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Abstract 

Greenwashing is becoming a major area of interest for both marketing researchers and 

consumer behaviour. This research aimed at understanding how greenwashing is perceived by 

consumers and whether such perceptions influence their trust towards Sweden’s food industry. 

Based upon the Trust and Commitment Theory developed by Morgan and Hunt (1994) and 

utilising the terms green trust and green consumer confusion created by Chen and Chang 

(2013), the study uses a qualitative, exploratory approach consisting of two focus groups with 

seven Swedish consumers and utilising thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). The results showed that low levels of green trust typically occur before exposure to 

greenwashing, rather than being caused by it. The type and level of consumer distrust depend 

on the type of environmental claim. However, exposure to perceived greenwashing does not 

necessarily affect a consumer’s purchasing behaviour due to the difference between brand trust 

and green trust. Both companies and marketers can use the data from this research to better 

understand that vague, non-verifiable environmental claims do not only have a strong likelihood 

of being rejected by consumers but also increase pre-existing scepticism and thus create greater 

opportunities for building meaningful levels of green trust through clear, evidence-based 

communications. 
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1. Introduction 

___________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose of this part is to introduce the reader to the topic of greenwashing and its 

relevance to consumer trust in the Swedish food retail sector and what this study aims to 

investigate. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

1.1 Background 

In recent years, the issue of greenwashing has become an important situation in business and 

sustainability research. In the scientific literature, greenwashing is defined as the spread of 

misleading environmental information that creates a false impression of a company’s 

environmental responsibility (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). This phenomenon is associated with 

an increase in the number of environmental communications and increased pressure from 

consumers, investors and regulators demanding greater transparency regarding the 

environmental characteristics of products (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015). 

 

The growing number of environmental claims raises the risk of making misleading 

environmental claims. Research shows that companies may use vague language, visual 

elements, or symbols that give the impression of environmental friendliness without providing 

supporting evidence (Parguel, Benoît-Moreau & Larceneux, 2011). A study by Musgrove et 

al. (2018) showed that the type of environmental statements and the level of corporate 

credibility have an impact on the level of consumer scepticism. The use of general or vague 

environmental statements increases the level of consumer distrust and increases doubts about 

the reliability of information. 

 

Modern literature pays special attention to the perception of environmental statements by 

consumers and the creation of trust in companies. A study by Chen and Chang (2013), based 

on an analysis of data from 252 consumers, showed that perceived greenwashing is related to 

an increase in consumer confusion and perceived risk. Increasing uncertainty in assessing the 

environmental attributes of products reduces confidence in corporations’ environmental 

claims. Similar results are presented in a study by Ulusoy and Barretta (2016), where it was 

found that consumers often show scepticism towards brands that use environmental statements, 

especially in cases where there is no reliable evidence of the claimed benefits. 
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The issue of the reliability of environmental claims is relevant for the food industry, where 

sustainable product characteristics are actively used in marketing communications. A study by 

Remaud et al. (2013), based on consumer focus groups, showed that consumers positively 

perceive familiar environmental labels but show a high level of scepticism towards unfamiliar 

environmental statements such as “climate-friendly”. 

 

Despite the growing number of studies in the field of greenwashing, there is still a need for a 

more in-depth understanding of how consumers interpret environmental statements from 

companies and how these interpretations affect their trust. There is a limited amount of research 

on the perception of environmental statements within specific industries and national contexts, 

such as the Swedish food industry. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Understanding how consumers perceive companies’ environmental claims remains 

fragmented, despite the amount of research in the field of greenwashing. The main issue is the 

contradiction of previous findings about the mechanisms behind this perception. 

 

On the one hand, several quantitative studies demonstrate the direct negative impact of 

perceived greenwashing on green brand trust and purchasing intent (Chen & Chang, 2013; 

Rahman & Nguyen-Viet, 2023; Ahmad & Zhang, 2020; Meet et al., 2024). On the other hand, 

Shojaei et al. (2024) found that perceived greenwashing does not have a direct effect on 

purchasing intent but has an indirect effect through consumer attitude.  

 

An additional difficulty is the controversial role of trust as a mediator. Tetrevova et al. (2025) 

have shown that trust and distrust can act as mediators between environmental concern, 

scepticism, and purchasing behaviour. However, in the Rahman and Nguyen-Viet study 

(2023), variables such as non-deception and transparency did not show an effect on trust in the 

green brand. 

 

The problem becomes urgent in the context of the food industry, where environmental 

statements have become an integral part of marketing communications, and trust in the product 

is crucial. Srisathan and Naruetharadhol (2025) have shown that perceived greenwashing for 
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organic products increases green scepticism, which worsens information asymmetry, leading 

to moral hazard and adverse selection in the market. 

 

The regulation of environmental claims at the international level is becoming more stringent. 

The ICC International Code of Marketing Practice (ICC, 2024) sets out requirements for 

environmental claims, including the need for reliability, transparency, and confirmation by 

appropriate evidence. The Empowering Consumers for the Green Transition Directive 

(European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2024) was recently adopted at the 

European level. It will go into effect in September 2026 and specifically forbids unsupported 

environmental claims. Additionally, it specifies that sustainability labels correspond to precise 

verification standards. 

 

Thus, the major issue is a lack of clarity about the qualitative mechanisms of consumer 

perception of environmental claims, as well as disagreement in the findings about the direct vs 

indirect role of trust in this process. It is important to solve this problem for two reasons: to 

develop theory by clarifying the mechanisms of greenwashing and to develop effective and 

ethical marketing communications in accordance with new regulatory requirements. 

 

1.3 Research Gap  

An analysis of the current literature has shown several gaps, which justifies the importance of 

this study. 

 

The first gap is methodological. Most of the existing studies on greenwashing perception rely 

on quantitative methods, primarily surveys and structural equation modelling using PLS-SEM. 

Research by Chen and Chang (2013), Rahman and Nguyen-Viet (2023), Ahmad and Zhang 

(2020), Meet et al. (2024), and Srisathan and Naruetharadhol (2025) establish statistically 

defined links among variables, for instance, that perceived greenwashing reduces trust, but they 

fail to provide insight into what qualitative mechanisms contribute to this decline in trust. In 

other words, it is known that trust drops, but we do not know how consumers weigh their doubts 

about a company’s environmental claims or which precise characteristics of an environmental 

claim would cause scepticism. 
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Although some qualitative studies exist, such as Kahraman and Kazançoğlu (2019) and Sirieix 

et al. (2013), these are focused on personal care products and therefore limited in terms of their 

relevance to the Swedish food industry. This study addresses this gap by using focus group 

discussions to capture insights into the way consumers interpret and rationalise their views on 

an issue in depth. 

 

The second gap is contextual. Several key studies investigating greenwashing perception were 

conducted primarily in the USA, Taiwan, China, India, Thailand, Turkey, Portugal, and the 

UK. Few studies on the perception of greenwashing have been conducted in the Swedish food 

retail sector, despite the country's environmentally conscious consumer base and reliable 

regulatory system, which includes the efforts of Reklamombudsmannen and the recently 

passed Empowering Consumers for the Green Transition Directive (European Parliament and 

Council of the European Union, 2024).Ulusoy and Barretta (2016) showed that consumers with 

a high level of environmental concern may show negative trust in brands using environmental 

claims. Thus, given the high levels of environmental consciousness found within Scandinavian 

countries, where this study is being conducted, it is important to investigate high-awareness 

markets such as Sweden. This study fills this gap by focusing on two Swedish food retail cases 

that have both been officially declared to have made misleading advertising claims. 

 

The third gap is about the comparison of different types of environmental claims. Musgrove et 

al. (2018) have found that the type of claim, whether it is specific or vague, will affect the level 

of scepticism shown by consumers. However, that study does not provide an explanation for 

how consumers react differently to different formulations in practice. Similarly, Chen and Lee 

(2015) examined the impact of different types of green claims on purchase intention but did so 

in a quantitative format. This study addresses this gap by comparing a vague self-referential 

claim (Matriket) with a comparative superlative claim (ICA Kvantum) and demonstrating that 

how a greenwashing claim is defined influences both the kind and level of consumer 

scepticism. 

 

The fourth gap is concerned with the time aspect of all other research into consumer trust. 

Almost all research regarding consumer trust for the purpose of greenwashing is retrospective. 

Wang et al. (2020), therefore, concentrated on how companies could recover their lost 

consumer trust after a company had been involved in a greenwashing scandal using 

psychological resilience. Guo et al. (2017) similarly investigated how the gap between what a 
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company states as its environmental commitments and its actual practices damages trust. 

However, they did so in situations where these gaps were already known to the consumers. 

Thus, few studies have examined how consumers evaluate and assess an environmental claim 

when they first encounter it, before any scandal develops around it. Therefore, this paper will 

investigate real-time consumer reaction to active greenwashing cases. 

 

All these gaps in this study will address the need for qualitative research exploring how 

Swedish food retailers’ consumers interpret environmental claims and how this interpretation 

influences their trust.  

 

1.4 Research Question 

How does consumer perception of greenwashing influence trust in the context of two Swedish 

food retail cases: Matriket and ICA Kvantum? 

 

1.5 Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine how consumers perceive greenwashing and how this 

perception influences their trust in the Swedish food industry. 

 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

___________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter positions the study within existing academic knowledge, presenting the theories 

and concepts used to understand and interpret the phenomenon of greenwashing and its 

relationship to consumer trust. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.1 Literature Review Method 

A systematic search of the literature was conducted to build the theoretical basis of this study. 

The search was made in the Scopus database, was conducted in two stages, as the research 

focuses on both the general phenomenon of greenwashing and its forms in the food industry, 

especially in the Swedish context. 



11 
 

 

The first stage of the search: a general overview of the literature on greenwashing.  

At the first stage, the goal was to collect key literature on the perception of greenwashing by 

consumers and its impact on trust. For this purpose, a combination of keywords was compiled, 

combined by the logical conjunctions “AND” and “OR”. 

The keywords for the first stage were divided into two main groups. The first group included 

terms related to the phenomenon itself: “greenwash*”, “misleading environmental claim*”, 

and “green claim*”. These words were connected by the conjunction “OR”. The second group 

included concepts related to consumer reaction: “consumer trust”, “green trust”, “consumer 

perception”, “consumer confusion”, and “perceived risk”. These words were also connected by 

the conjunction “OR”. The two groups were connected by the union “AND”. 

 

The following filters were applied to the search. Firstly, the age is from 2013 to 2026. This 

range was chosen because it was after 2013 that researchers' interest in greenwashing increased 

significantly, and key works appeared that formed the basis of this study, for example, the work 

of Chen and Chang (2013). Secondly, only scientific articles were selected. Thirdly, the field 

of research was limited to business, management and accounting. Fourthly, only English-

language articles were included. 

