that the results were of no significance, 

which led to failing to reject the null hypotheses. In future research, we recommend 

using a larger sample, which probably will have an effect on the significance of the 

results.  

 

As mentioned in chapter 3, the reason why we chose Volkswagen as a case was that the 

expectancy of learning was high since the scandal was present day news and fresh in 

people’s minds. Therefore, in future research, Volkswagen may not be a suitable choice 

of case. However, this study enables a generalization of greenwashing’s affect on brand 

image when moderated by customer loyalty, and can be applied to similar cases. One 

such case can be Mitsubishi, who recently was proven guilty of greenwashing (BBC 

News, 2016). 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1 

Dimensions of Brand Knowledge 
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Appendix 2 

The modified version of The Ladder of Loyalty  
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Appendix 3 

Questionnaire 

Background  

1. Gender 
2. Age 
3. Highest level of finished education 
4. Native tongue  

 

Loyalty 

5. I own a Volkswagen (yes or no) 
6. I have owned a Volkswagen (yes or no) 
7. I have thought about buying a Volkswagen (yes or no) 
8. I recommend Volkswagen to my friends and family (strongly disagree – strongly 

agree) 
9. I consider Volkswagen as my first choice of car the coming years (strongly 

disagree – strongly agree) 
10. I say positive things about Volkswagen to other people (strongly disagree – 

strongly agree) 
 

Brand image 

11. My attitude towards Volkswagen is: unattractive – attractive (seven point Likert 
scale)  

12. My attitude towards Volkswagen is: negative – positive (seven point Likert scale) 
13. My attitude towards Volkswagen is: unfavorable – favorable (seven point Likert 

scale) 
14. Owning a Volkswagen says something about one’s personality (strongly disagree 

– strongly agree) 
15. People buy a Volkswagen to express their personality (strongly disagree – 

strongly agree) 
16. Owning a Volkswagen is to be considered as something prestigious (strongly 

disagree – strongly agree) 
 

Greenwashing 

17. I believe that Volkswagen has communicated misleading information regarding 
their environmental performance (strongly disagree – strongly agree) 

18. I believe that Volkswagen has claimed to be environmental friendly without any 
evidence supporting it (strongly disagree – strongly agree) 

19. I believe that Volkswagen has chosen not to communicate or hidden vital 
information in order to be perceived as more environmental friendly than they 
are (strongly disagree – strongly agree) 
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Appendix 4 

Overview of gathered data 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Assessment of normality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Cronbach’s Alpha Test Values 
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Appendix 5 

Hypothesis 1a 

 

Table 1: Model Summary 

 

 

 

Table 2: ANOVA 
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Appendix 6 

Hypothesis 1b 

 

Table 1: Model Summary 

 

 

 

Table 2: ANOVA 
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Appendix 7 

Hypothesis 2a 

 

Table 1: Model Summary 

 

 

 

Table 2: ANOVA 
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Appendix 8 

Hypothesis 2b 

 

Table 1: Model Summary 

 
 

 

Table 2: ANOVA 

 

 

 