 

In the beginning, the search showed 219 results. After applying all the filters, 79 articles were 

selected. These articles were exported to Excel for more detailed manual selection. The 

selection was based on several criteria. First, the compliance of the article with the main 

research theme, perception of greenwashing and trust, was assessed. Articles in which 

greenwashing was mentioned only in passing or was not a central concept were excluded. 

Secondly, the number of citations was considered. Thirdly, the journal's rating on the Academic 

Journal Guide (ABS) scale was considered; only articles from journals of the Q1 and Q2 levels 

were selected. As a result of this stage, 19 articles were selected. 

 

The second stage of the search: focus on the food industry 

At the second stage, the goal was narrower, to find research that links greenwashing with the 

food industry. To do this, new keywords were added to the search query. The search query 

required that the word “greenwash*” be found anywhere in the article. At the same time, the 
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word “food” should have been included in the title, annotation, or keywords. In addition, 

geographical terms such as “Scandinavia*”, “Europe*” or “Sweden*”, connected by the union 

“OR” should have been included in the title, annotation, or keywords. The same filters were 

applied to this query as in the first stage: age is from 2010 to 2026, only scientific articles, only 

the fields of business, management and accounting, and only English. The time was extended 

to 2010 in order not to miss earlier but important studies at the intersection of the food industry 

and environmental claims.  

 

From the start, this query showed 113 results. After applying all the filters, 21 documents 

remained. Next, a manual selection was performed in Excel using the same criteria: relevance 

to the theme, the number of citations, and the rating of the journal (ABS ranking). As a result 

of this stage, 7 articles were selected. The PRISMA flow diagram of the selection process is 

presented in Figure 1. 

 

Manual search 

In addition to the systematic Scopus search, some sources have been added manually. This is 

done to describe the phenomenon of “greenwashing” in more detail and explore the theoretical 

aspects. Such articles and books were found by studying the literature lists. (according to the 

“snowball” principle) from already selected publications, as well as by searching the library of 

Jönköping University and Google Scholar. 

 

Figure1. PRISMA flow diagram of the literature selection process. 
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2.2 Greenwashing 

In the academic literature, greenwashing is viewed as a form of misleading environmental 

communication in which companies create a false impression of their environmental 

responsibility. Delmas and Burbano (2011) define greenwashing as a situation in which 

companies communicate positive environmental information about their activities while 

simultaneously hiding or minimising negative environmental aspects. They explain that 

greenwashing is related to the rise of the market for environmentally orientated goods and 

increases in pressure from stakeholders such as consumers and regulators. 

In the study by Delmas and Burbano (2011), they identify the key drivers contributing to the 

emergence of greenwashing. External factors include increased competition and growing 

demand for environmentally friendly products, which create incentives for companies to use 

environmental claims for marketing purposes. The authors connect organisational problems to 

a lack of clear methods for validating environmental claims and insufficient control of the 

quality of environmental information. In addition, individual managerial decisions can also 

contribute to greenwashing in situations where managers seek to quickly improve the 

company’s image without significant investment in actual environmental changes (Delmas & 

Burbano, 2011). 

Lyon and Montgomery (2015) describe greenwashing as the difference between a company's 

declared environmental responsibilities and its actual activities. The authors emphasise that 

greenwashing can manifest in various forms, including the use of vague environmental terms, 

exaggeration of a product’s environmental benefits, and selective disclosure of information. 

For example, companies may promote specific environmental initiatives while failing to 

disclose data on the negative environmental impacts of their operations. Such practices can 

create a false impression among consumers and stakeholders regarding the company’s actual 

environmental impact (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015). 

Additionally, the research identifies common instances of greenwashing linked to the use of 

vague or unproven environmental claims. Parguel, Benoît-Moreau, and Larceneux (2011) 

demonstrate that the use of environmental ratings and symbols without sufficient substantiation 

can mislead consumers and reduce the transparency of corporate communication.  

Research on greenwashing focuses especially on how it affects customer perception. Chen and 

Chang (2013) found that perceived greenwashing is positively associated with levels of 
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consumer confusion and perceived risk, which, in turn, leads to a decline in consumer trust in 

the company. A study based on a survey of 252 consumers showed that the use of misleading 

environmental claims raises doubts about the reliability of the information and makes it 

difficult to assess the actual environmental characteristics of products (Chen & Chang, 2013). 

Furthermore, recent literature emphasises that greenwashing is a pressing issue in industries 

where environmental claims are widely used, including the food industry. In such sectors, 

companies actively use environmental labels, claims about the naturalness of products, or the 

eco-friendliness of packaging, which increases the risk of misleading messages. (Lyon & 

Montgomery, 2015; Parguel et al., 2011). 

Existing research shows that greenwashing is a multifaceted phenomenon that encompasses 

various forms of misleading environmental communication and has a significant impact on 

consumer perceptions, trust levels, and corporate reputation. 

To understand the mechanisms through which greenwashing influences consumer trust, this 

study draws on the Trust and Commitment Theory (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), presented in the 

following section 

 

2.3 Introduction to the Theoretical Framework 

To answer the research question, a theoretical framework is needed that explains how 

consumers perceive environmental statements from companies and how this perception affects 

their trust. The theory of trust and commitment (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) was chosen as the main 

theoretical framework for this study. 

 

This theory was developed in the context of relationship marketing and explains how long-

term relationships between consumers and companies are built. The key argument of the theory 

is that trust and commitment are essential to such relationships. Perceived opportunistic 

behaviour by a company, acting in its own interests at the expense of the consumer, directly 

destroys these relationships. This is especially relevant in the context of greenwashing, since 

consumers who see environmental claims as misleading would be seen as having a sense of 

opportunism. 
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Other than the trust and commitment theory, the study is informed by the ideas of green trust, 

green consumer confusion, and green perceived risk developed by Chen and Chang (2013). 

These ideas identify the processes through which the perception of greenwashing reduces trust 

in the environmental domain. This framework of ideas will be employed in the interpretation 

of empirical data. 

 

2.3.1 Trust Commitment Theory 

The Trust Commitment Theory was proposed by Morgan and Hunt (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) in 

the context of relationship marketing. The researchers investigated what exactly makes long-

term business relationships successful and concluded that such relationships are underpinned 

by two key elements: trust and commitment. By trust, they meant the willingness of one party 

to rely on a partner whose honesty they are confident in, and by commitment, the conviction 

that the relationship is important enough to try to maintain it (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Although 

the theory was originally developed for relationships between organisations, it was later 

actively applied in research on consumer behaviour and brand management. 

 

This theory is important for the present study because it explains what happens to the 

relationship between the consumer and the company after the environmental claim has been 

received and interpreted. In other words, the theory of trust and commitment explains how the 

perception influences their willingness to trust the company in the future. 

 

2.3.2 Key Concepts of Trust Commitment Theory 

Trust is a consumer’s willingness to rely on a company, based on a belief in its honesty and 

integrity. Morgan and Hunt (1994) emphasised that trust arises when one party is confident in 

the reliability and integrity of the other. In the context of greenwashing, this means that a 

consumer who trusts a food retailer believes that its environmental claims are true and that the 

company is not attempting to mislead them. The importance of trust in the context of 

environmental communication is confirmed by research by Rahman and Nguyen-Viet (2023), 

who found that trust in a green brand is a key mediating variable between consumers’ 

perceptions of environmental marketing and their intention to purchase. 

 

A related concept is “green trust”, which was introduced by Chen and Chang (2013) as a 

specific application of the concept of trust to an environmental context. They define it as a 
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consumer’s willingness to rely on a product's or company’s environmental claims, based on 

the expectation that these claims are true. This distinction is important because a consumer may 

trust a company in general yet be sceptical about its environmental claims. In their study of a 

sample of 252 Taiwanese consumers, Chen and Chang (2013) demonstrated that perceived 

greenwashing directly reduces green trust, with this effect being mediated by two additional 

variables. The first is green consumer confusion: a state in which the consumer cannot 

distinguish truthful environmental claims from false ones due to their numerous and 

contradictory nature. The second is perceived risk: the consumer’s feeling that the purchase 

may turn out to be a mistake because the product does not meet the claimed environmental 

characteristics. Both phenomena lead to a decline in trust, meaning that greenwashing damages 

consumer trust through several mechanisms simultaneously. 

 

Commitment means a consumer’s enduring desire to maintain a relationship with a company 

they consider valuable. According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), commitment arises when a 

consumer is convinced that the relationship provides them with something they cannot easily 

find elsewhere. In the context of food retail, this is reflected in the fact that the consumer 

regularly returns to the same shop, recommends it to others, and is willing to overlook 

individual shortcomings. Guo et al. (2017) demonstrated that brand loyalty, a behavioural 

expression of commitment, can moderate the damage caused by perceived greenwashing. This 

means that consumers with a longer history of engagement with a retailer are generally more 

resilient to a loss of trust when facing ambiguous environmental claims. 

 

Finally, opportunism is an important factor, one of the key predictors of trust identified by 

Morgan and Hunt (1994). This refers to the perception that a partner is acting falsely in their 

own interests at the expense of the other party. In the context of greenwashing, this shows up 

when a consumer, thinking a company is exaggerating its environmental success for 

commercial benefit, perceives this as opportunism, which directly damages trust. Tetrevova et 

al. (2025) confirmed this logic empirically: they found that scepticism regarding a company’s 

environmental communication can completely neutralise the positive effect of environmental 

concern on purchase intention, that is, the more environmentally conscious the consumer is, 

the more strongly perceived opportunism damages their trust. 

 

2.3.3 Application to Greenwashing Research 
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The theory of trust and commitment has been applied in several studies that are directly relevant 

to the theme of this study and demonstrate how greenwashing damages the relationship 

between consumers and companies. 

 

Guo et al. (2017) examined the consequences of greenwashing for trust in green brands within 

the Chinese energy sector. They found that the gap between a brand’s stated environmental 

commitments and its actual practices directly undermines consumer trust. Brand legitimacy 

also plays an important role here: brands with lower perceived legitimacy suffer more damage 

from greenwashing, while brands with a strong reputation are better protected. Furthermore, 

the authors demonstrated that brand loyalty softens the intensity of the crisis of trust, which is 

consistent with the logic of Morgan and Hunt (1994) regarding the protective role of 

commitment. 

 

Guo et al. (2018) continued this research by examining strategies for restoring trust following 

the disclosure of greenwashing. The results showed that the most effective strategy depends on 

the company’s existing level of legitimacy, and that restoring trust requires a consistent 

combination of timely and measured communication actions. Wang et al. (2020) came to 

similar conclusions; they conducted qualitative interviews with Chinese “green” consumers 

and found that, to restore trust, a company must simultaneously satisfy consumers’ emotional, 

functional, and legitimacy-related needs. At the same time, consumers with high affective 

loyalty to the brand perceived the deception as painful and placed higher demands on the 

authenticity of the company’s corrective actions. 

 

Santos et al. (2024) demonstrated that perceived greenwashing damages corporate reputation 

through two channels: a reduction in perceived environmental performance and an increase in 

perceived green risk. In extreme cases, this can lead to brand hate, a complete breakdown in 

the relationship between the consumer and the company. Srisathan and Naruetharadhol (2025) 

added to this picture by showing that greenwashing increases green scepticism, causing 

consumers to doubt all environmental claims, including honest ones, which leads to a systemic 

breakdown of trust at the market level. 

 

2.4 Conceptual Framework 
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This section combines the theoretical elements presented in Section 2.3 into a single conceptual 

framework that serves as an analytical tool for interpreting empirical data and answering the 

research question: how does consumer perception of greenwashing affect trust in the context 

of two Swedish cases, Matriket and ICA Kvantum? 

The framework describes the process in three stages. 

 

Stage 1: The company’s environmental statement.  

The company posts an environmental statement, such as “100% natural” or “the greenest on 

the island”. This statement is a signal addressed to the consumer. However, the company knows 

significantly more about the real environmental impact of its product than the consumer, which 

creates an information asymmetry and opens space for greenwashing (Lyon & Montgomery, 

2015). The consumer receives the application and evaluates it - how specific it is, whether it 

can be verified and whether it corresponds to the observed behaviour of the company. Vague 

and unverifiable statements are highly likely to be perceived as unreliable. 

 

Stage 2: Interpretation and intermediate states.  

If the consumer perceives the statement as unreliable, two intermediate cognitive states arise, 

highlighted by Chen and Chang (2013). The first is green consumer confusion: the consumer 

cannot distinguish reliable environmental statements from misleading ones due to their 

multiplicity and inconsistency. The second is green perceived risk: the consumer feels that the 

purchase may be a mistake because the product does not meet the stated environmental 

characteristics. Both conditions reinforce scepticism and act as mediators between perceived 

greenwashing and trust. 

 

Stage 3: Formation or destruction of the green trust.  

The result of the interpretation is the level of green trust, the consumer’s willingness to rely on 

the company’s environmental statements based on their belief in their reliability (Chen & 

Chang, 2013). If the consumer perceives the company’s behaviour as opportunistic, that is, 

aimed at commercial gain through deception, trust is destroyed (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). On 

the other hand, high brand commitment can act as a protection against the negative effects of 

perceived greenwashing, since consumers with a stable history of relationships with the 

company tend to interpret vague statements less critically (Guo et al., 2017). 
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Therefore, the conceptual framework describes the following analytical logic: the company’s 

environmental statement, assessment of the reliability of the statement by the consumer, green 

consumer confusion and green perceived risk as intermediate states, and the green trust level. 

It is this chain that structures the interpretation of the narratives of the focus group participants. 

The framework is applied qualitatively rather than quantitatively. Its purpose is not to verify 

statistical relationships but to create an analytical language for understanding how consumers 

interpret specific environmental statements in the Swedish context and how this interpretation 

affects their trust in the company. 

 

 

3. Methodology 

___________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter describes how the study was conducted, justifying the choices made in terms of 

research design, data collection and analysis to ensure that the findings are credible and 

relevant. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.1. Research philosophy 

The philosophy of interpretivism is chosen for this study. Interpretivism proceeds from the fact 

that social reality does not exist objectively and independently of people but is constructed 

through their perception, interpretation and experience (Saunders et al., 2023). People make 

sense of the world in different ways, and the researcher's task is to understand these subjective 

meanings, not to measure objective facts. 

 

The purpose of this study is to understand how consumers perceive greenwashing and how this 

perception affects their trust. We are interested in the subjective meanings that people attach to 

companies’ environmental statements. For example, the word “natural” on the packaging may 

mean “organic” for one consumer, “non-chemical” for another, and just a marketing technique 

for a third. Interpretivism allows us to explore these differences in perception. 

 

The opposite of interpretivism is positivism, a philosophy that assumes that social reality exists 

objectively and can be measured in the same way as the physical world using quantitative 

methods, hypotheses, and statistics (Saunders et al., 2023). Positivism is not suitable for this 

study, because we do not measure objective facts and do not test statistical hypotheses. We are 
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interested in the deep mechanisms of perception and trust, which cannot be measured using 

surveys and numbers. 

 

Thus, interpretivism corresponds to the purpose of the study, to deeply understand how 

consumers perceive greenwashing and how this perception affects their trust. 

3.2. Research approach  

The approach to research used in this study is abductive. An abductive approach fits in between 

deductive and inductive, according to Saunders et al. (2023). Using the inductive approach, the 

researcher begins with no theory and develops it from empirical data.   A deductive approach 

involves the researcher beginning with a hypothesis and deciding whether the data supports it. 

These are combined in the abductive approach, where the researcher uses existing theories as 

a tool to interpret the data while remaining open to the possibility that the data could show 

something unexpected. 

 

In this study, we entered the empirical phase with an existing theoretical framework – the Trust 

and Commitment Theory (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) – which guided the analytical process. 

However, we did not test hypotheses. Instead, we applied this theory to interpret what the focus 

group participants were saying while remaining open to unexpected themes and patterns 

emerging from the data. 

 

A deductive approach was not appropriate because the study does not test pre-formulated 

hypotheses. An inductive approach was not appropriate because the theoretical framework was 

present from the beginning and actively informed the coding process. Abduction therefore best 

describes the logic of inquiry used in this study. 

 

3.3. Research design 

This study uses a qualitative exploratory research design. Qualitative methods are appropriate 

when the researcher aims to understand people’s deeper meanings, motivations and 

interpretations, rather than to measure frequencies or correlations (Saunders et al., 2023). 

 

A qualitative design is suitable for this study since the research question concerns how 

consumers perceive greenwashing and how this perception impacts trust. Quantitative methods 
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such as surveys could show how many people do not trust environmental claims but would not 

explain why or how they interpret them. 

 

The study is exploratory in nature, as it investigates a complex and relatively underexplored 

phenomenon, consumer perception of greenwashing in the Swedish food stores context, rather 

than testing predefined hypotheses (Saunders et al., 2023). This allows for flexibility in 

capturing the nuances of consumer interpretation and reasoning in their natural context. 

 

Empirical data were collected through focus groups using real advertising as stimulus. Two 

specific cases, the environmental claim made by Matriket and the claim made by ICA Kvantum 

Lidingö, served as the empirical material for discussion. Both cases were officially ruled as 

misleading by the Swedish Advertising Ombudsman (Reklamombudsmannen), which provides 

a clear and verified basis for the empirical material. 

  

Selection of cases 

 

Case 1: Matriket (Lidl) 

An interactive advertisement on the Aftonbladet.se website featured the claim: “Here in 

Matriket, the grain fields are taken care of in a natural way.”  

 

Violation of the ICC Code 

The Advertising Ombudsman (Reklamombudsmannen) decided on 15 December 2025 that the 

claim “Here in Matriket, the grain fields are taken care of in a natural way” is a misleading 

environmental claim that violates Articles 5 and D2 of the ICC Marketing Code 

(Reklamombudsmannen, 2025). 
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Article 5 requires that marketing communications be truthful and not misleading. Article D2.1 

prohibits claims that mislead consumers about the environmental characteristics of a product, 

while Article D2.2 states that vague or unspecific environmental claims may only be used 

without qualification if they are valid under all reasonably predictable interpretations. The word 

“natural” is a vague claim: it carries multiple possible meanings for an average consumer, 

including the absence of synthetic fertilisers or intensive farming methods. The advertiser 

provided no scientific evidence to support the claim across all its reasonable interpretations. 

According to the Swedish Board of Agriculture, only 9% of Swedish grain fields are under 

organic production, which directly conflicts with the impression created by the word “natural” 

in the context of food retail advertising (Reklamombudsmannen, 2025). 

Case 2: ICA Kvantum Lidingö 

The ICA Kvantum store in Lidingö used a logo stating, “The greenest on the island”.  

 

Violation of the ICC Code 

In the ICA Kvantum Lidingö case, the Advertising Ombudsman's Council found a violation of 

the same Articles 5 and D2 of the ICC Code (Reklamombudsmannen, 2025). The claim “The 

greenest on the island” is a vague superlative statement, which the average consumer perceives 

as a statement of the store's environmental superiority over all competitors on the island of 

Lidingö. According to Article D2.2, this type of claim is allowed without a qualifying statement 

if there is clear evidence to support it. Although the company said that the phrase “our vision” 

was meant to be an expression of internal ambition rather than a statement of fact, the 

clarification was taken out of multiple communications. The Council considered this failure to 

be crucial since it misleads customers about the store's true environmental performance in the 

absence of an obvious qualification (Reklamombudsmannen, 2025). 

 

As a result, both cases show the same pattern described in the ICC Code: use of vague 

environmental claims without sufficient data to support them. This pattern is the focus of this 

research from the perspective of consumer perception and trust. 

 

3.4 Data collection  

3.4.1 Conducting Focus Groups 
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Focus groups were chosen as a method of gathering empirical data. This method is relevant for 

studying consumer perception, as the perception of environmental claims is shaped, among 

other factors, by the social context and group discussion (Morgan, 1997). 

Focus groups allow the researcher to record both individual points of view and the process by 

which opinions are created through social contact. Focus groups are supervised group 

discussions in which members discuss a certain theme collectively (Morgan, 1997).  

 

Both focus groups were conducted online via Zoom. Group 1 (non-eco-conscious consumers) 

was conducted in Russian, as all participants were Russian-speaking, and lasted 1 hour and 40 

minutes. Group 2 (eco-conscious consumers) was conducted in English and lasted 85 minutes. 

Conducting the sessions in the participants' native or preferred language was a deliberate choice 

to ensure that participants could express themselves freely and naturally, which is important in 

qualitative research where depth of expression matters (Morgan, 1997). 

 

Both sessions followed the same four-part structure. The first part was an introductory phase 

with general questions about shopping habits and attitudes towards environmental labels, 

designed to create a comfortable atmosphere. The second part involved the presentation of the 

stimulus material, the actual environmental claims made by Matriket and ICA Kvantum 

Lidingö, both of which had been officially ruled as misleading by the Swedish Advertising 

Ombudsman. Participants were shown the advertisements and asked to share their immediate 

reactions. The third part was the main discussion guided by questions aligned with the 

conceptual framework.  

 

Throughout this phase, probing was used, clarifying questions such as “Why?” and “What 

exactly makes you think that?”, to obtain deeper and more detailed responses (Morgan, 1997). 

The fourth part was a closing phase with summarising questions about trust recovery and 

general attitudes towards greenwashing. 

 

All sessions were audio-recorded with the informed consent of the participants. The interview 

guide used to structure the focus group discussions is provided in Appendix A. 

 

3.5 Sampling  
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The sampling strategy is purposive. According to Saunders et al. (2023), purposive sampling 

involves the selection of participants not randomly but according to criteria of conceptual 

relevance to the research goal. In this study, the selection criteria were residence in Sweden 

and regular purchases at Lidl and ICA stores. This provides a meaningful connection between 

the participants and the cases under study. 

 

An Instagram post was used to attract participants. Respondents were categorised as either non-

eco-conscious or eco-conscious based on their answers to a short assessment question: “Do 

you consider yourself an eco-conscious consumer?” 

 

Two comparative groups were formed. Group 1 consisted of four participants identified as non-

eco-conscious consumers - individuals who do not actively prioritise sustainability when 

making purchasing decisions. Group 2 consisted of three participants identified as eco-

conscious consumers - individuals who consider sustainability as part of their everyday 

shopping behaviour. The separation into two comparative groups is based on research logic: 

the comparison allows us to identify whether the level of environmental awareness affects the 

interpretation of environmental claims and the formation of trust. 

All participants remained anonymous throughout the study and are referred to as Participant 1, 

Participant 2, Participant 3, etc. 

 

3.6 Data analysis  

The empirical findings were analysed using thematic analysis according with Braun and 

Clarke's six-phase methodology (2006). This methodology was used because it is suitable for 

finding and interpreting meaning patterns in qualitative data and is consistent with interpretivist 

philosophy and an abductive research approach (Saunders et al., 2023). 

 

Phase 1 – Familiarisation with the data. The audio recordings of both focus group sessions 

were fully transcribed. Both researchers read the transcripts through several times to become 

familiar with the information and record their initial ideas. Transcripts from Group 1 were in 

Russian, while those from Group 2 were in English. 

 

Phase 2 – Generating initial codes. Relevant data segments have been identified and given 

short codes. While considering the research question, each code explained what was happening 
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in that specific part. For instance, “Where is the proof that they are the greenest?” was coded 

as ‘demand for proof’, and “A tractor – that is not a natural method” was coded as ‘signal 

contradiction’. Each code was associated with a concept from either Chen and Chang (2013) 

or the Trust and Commitment Theory (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). In both transcripts, a total of 47 

segments were coded. The full coding table is provided in Appendix C. 

 

Phase 3 – Searching for themes. Initial codes were categorised as potential themes based on 

their conceptual similarities. For instance, the codes ‘interpretation divergence’, ‘vague claim’, 

‘signal contradiction’, and ‘no regulation’ were all connected to the Matriket claim's ambiguity 

and deception and were grouped together into a single potential theme.  

 

Phase 4 – Reviewing themes. Every potential theme was analysed on two levels. At the first 

level, the coded extracts within each theme were analysed for internal consistency - did the 

quotes belong together? At the second level, each theme was compared against the dataset to 

ensure it represented the data overall.   One possible theme (local origin of the product) was 

combined into Theme 1 because it was not consistent throughout the dataset and only happened 

in Group 1 with two participants. 

 

Phase 5 – Defining and naming themes. Six final themes were defined and named. Each theme 

was given a clear definition, a set of sub-themes, and a link to the theoretical framework. The 

final themes are presented in Table 2 in section 5. 

 

Phase 6 – Producing the report. Key extracts were selected from each theme to illustrate the 

findings in the empirical findings chapter. These extracts were chosen for their clarity and 

analytical relevance to the research question. The analysis in Chapter 5 relates these themes 

back to the research question and the theoretical framework. 

 

3.7 Research Quality 

Assessing the quality of a qualitative study requires different criteria than in a quantitative 

approach. Saunders et al. (2023) identify three key criteria for quality studies: reliability, 

validity, and generalisability. 

Reliability 
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In qualitative studies, reliability does not refer to the reproducibility of results under identical 

conditions, which is impossible in principle when dealing with social phenomena. Instead, it 

refers to the transparency and consistency of the research process (Saunders et al., 2023). In 

this study, reliability was ensured in several ways. Both focus groups followed the same 

structure and used the same stimulus material: real environmental statements by Matriket and 

ICA Kvantum. Data analysis was performed systematically according to Braun and Clarke's 

six-phase thematic analysis model (2006). The focus group guide is presented in Appendix A, 

the transcripts of both sessions in Appendix B and the full coding table in Appendix C. These 

materials enable readers to trace the path from raw data to final themes and, if necessary, to 

verify the researchers' analytical decisions. 

Validity 

In a qualitative study, validity concerns how well the results reflect the phenomenon under 

study (Saunders et al., 2023). In this study, internal validity was achieved by using real stimulus 

material in the form of original marketing statements from two officially recognised case 

violations, providing a direct link between the subject matter and the research question. The 

fact that participants in both groups shop at Lidl and ICA makes their perception directly 

relevant to the cases studied. Furthermore, data interpretation was systematically correlated 

with the conceptual framework presented in Section 2.4. Pictures with the stimulus material 

can be found in Appendix D. 

Generalisability 

Qualitative studies do not claim statistical generalisation; rather, the aim is to transfer 

theoretical conclusions to similar contexts (Saunders et al., 2023). The results of this study 

cannot automatically be applied to all Swedish consumers or other national markets. 

Nevertheless, the patterns identified, the difference between intuitive and well-informed 

scepticism and the difference between shared brand trust and green trust, are valuable for 

understanding consumer perceptions of greenwashing in similar contexts. Including two 

comparative groups with different levels of environmental awareness on purpose improves the 

analytical depth. 

 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 
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Conducting research with participants includes a set of responsibilities. The researchers took 

these responsibilities seriously and followed the recommendations outlined in the ethics of Bell 

& Bryman (2007). Researchers identified four main areas of concern in conducting research 

with people: harm to participants, informed consent, privacy and deception. 

All the participants provided written and verbal consent prior to participating in the group 

discussion. The participants were fully informed about the purpose of the study, and they knew 

that their group interview would be voice-recorded for educational purposes. Participation was 

completely voluntary, and the researchers did not pressure anyone into either attending the 

sessions or answering specific questions. This reflects Bell & Bryman’s (2007) requirement 

that consent must be freely given and genuinely informed. The participants also gave verbal 

confirmation of their consent at the beginning of each session, and the supervisor was given 

written confirmation through the submission of GDPR Thesis Study Consent Forms. 

To protect participants’ privacy, everyone remained anonymous throughout this study. 

Participants were referred to only as Participant 1, Participant 2, etc., and no other information 

about them was gathered or stored. Although the topics covered in this study (i.e., consumer 

attitudes towards environmental claims) were not sensitive in nature, maintaining 

confidentiality was viewed as an important aspect of the ethics of this study, as well as 

providing a means to obtain more honest responses from the participants during the session. 

As required by the GDPR regulations, all participants completed a consent form prior to 

engaging in the study. This consent form stated how the data would be used and maintained, 

as well as indicated that voice recording would only be used for transcription purposes. 

Deception was not used in any manner during this study. The participants were shown actual 

advertisements that had previously been reviewed by Sweden’s Advertising Ombudsman, and 

the purpose of the study was explained honestly from the start. As emphasised by Bell and 

Bryman (2007), deception should only be employed under extraordinary circumstances; this 

study represented none such circumstances. 

Since the focus groups were led by authors themselves, there is a potential risk of the 

researcher’s influence on participant responses. To minimise this, participants were reminded 

at the start of each session that there were no right or wrong answers and that honest opinions 

were valued. 
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In addition, the Application for Processing of Personal Data in Thesis Work was completed 

and signed by the supervisor in accordance with Jönköping University’s requirements 

(Appendix E). Also consistent with JIBS policy on using generative AI for preparing this thesis, 

documentation of all use of AI tools in preparing this thesis has been documented and declared 

in Appendix F.  

4. Empirical Findings 

___________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter presents what was found during the focus group discussions: the words, reactions 

and reasoning of participants when confronted with real greenwashing cases from the Swedish 

food retail sector. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the empirical findings which were collected through two focus groups 

with consumers in Sweden. The findings are organised based upon each group separately: 

section 4.2 outlines the findings of group 1 (non-eco-conscious consumers), and section 4.3 

outlines the findings of group 2 (eco-conscious consumers). Each group discussed the topic 

within the same four areas, including: A. An overall discussion about environmental labels B. 

A trust rating exercise C. Reactions to the stimulus material from Matriket and ICA Kvantum 

Lidingö D. Closing discussion regarding trust recovery. 

 

The data were collected through an audio-recorded online session on the Zoom platform and 

then were transcribed. Although the languages of the groups differed (Group 1 was held in 

Russian, group 2 in English), it reflected participant preferences and therefore allowed 

participants to express themselves naturally without restriction or any language barriers. 

Quotes made by participants from group 1 have been translated into English for use in this 

chapter. Each participant has been assigned an anonymous designation: Participant 1, 

Participant 2, Participant 3, etc. 

 

4.2 Focus Group 1: Non-Eco-Conscious Consumers 

4.2.1 General Perception of Environmental Statements 

At the beginning of the discussion, participants were asked what they think when they see 

products labelled “sustainable”, “organic”, “eco-friendly”, or “climate-friendly”. The reaction 



29 
 

was immediate and collective. Participant 1 stated: “My first thought is that they are trying to 

deceive me into buying this.” Participant 2 agreed: “Through marketing, they want me to buy 

this product, as everything natural and wellness is trending right now.” Participant 3 noted 

that such labels have the opposite effect: “These big labels – sustainable, organic, eco – 

actually push me away from buying. I'm like, no, I'm definitely not going to take this”. 

Participant 3 also said that it had never bought a single organically labelled product in its life. 

 

Participant 4 shared his personal experience of buying an organic product: “I bought organic 

sausages for 170 kronas per kg. I checked the ingredients - felt no satisfaction. And then they 

tasted bad too. I was scammed.” The participant described this experience as an attempt to 

deceive him on the part of the seller. Participant 2 added that he sometimes buys products with 

eco-labels solely to check the difference: “I sometimes check the ingredients of such products 

and may buy them, but I would not buy them on a regular basis - they do not differ much from 

regular ones and cost two to three times more.” 

 

Regarding which words seemed the most trustworthy, Participant 2 noted that “organic” was 

perceived as a more understandable word associated with plant origin. Participant 3 was 

extremely sceptical about all such labels but was slightly less sceptical to “natural” than to 

“eco”. 

 

4.2.2 Trust in Companies’ Environmental Claims: Rating Scale 

Participants were asked to rate on a scale from 1 to 10 the degree of their trust in the sincerity 

of companies making environmental statements. Participant 3 gave 1 point: “I study 

marketing… it is simply aimed at increasing sales”. Participant 1 also gave 1 point: “You just 

understand how the company is trying to boost its sales. It does not affect me in any way.” 

Participant 4 gave 3 points, explaining that in Sweden, consumers can make a fuss on social 

media if a company does not keep its promises, so companies “partially fulfil” their statements. 

Participant 2 rated the trust at about 5 points: “Companies must pass some tests to put an eco-

label…so some steps were taken. But the rest is marketing. It is like a lottery.”. 

 

When asked about what would increase their trust, Participant 2 called for independent 

verification: “For me… confirmations from independent experts or laboratories.” and 

suggested placing QR codes on the packaging with the test results. Participant 3 focused on 
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communication: “If the brand is interested in trust, it must communicate its values through 

social media”. 

 

 

 

4.2.3 Case 1 Reaction: Matriket (Lidl) 

Participants in focus group 1 were presented with an interactive Matriket advertisement with 

the key phrase: “Here in the Matriket, grain fields are processed naturally.” The initial reaction 

was neutral. Participant 2 remarked: “In general, it doesn't matter to me… it's very difficult to 

find something that catches the eye”. Participant 3 said that she would not pay attention to such 

an advertisement. 

 

When the participants were asked to interpret the phrase “naturally”, they all agreed that it was 

about the absence of machinery and chemicals. Participant 2 explained: “I assume machinery 

should not be used… everything by hand, no chemicals”. Participant 1 ironically remarked: “A 

tractor… that is not a natural method.” 

 

After the participants were informed about the Reklamombudsmannen decision and that Lidl 

meant “naturally” as a conventional farming method, and 91% of Swedish grain fields are non-

organic, Participant 2 noted: “It confirmed my suspicions… I was already sceptical. It is 

unambiguously vague”.  Participant 3 described the incident as a marketing mistake: “It is 

simply a marketer’s error. The company is making excuses for the marketer’s mistakes”. 

 

None of the participants changed their intention to continue buying Matriket products. 

Participant 1 stated: “My opinion has not changed. When you buy milk for 10 kronas, you 

understand what to expect”. Participant 2 added: “If the taste does not change, it makes no 

difference whether it was eco-grown or not”. 

 

4.2.4 Case 2 Reaction: ICA Kvantum Lidingö 

The participants in focus group 1 were presented with the ICA Kvantum Lidingö logo with the 

inscription “Grönast på ön” (“The greenest on the island”). Participant 2 reacted immediately: 

“For me it is completely unclear what this means. Greenest in what sense?”. Participant 1 

added: “Where is the proof that they are the greenest on the island? A metric is needed”.  
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Participant 3 said: “Because of this phrase, I do not care about going to this store”. Participant 

2 described the slogan as “...just a set of words that are not completely clear”. 

 

When interpreting the word “green,” Participant 1 suggested that it was about the most natural 

products but added that this would hardly be the first association. Participant 3 noticed that the 

store’s association with something natural seemed inherently polar. 

 

Comparing the two cases, all participants found the Matriket statement more understandable 

despite its vagueness. Participant 3 agreed: “If you don’t think about it so much and don't delve 

into it, it’s relatively understandable. And here the phrase is taken out of context”. 

 

After the participants were informed about Reklamombudsmannen’s decision and that ICA 

explained the slogan as an expression of its vision, accidentally omitting the words “our 

vision”, Participant 1 stated that it would continue to attend ICA. Participant 2 said: “The trust 

would not have changed in any way… this is a huge company, and such shows do not show 

their negative attitude towards people. It is just a mistake”. 

 

Comparing the two cases by the severity of the violation, the participants agreed that ICA acted 

less ethically. Participant 2 explained: “ICA made no attempt to explain what it was saying and 

simply misled the buyer.” Participant 3 confirmed: “Comparing the two cases… ICA acted 

more unethically.” 

 

4.2.5 Closing Discussion 

At the end of the discussion, Participant 2 noted that nothing can actively restore trust: 

“Nothing can return trust… it simply fades over time.” Participant 3 mentioned that during the 

discussion of the focus group, they went to the Matriket website and unexpectedly discovered 

that it was a Swedish company: “After visiting the Matriket website, some trust appeared… just 

because they are Swedish.”  Participant 2 also added that associate’s local production with 

lower transportation costs: “If a company advertises itself as a local product, trust increases.” 

 

4.3 Group 2: Eco-Conscious Consumers 

4.3.1 General Perception of Environmental Statements 
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At the start of the discussion, participants were asked what matters most to them when buying 

food in supermarkets and how they react to words such as “natural”, “eco-friendly”, 

“sustainable”, “organic” or “climate smart” on packaging. Participant 1 described its approach 

to shopping as primarily practical, focused on taste and quality: “I just buy what's good for me, 

what I think is good for me or what tastes good for me.” Participant 2 noted that environmental 

labels have become so ubiquitous that they no longer prompt much thought: “Nowadays eco-

labels are so much everywhere that I do not think about it too much”. Participant 3, who works 

as a fitness trainer, stated that it actively double-checks product ingredients but has learnt to 

distrust sustainability claims: “If it says 100% natural and you turn the package… it is packed 

with sugar. I double-check always”. 

 

When asked which words seem most trustworthy, Participants 1 and 2 identified “natural” and 

“organic” as marginally more credible, while Participant 3 expressed that none of the labels 

carry meaningful weight. Participant 2 noted that being sustainable in shopping does not 

necessarily require buying eco-labelled products: “There are things you can do around going 

shopping that are sustainable… like taking your own bag so that you do not buy bags at the 

supermarket or picking products that are not wrapped in plastic”. Participant 3 similarly stated 

that it expresses its sustainability commitment by not eating meat for ethical and environmental 

reasons rather than by purchasing eco-labelled products. 

 

4.3.2 Trust in Companies’ Environmental Claims: Rating Scale 

When asked to rate their trust in the sincerity of companies making environmental claims on a 

scale from 1 to 10, participants in focus group 2 gave the lowest possible scores. Participant 1 

gave a score of 1: “I do not trust in that. I do not have any trust at all that the companies are 

sincere”. Participant 3 gave a score of 0: “I watched many documentaries… all these claims 

are just for profit”.  Participant 2 positioned itself at the low end of the scale, explaining: 

“There is no specific law in the EU that says what eco-friendly means… they can put whatever 

they want”. 

 

On the question of what would increase their trust, Participant 2 emphasised the need for 

accessible, independently verified proof: “Where’s the backup that actually shows you are 

sustainable? Most of the time there is no backup”. Participant 1 stated that even with proof, 

residual distrust would remain: “From this point, nothing… even with proof I would still have 
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some residual distrust”. Participant 3 suggested that evidence of genuine contributions such as 

donations to good causes could partially improve trust. 

4.3.3 Case 1 Reaction: Matriket (Lidl) 

Participants were presented with the Matriket advertisement and the claim that grain fields are 

treated “in a natural way”. Their initial reaction was one of disengagement. Participant 2 

described the advertisement as unremarkable: “It almost looks like the advert for a farm where 

you can take your kids to see the animals”. Participant 3 noted it would never actively browse 

a supermarket website: “I know my things that I have to buy and that's it”. 

 

When asked to interpret the phrase “in a natural way”, Participant 2 stated: “If you say natural 

way… you would not use pesticides. For me that is what I would read from it”. Participant 3 

noted that the claim was too generic to prompt any specific interpretation: “They said 

something without saying something… all these words can be used without any real meaning”. 

 

After being informed of the Advertising Ombudsman’s ruling and Lidl’s explanation that 

“natural” referred to conventional farming methods, Participant 2 observed: “The problem is 

that there is no regulation on how brands can brand their items”. Participant 2 also noted that 

Lidl’s justification was itself problematic: “Even just that as an excuse is also misleading, 

because the majority of people are not going to know what that means”. Participant 3 stated 

that the revelation would not affect its behaviour: “It will not change anything… if it’s not 

offensive towards some groups of people or harmful to health, it won’t affect me”. Participant 

1 noted that the case might affect consumers who care deeply about sustainability: “If I put 

myself in the shoes of the group of people who said this is misleading… it will probably 

decrease their trust. Maybe they will even stop going shopping there.”. 

 

None of the participants changed their intention to continue shopping at Lidl. Participant 2 

explained: “Because we already did not trust it, the revelation confirms what we already 

thought”. 

 

4.3.4 Case 2 Reaction: ICA Kvantum Lidingö 

Participants were presented with the ICA Kvantum Lidingö logo featuring the claim “Grönast 

på ön” (“Greenest on the island”). Participant 2 responded immediately: “That is quite a big 

claim to say. Where is the backup for that?”. Participant 3 described it as an instance of self-
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proclamation: “I think it is like nowadays everyone is self-claimed something the best on this, 

the best on that”. 

When asked to interpret the word “greenest”, Participant 2 explained: “If I would read this, I 

would assume it means that they are the most sustainable supermarket on the island”. Then 

participant 2 drew a clear distinction: “It would be different, for example, if it was like cheapest 

on the island... because there is an actual definition for cheapest. But for this, there is no 

definition. I do not know what it means, so I would not trust it”. 

 

At the first stage, before the decision of the cases was shown, Participant 1 separated their 

general liking of the store from their trust in the specific claim: “Because I already like ICA, it 

would not make me trust it less. But I don't think they are the greenest. Maybe they are, but I 

don't think so.” 

 

After being informed that ICA had sometimes omitted the phrase “our vision” and that the 

Ombudsman had ruled the claim misleading, Participant 2 rejected the company’s explanation: 

“Forgetting to add the word is a very poor excuse...when you forget to add the word, you can 

see what it sounds like, and you obviously are trying to achieve something with the way it 

sounds like without the word vision. There is no forgetting here”. Participant 2 also expressed 

frustration: “Being better should always be the goal... so I do not feel like just because during 

several years you have been doing this, you can now claim this”. 

 

Participant 1 stated that the case changed nothing: “Again, it does not change anything for me... 

I like the store. I like the product. It does not make any difference.” Participant 2 similarly 

noted that it would still shop there. 

 

Comparing the two cases, both Participant 2 and Participant 3 judged the ICA claim as the 

more serious violation. Participant 3 explained: “To self-claim the highest, the best, the only... 

it is demanding a bit of proof and a bit more work. So, the second one.” Participant 2 said: 

“The ICA one is really like making it that they are better than everyone else. While the other 

ones are only talking about themselves.” 

 

4.3.5 Closing Discussion 
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In the closing phase, participants reflected on whether a company can regain trust after being 

caught in greenwashing. Participant 2 was sceptical: “I’m not sure they can. I think it is hard, 

like once you have perceived the place as lying, you know, for things to turn around. Because 

realistically, how are they going to try...with more campaigns that you already think are 

misleading?” Participant 3 suggested that only concrete external actions could help: “Maybe 

some like... if I hear about something that they’re actually doing, not like considering their 

products, but in general, and trying to change this, this, this.” 

Participant 2 noted that it had personally observed ICA distributing free lunches to people in 

financial difficulty: “For example, that gives me extra points for ICA because I am like, you 

do not have to do that, but I think it is a really nice thing to do. But does it make me trust more 

that they are like some of their other claims? No”. Participant 1 concluded: “I never once 

thought so much about the green label on food – it’s been quite interesting.” 

 

 

5. Analysis 

___________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter examines the empirical findings in depth, identifying patterns across both groups 

and both cases and organising them into themes that answer the research question. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

This chapter presents the findings from two focus groups conducted with consumers from 

Sweden. The analysis is structured according to the six final themes (Table 1) identified in the 

thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006). Each theme is considered from the perspective 

of both groups and both cases, which provides a systematic comparison necessary to answer 

the research question: how does consumer perception of greenwashing influence trust in the 

context of two Swedish food retail cases, Matriket and ICA Kvantum? 

 Final Theme Groups 

T1 Pre-existing scepticism towards environmental claims G1 + G2 

T2 Vague self-referential claim: Matriket ‘natural way’ G1 + G2 

T3 Empty superlative claim: ICA ‘greenest on the island’ G1 + G2 

T4 Divergent pathways to low green trust G1 + G2 



36 
 

T5 Behavioural resilience: no shopping change after greenwashing G1 + G2 

T6 Difficulty of trust recovery after greenwashing G1 + G2 

Table 1. Overview of final themes identified through thematic analysis 

 

5.1 Theme 1: Pre-existing scepticism towards environmental claims 

The first theme identified in both groups is pre-existing scepticism towards companies’ 

environmental statements. It is notable that this scepticism was formed before introducing any 

specific cases and was not caused by either the Matriket statement or the ICA statement. It 

represented a stable attitude with which the participants came to the focus group. However, 

despite the same result, low confidence in environmental claims, the nature of scepticism in 

the two groups was different. 

 

In Group 1, scepticism was intuitive and based on a common understanding of the logic of 

marketing. The participants did not refer to specific knowledge or sources; they simply 

perceived environmental statements as a sales tool. Participant 1 formulated this immediately: 

“My first thought is that they are trying to deceive me into buying this.” Participant 2 attributed 

this to market trends: “Through marketing they want me to buy this - the trend of everything 

natural is popular...” Participant 2 also noted that this is not a permanent phenomenon: 

“Companies adapt to the trend. In ten years, there will be another trend - new labels." 

Participant 3 went further with the explanation: “Being genuinely eco-friendly is very costly. 

Not a single business would adopt such methods.” Participant 3 also noted a personal reaction 

to eco-labels more broadly: “These big labels - eco, organic - actually push me away from 

buying.” Participant 4 shared a concrete negative experience that reinforced this scepticism: “I 

bought organic sausages for 170 kronas/kg. They tasted bad. I was scammed.” Here, the 

scepticism in Group 1 comes from intuition, marketing logic and personal experience. 

Participants assumed opportunism without needing to verify it through research or evidence. 

 

In Group 2, scepticism was knowledge-based and supported by experience and documentary 

sources. Participant 2 described its reaction to eco-labels: “Nowadays eco-labels are 

everywhere - I see them and go about my shopping.” Participant 2 also pointed to the absence 

of regulation: “There is no specific law in the EU that says what “eco-friendly” means - they 
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can put whatever they want.” Participant 3 described how it verifies such claims: “If it says 

100% natural and you turn the package - it is packed with sugar. I always double-check." 

Participant 2 further referred to personal experience: “I work in design/fashion - I know there 

are no rules there, so there are none here either.” 

 

Both groups ended up in the same place: deep scepticism towards environmental claims. 

However, the paths to this outcome were different. Group 1 never trusted eco-labels to begin 

with, based on a general sense that marketing cannot be taken at face value. Group 2 lost trust 

through active engagement; they researched, read, and were repeatedly disappointed. 

 

One sub-theme that emerged specifically in Group 1 was the role of local origin as an 

alternative credibility signal. Participant 3 noted that visiting the Matriket website 

unexpectedly increased her trust, not because of the environmental claims, but simply because 

the company turned out to be Swedish: “After visiting the Matriket website, some trust 

appeared - just because they are Swedish.” Participant 2 also pointed out that local production 

is associated with reduced transport costs. This suggests that for non-eco-conscious consumers 

(group 1), geographical origin and familiarity with the brand function as a more convincing 

signal of authenticity and alternative source of credibility, separate from environmental claims. 

 

5.2 Theme 2: Vague self-referential claim: Matriket ‘natural way’ 

The Matriket statement “Here in Matriket, the grain fields are taken care of in a natural way” 

was perceived as vague and missing a clear definition by the opinions of participants in both 

groups. The meaning of this statement that was perceived by participants did not match what 

the company intended. 

 

Both focus groups interpreted the word “natural” the same way: no chemicals, no heavy 

machinery and no pesticides. Participant 2 from Group 1 said: “I assume machinery should not 

be used - everything by hand, no chemicals.” Participant 1 from Group 1 was more direct: “A 

tractor - that is not a natural method.” Participant 2 from Group 2 described the same 

expectation: “If you say, “natural way”, I would assume you would not use pesticides. That is 

what I read from it.” 
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Both groups had similar interpretations despite participants having completely different levels 

of environmental awareness. This means that the word “natural” carries a shared meaning that 

is more specific than what Lidl intended. When it was revealed that Lidl used “natural” to 

describe conventional farming and that 91% of Swedish grain fields are non-organic, the gap 

between what participants expected and what the company meant became visible. 

 

The reactions to this also differed between both groups. In Group 1, Participant 2 noted that 

the ruling confirmed what was already suspected: “It confirmed my suspicions - I was already 

sceptical. It is unambiguously vague.” However, Participant 3 was less harsh and saw it more 

as a mistake: “It is simply a marketer’s error. The company is making excuses.” This partly 

explains why the Matriket case did not cause a strong and negative reaction in Group 1. 

 

In Group 2, the reaction was more critical. Participant 2 pointed to a broader problem: “They 

said something without saying something - all these words can be used without any real 

meaning.” And pointed to the absence of regulatory standards: “The problem is that there is 

no regulation on how brands can brand their items.” This observation is important; it places 

the blame not only on Matriket but also on the broader absence of standards that enables such 

vague language to exist in the first place. 

 

Overall, the Matriket case illustrates a specific type of greenwashing: a self-referential claim 

that is not technically false but creates a misleading impression through vagueness. 

 

5.3 Theme 3: Empty superlative claim: ICA ‘greenest on the island’ 

The ICA Kvantum Lidingö statement “The greenest on the island” was perceived by 

participants in both groups as fundamentally different from the Matriket case. While Matriket’s 

case represents greenwashing through vagueness, ICA’s case represents greenwashing through 

unverifiable comparison. The claim “greenest on the island” is different from “treated in a 

natural way” since it does not describe the company’s own process but claims superiority over 

all competitors. This distinction proved to be crucial in shaping participant reactions. 
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The immediate response to the ICA claim in both groups was confusion followed by a demand 

for evidence. Participant 2 from Group 1 asked, "For me it is completely unclear what this 

means. ‘Greenest’ in what sense?” Participant 1 from Group 1 demanded concrete proof: 

“Where is the proof that they are the greenest on the island? A metric is needed.” Participant 

2 from Group 2 highlighted the absence of any definition: “It would be different if it said 

‘cheapest on the island’ - there is a definition for cheapest. But for ‘greenest’, there is no 

definition. I do not know what it means, so I would not trust it.” 

 

This comparison between “cheapest” as a verifiable superlative and “greenest” as an 

unverifiable one captures something important about why the ICA claim failed in 

communication with its consumers. Unlike a price claim which can be objectively compared, 

an environmental superlative without a measurement framework simply cannot be evaluated 

by the consumer. It asks for trust without providing the tools to verify it. 

 

The reaction to ICA’s explanation that the word “vision” had been accidentally omitted was 

revealed in Group 2. Participant 2 rejected it: “Forgetting to add the word is a very poor excuse. 

There is no forgetting here.” Participant 2 added: “Being better should always be the goal - 

several years does not justify this claim.” The omission of “vision” was interpreted not as a 

mistake but as a deliberate choice, and this made ICA’s case the clearest example of perceived 

deception across both focus groups. 

 

When asked to compare the two cases, both groups agreed that ICA’s violation was more 

serious. Participant 3 from Group 2 explained: “To self-claim the highest, it demands more 

proof. The ICA case is more serious.” Participant 2 from Group 2 drew the distinction clearly: 

“The ICA one makes it that they are better than everyone else - Matriket only talks about 

themselves.” Participant 2 from Group 1 concurred: “ICA made no attempt to explain what it 

was saying and simply misled the buyer.” Participant 3 from Group 1 concluded:“Comparing 

the two cases - ICA acted more unethically.” 

 

The theme is showing a clear pattern: claiming to be the best is held to a different standard than 

describing your own process. Matriket made a vague statement about itself. ICA claimed 

superiority over competitors. Consumers expected proof for the second kind of claim, and when 

it was not there, the reaction was not confusion but suspicion. 
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5.4 Theme 4: Divergent pathways to low green trust 

All seven participants gave very low trust scores, ranging from 0 to 5 out of 10. At first 

impression, this appears to be a similar result. However, when the research analysed how the 

participants explained their scores and the path that led them to this result, two different 

mechanisms emerged. 

 

In Group 1, the low trust scores show that trust in environmental claims was never established 

in the first place. Participants did not describe losing trust; they described distrust from the 

start. Participant 3 gave a score of 1, stating, “I study marketing - it is simply aimed at 

increasing sales.” Participant 2 gave a score of around 5, comparing the situation to a lottery: 

“Companies must pass some tests. But the rest is marketing. Like a lottery.” Participant 4 gave 

a score of 3, reasoning that pressure from Swedish social media forces companies to partially 

fulfil their obligations: “Score: 3. In Sweden people research - companies partially comply due 

to social media.” 

 

What is notable in Group 1 is that even the highest score, approximately 5, is framed in terms 

of uncertainty and chance rather than actual confidence. Trust is not a positive factor here; it is 

basically a probability of calculation. The greenwashing disclosures in both cases did not result 

in a further decrease in scores because expectations could not be lowered any further. 

 

In Group 2, the scores were lower and the explanations were more categorical. Participant 1 

gave a score of 1: “I don't trust in that. I don't have any trust at all that the companies are 

sincere.” Participant 3 gave 0: “Score: 0. I watched many documentaries - all these claims are 

just for profit”. What distinguishes Group 2 is that their distrust is not a default assumption; it 

is a conclusion they reached through active engagement with information about corporate 

environmental claims. Their trust was formed, tested, and destroyed through repeated 

engagement with misleading claims. 

 

Participant 1 from Group 2 made this explicit when stating that even evidence would not restore 

the trust: “From this point, nothing - even with proof I would still have some residual distrust.” 
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What makes this particularly significant is that, once trust had collapsed, even proof of genuine 

environmental commitment was not enough to restore it. 

 

Both groups also stated what conditions would be needed to increase their trust. In Group 1, 

Participant 2 called for independent verification: “For me - confirmations from independent 

experts or laboratories.” Participant 2 also proposed a specific mechanism: “Products could 

have QR codes linking to test results.” In Group 2, Participant 2 put it simply: “Where is the 

backup that shows you are sustainable? Most of the time there is no backup.” 

 

It is worth noting that both groups, despite arriving at low trust through very different routes, 

pointed to the same thing when asked what would increase their trust: independent, accessible 

proof. This indicates that the core problem with current environmental communication is not 

the claims themselves but the absence of a way to verify them. 

 

5.5 Theme 5: Behavioural resilience: no shopping change after greenwashing 

Despite the low trust scores, participants did not change their shopping behaviour towards Lidl 

or ICA after learning about the greenwashing cases. On the one hand this seems surprising: if 

consumers clearly perceived greenwashing, why did it not change their behaviour? The answer, 

as the data show, depends on what originally brought them to these stores in the first place. 

 

In Group 1, the explanation is straightforward. Environmental credentials were simply never 

part of the reason these participants shopped at Lidl. Participant 1 stated: “My opinion has not 

changed. When you buy milk for 10 kronas, you understand what to expect.” Participant 2 

added: “If the taste does not change, it makes no difference whether it was eco-grown or not.” 

For these participants, the greenwashing disclosure confirmed what they already believed, but 

it did not change anything that had previously motivated their loyalty. They chose based on 

price, taste, and convenience rather than environmental positioning. 

 

In Group 2, the explanation is more analytically interesting. These participants cared about 

sustainability, yet they also did not change their behaviour. The reason, as the data reveals, is 

that they made a clear distinction between two separate forms of trust: trust in the brand overall 

and trust in its environmental claims specifically. Participant 1 formulated this distinction: 
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“Because I already like ICA, it would not make me trust it less. But I do not think they are the 

greenest.” Participant 3 described a threshold that greenwashing claims did not cross: “Some 

claims in advertising will not affect me. Unless it is harmful to my health.” 

 

An example of this separation came from Participant 2 in Group 2, who noted that ICA's social 

action, distributing free meals to people in financial difficulty, earned positive points for the 

brand but explicitly did not transfer to environmental trust: “ICA giving free lunch - extra 

points for ICA. But does it make me trust their eco-claims? No.” This shows that positive brand 

associations and negative green trust can coexist without cancelling each other out. Brand 

commitment absorbed the negative impact of the greenwashing disclosures on the overall brand 

relationship while leaving green trust unaffected. 

 

This finding challenges the assumption that greenwashing necessarily leads to consumer 

disloyalty. Greenwashing damages trust in environmental claims but does not affect brand 

loyalty. In the context of food retail, where eco-credentials were never a key in purchase 

decisions, this has little impact on actual behaviour. 

 

5.6 Theme 6: Difficulty of trust recovery after greenwashing 

The final theme addresses what happens after greenwashing has been identified, focusing 

specifically on whether and how trust can be restored. While both groups were pessimistic 

about the prospect of recovery, the reasons for their pessimism differed, providing insight into 

the mechanisms of trust destruction. 

 

In Group 1, the view of trust recovery was passive. Participants did not describe active 

processes of recovery; they described the absence of any process. Participant 2 stated this 

clearly: “Nothing can return trust - it simply fades over time.” The implication here is that for 

consumers who never invested trust in environmental claims, trust recovery is not an urgent or 

meaningful concept. The incident is simply forgotten over time, without any intervention on 

the company's part. 

 

In Group 2, the view was more active and more pessimistic. Participant 2 identified a specific 

structural problem, what might be called a credibility gap: “How will they try to restore trust? 
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With more campaigns that you already think are misleading.” For businesses attempting to 

recover, this indicates a serious issue. Consumers perceive a new marketing effort, the 

supposed tool for repairing reputation, as more of the same. If the original claim was not 

credible, there is no reason to trust the corrected one. 

 

Participant 2 from Group 2 supported this view, noting that the greenwashing revelation had 

confirmed existing perceptions: “Because we already did not trust it, the revelation confirms 

what we already thought.” This points to a self-reinforcing dynamic: pre-existing distrust 

makes greenwashing revelations feel like confirmation, and confirmations of distrust make 

future trust recovery harder.  

 

Participants from both groups considered real, observable action that does not involve 

advertising to be the only potentially effective path to recovery. Participant 3 from Group 2 

described it: “Maybe if I hear about something they are actually doing – not in advertising, but 

for the environment.” The key word here is “actually” – the participant made a clear distinction 

between communicating environmental intention and demonstrating environmental action. 

Only real action was seen as capable of making any meaningful difference to their level of 

trust. 

 

 

 

6. Discussion 

___________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter reflects on what the findings mean in a broader context, connecting them to 

existing theory and discussing what this study contributes to the academic topic on 

greenwashing and consumer trust. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.1 Theoretical contributions 

6.1.1 The separation of brand trust and green trust 

The data from this study show that brand trust and green trust do not function as a single unified 

construct; they operate independently of each other. While much of the existing literature 
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approaches trust as a concept that rises or falls in response to company behaviour, the findings 

presented here suggest a more nuanced picture: consumers can simultaneously maintain strong 

brand loyalty and near-zero green trust, without experiencing these as contradictory positions 

This finding supports the argument of Morgan and Hunt (1994), who defined commitment as 

the belief that an ongoing relationship is important to warrant maximum effort to maintain it. 

What this study adds is that this commitment does not protect all aspects of the brand 

relationship equally. It protected overall brand loyalty. Participants continued shopping at Lidl 

and ICA, but it did not extend to their environmental trust. Consumers could simultaneously 

remain loyal to a store and completely distrust its environmental claims, without feeling any 

contradiction. This suggests that brand commitment and green trust operate as two separate 

constructs that can coexist independently - a distinction that Morgan and Hunt's original 

framework did not address but which the findings of this study make visible. 

 

This has a broader implication for how people relate to greenwashing and trust. The question 

is not just whether greenwashing damages trust; it is which kind of trust and what that trust 

was built on in the first place. In a food retail industry where customers purchase based on price 

and convenience, greenwashing can destroy green trust completely without affecting brand 

trust. 

 

6.1.2 Two divergent pathways to low green trust 

The second contribution refines the model proposed by Chen and Chang (2013), who showed 

that perceived greenwashing reduces green trust through two mechanisms: green consumer 

confusion and green perceived risk. This study confirms that these mechanisms exist but adds 

an important qualification, they only apply when green trust has been formed in the first place. 

 

In Group 1, green trust was never formed. Participants were sceptical towards environmental 

claims from the start, based on a general understanding of how marketing works rather than 

any specific negative experience. When the greenwashing cases were revealed, it made no 

difference to their trust levels, because there was nothing to reduce. The mechanisms Chen and 

Chang describe existed in theory, but their starting point was already at zero 

 

In Group 2, green trust had existed at some point but was gradually destroyed through 

accumulated knowledge and repeated disappointment. These participants had engaged with 
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sustainability information, reading ingredient labels, watching documentaries about food 

production, and drawing on professional experience in other industries. Through this process, 

they formed beliefs about corporate environmental practices and then lost trust as those beliefs 

were repeatedly contradicted. By the time participants joined the focus group, their green trust 

had already collapsed before the Matriket and ICA cases were introduced. The greenwashing 

disclosures, therefore, confirmed what they already knew rather than changing anything. 

 

The fact that both groups came to the same conclusion – low green trust and no change in 

shopping behaviour, but through different routes. Group 1 never trusted environmental claims 

to begin with. Group 2 trusted them, investigated them, and lost that trust through knowledge. 

This indicates that the impact of greenwashing on green trust varies depending on whether the 

customer previously accepted environmental claims and, if so, how that trust was lost. Higher 

environmental understanding did not increase consumers’ sensitivity to greenwashing in terms 

of behaviour; however, it produced a more informed version of the same suspicion. 

 

Additionally, unlike most existing studies, which examine consumer trust afterwards, when a 

greenwashing scandal has already emerged, this study captured consumers’ real-time reactions 

to ongoing cases. This provides a more immediate picture of how consumers evaluate 

environmental claims before they are widely recognized as misleading. 

 

6.1.3 The type of claim determines the intensity of the perceived deception 

The third contribution concerns the relationship between the structure of an environmental 

claim and the consumer’s perception of deception. This study identifies a qualitative difference 

between two types of misleading claims. 

 

A vague self-referential claim, such as Matriket’s “treated in a natural way” - creates green 

consumer confusion. Participants could not establish what the claim meant and filled the gap 

with their own assumptions, which diverged significantly from what the company intended. 

The misleading claim was perceived as unintentional, closer to a marketing mistake than 

purposeful deception. 
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A comparative superlative without evidence - such as ICA’s “greenest on the island”, creates 

perceived opportunism in the sense described by Morgan and Hunt (1994). A comparative 

claim asserts superiority over competitors and therefore carries a higher level of implied proof 

than a self-referential description. When that proof is absent, the claim is not perceived as 

vague; it is perceived as intentionally misleading. Both groups judged the ICA case as more 

serious than Matriket’s. When a company claims to be better than all its competitors, 

consumers expect evidence.  

 

The finding adds to the understanding of greenwashing, showing that the type of claim, rather 

than how it is presented, influences the form and intensity of the customer response. The 

problem has actual consequences for how customers evaluate company credibility. 

 

6.2 Practical implications 

For food retail companies 

The findings point to several concrete implications for companies that use environmental 

claims in their marketing communications. 

 

First, vague environmental terms without operational definitions do not build trust; they 

undermine it. When the gap between what a claim implies and what it means becomes visible, 

it actively confirms consumer scepticism rather than creating a neutral outcome. Specific and 

verifiable claims supported by accessible independent evidence would be more effective in 

building green trust. 

 

Second, comparative superlatives carry higher reputational risk than self-referential claims. 

Claiming to be the greenest among competitors triggers an active search for proof. When that 

proof is missing, the claim is perceived as intentionally misleading, which is a far more 

damaging outcome than being perceived as simply inaccurate. Companies should avoid 

comparative environmental superlatives unless they can support them with measurable 

evidence.  

 

Third, launching a new marketing campaign after the “greenwashing” is unlikely to help. Both 

groups confirmed that the new advert would be treated with the same scepticism as the original 

ad statement, meaning if consumers did not trust the message before, there would be no reason 
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to trust the corrected advert. The only thing that the participants of both groups found 

convincing was if the company would do real environmental actions and not just advertise. 

 

For regulators 

The findings provide empirical support for stronger regulatory standards governing the use of 

environmental terms in advertising. The absence of definitions for terms like “natural” or 

“green” creates the conditions for greenwashing to occur without legal consequence, as 

illustrated by both cases in this study. Both Matriket and ICA were able to use environmental 

language that created misleading impressions while remaining within the boundaries of 

existing regulations at the time. The recently adopted Empowering Consumers for the Green 

Transition Directive (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2024), which 

will apply from September 2026, introduces specific prohibitions on unsubstantiated 

environmental claims and represents a step in the right direction. However, the findings of this 

study suggest that consumers have already adapted to the absence of clear standards through 

deep scepticism, raising the question of whether new regulations will be enough to rebuild the 

trust that has already been lost. 

 

For consumers 

The findings also carry implications for consumers who want to make more informed 

environmental purchasing decisions. The data show that most participants had already 

developed their own strategies for dealing with environmental claims - checking ingredient 

labels, researching brands online, or simply ignoring eco-labels altogether. These are 

understandable responses to the absence of clear and reliable standards. 

 

However, dismissing all environmental claims equally, whether honest or not, creates an 

unintended problem. If consumers do not believe any environmental communication regardless 

of its content, companies have little reason to invest in genuine sustainability improvements.  

 

A more targeted approach could be more effective. Instead of rejecting everything, consumers 

could demand specific and verifiable proof, for example, QR codes linking to independent test 

results, third-party certifications, or publicly available data on environmental performance. 

Choosing brands that provide this kind of transparency and avoiding those that only offer vague 

language sends a clearer signal to the market and creates a real incentive for companies to 

communicate honestly. 
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6.3 Limitations  

The first limitation relates to the format of focus groups. Both meetings took place online using 

Zoom, which is convenient but produces a less natural environment than meeting in person. 

People communicate differently when they only see each other on a computer, and nonverbal 

communication, which is often crucial in group conversations, is limited (Morgan, 1997). 

Furthermore, because the participants did not know each other before the focus group, some of 

them may have hesitated to express themselves more openly, particularly when their ideas 

differed from those of others. 

The second limitation is the sample size. Seven people provide rich material for qualitative 

analysis, but they do not allow us to draw conclusions that would apply to all consumers. This 

is a conscious choice: qualitative research aims to understand how people think and why, rather 

than count how many they are (Saunders et al., 2023). Nevertheless, it is important to take this 

into account when reading the conclusions. 

The third limitation is the interpretative nature of the thematic analysis. Although we followed 

the systematic procedure according to Braun and Clarke (2006), the choice of themes and their 

names always reflects the researcher’s point of view. Other authors could have read the same 

transcripts and interpreted the accents differently. This is not a disadvantage of the method but 

its nature, and that is why transparency of the coding process is so important. 

6.4 Future studies 

In terms of future research, this research asks rather than answers questions, which may be one 

of the benefits of a qualitative method. 

It would be interesting to use quantitative methods to examine the identified patterns in a bigger 

sample. For instance, is there a consistent pattern in how eco-conscious and non-eco-conscious 

consumers lose trust, or is it a characteristic of our participants? 

Another possible idea is to compare different countries. Sweden has an active advertising 

ombudsman and a high level of consumer awareness. It would be useful to learn whether the 
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perception of greenwashing is changing in regions where regulation is weaker and consumers 

are less protected. 

Finally, the theme of regaining trust needs its own research. Our participants were sceptical, 

but does this scepticism stay over time? Guo et al. (2018) investigated this process in the 

Chinese context, but the Swedish market, with its own regulatory and cultural environment, 

may provide different findings. 

 

 

7. Conclusions 

This study was aimed at answering the following research question: How does consumer 

perception of greenwashing influence trust in the context of two Swedish food retail cases, 

Matriket and ICA Kvantum? 

Based on empirical data collected through two focus groups and analysed through the Trust 

and Commitment Theory (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) and the concepts of green trust and green 

consumer confusion (Chen & Chang, 2013), three conclusions can be drawn. 

 

First Conclusion. When weighing the evidence, it appears that greenwashing perception does 

not always reduce trust; in many cases, trust in environmental claims was never formed in the 

first place. In Group 1, participants expressed scepticism towards eco-labels before any specific 

case was introduced, and the greenwashing revelations served to confirm rather than create 

distrust. In Group 2, green trust had already collapsed through accumulated knowledge and 

repeated disappointment well before the study began. The most reasonable interpretation is that 

low green trust preceded the greenwashing revelation in both groups, rather than resulting from 

it. This qualifies the model proposed by Chen and Chang (2013), which assumes that trust 

exists before greenwashing destroys it. 

 

Second conclusion. The type of environmental claim matters for how consumers respond. 

Matriket's phrase “treated in a natural way” caused confusion; all participants assumed it meant 

organic or chemical-free farming, which was not what Lidl intended. ICA’s claim “greenest on 

the island” provoked a stronger reaction. Without any evidence to back it up, participants did 

not just find it unclear; they found it intentionally misleading. Both groups judged the ICA case 
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as more serious, which suggests that comparative claims without proof feel dishonest in a way 

that vague descriptions do not. 

 

Third conclusion. Perceived greenwashing did not change shopping behaviour in either group. 

None of the seven participants expressed an intention to stop shopping at Lidl or ICA following 

the greenwashing revelations. In Group 1, environmental credentials were never part of the 

purchase decision. In Group 2, brand trust and green trust functioned as analytically separate 

constructs; participants remained loyal to the store while holding near-zero trust in its 

environmental claims. This extends the argument of Morgan and Hunt (1994) on the protective 

role of commitment. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A. Focus Group Interview Questions 

These questions were used for both focus group sessions. Group 1 was conducted in Russian 

and Group 2 in English. The questions are presented here in English. 

 

Part 1: General attitudes towards food shopping 

- When you buy food in a supermarket, what matters most to you? Price, taste, brand, 

packaging, ingredients or something else? 

- Why is this important to you? 

- Have your priorities changed recently? 

Part 2: Perceptions of environmental claims 

- When you see words like “natural”, "eco-friendly", "sustainable", “organic” or “climate 

smart” on the packaging, do you notice them? What do you think when you see them? 

- Do you trust such words? Why? 

- Which of these words seems the most trustworthy to you? Which is the last? 

- Has it ever happened that you bought a product because of such a word and then 

regretted it? 

- In general, do you believe that companies making such environmental claims are 

usually sincere? Or is it just marketing? 

- On a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is “do not trust at all” and 10 is “completely trust”, 

what number comes to mind? Why that number? 

- What would a company need to do to get a higher rating from you? 

Part 3: Case 1 - Matriket/Lidl 

Participants were shown an advertisement from Matriket with the text “Here in Matriket, the 

grain fields are taken care of in a natural way.” 

- Do you think something is wrong here? 

- How do you understand the phrase “in a natural way”? What does it mean to you? 

- Do you trust this claim? Why? 
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- What makes you think so: the words, the design or the brand? 

 

Participants were then informed about the Matriket case. 

- Now that you know this, has your opinion changed? 

- If you trusted it at first, and now you've learnt that it is greenwashing, how do you feel 

now? 

- If you did not trust it at first and now you have learned that the Advertising Ombudsman 

agrees, do you feel that you were right? 

- How does it affect your trust in Matriket and Lidl overall? 

- Why do you think the company made such a claim? 

Part 4: Case 2 – ICA Kvantum Lidingö 

Participants were shown the ICA Kvantum logo with the text “Grönast på ön” (“The greenest 

on the island”). 

- Do you think something is wrong here? 

- How do you understand “the greenest on the island”? 

- What does “the greenest” mean to you in this context? 

- Do you think one store can be “the greenest” on the island? 

- Do you trust this claim? Why? 

- Compared to the Matriket example, which claim seems more believable to you?  

 

Participants were then informed that the Swedish Advertising Ombudsman found the claim 

misleading. 

- If at first you trusted it or not, and now you have learnt it is greenwashing, has your 

opinion changed? What do you think? 

- How does it affect your trust in ICA? 

Part 5: Comparison of the 2 cases 

- Looking at both cases, which one do you personally consider the more serious 

violation? Why? 

Part 6: Closing questions 

- Looking back at both examples, what matters most to you when deciding whether to 

trust a company’s environmental claim? 

- Do you think a company can regain your trust after being caught greenwashing? 

- How does greenwashing affect your trust in grocery stores overall? 
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- Is there anything we have not discussed that you think is important? 

 

 

 

Appendix B. Stimulus 
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Appendix C. Thematic Coding Table 
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Quotes from Group 1 have been translated from Russian. G1 = Group 1 (non-eco-conscious, white rows). G2 = Group 2 (eco-conscious, grey 

rows). P = Participant. Coding conducted following Braun & Clarke (2006). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



60 
 

Appendix E. Application for processing of personal data in thesis work 
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We declare that if we have made use of non-sensitive personal data we have collected, GDPR 

Thesis consent forms, including contact details with participants in our study. These forms have 

been shared with our tutor. 

 

We have read and applied the Jönköping University’s current research ethics guidelines with 

regards to the use of artificial intelligence (AI) tool in this work as presented in the Course 

Guide. During the preparation of this work the authors used the following: 
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• To improve the academic tone and language of selected sections. All suggestions were reviewed 

and edited by both authors before being included. The content and arguments throughout the thesis are 

entirely our own. 

• To connect paragraphs and improve the overall flow of the text. All paragraphs were written 

by us in our own words. 

• To summarise selected academic sources to better understand their content. No summaries were 

copied; theoretical content was written in our own words and verified against the original sources. 

• To help us better understand theoretical concepts and frameworks. No definitions or 

explanations were copied; all content was written in our own words and cross-checked with original 

sources. 

• To assist with organising and formulating focus group questions to ensure they were clear and 

understandable for participants. 

• To support the translation of Group 1 focus group transcripts from Russian to English. All 

translations were reviewed and edited by the authors. 
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