
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unmasking Greenwashing: An Examination of 

Generation Z’s Perception of Sustainable 

Business 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LAB University of Applied Sciences 

Bachelor of Business Administration, International Business  

2024 

Lilli Tiainen



 

 Abstract 

Author(s)  

Lilli Tiainen 

Publication type  

Thesis, UAS 

Completion year 

2024 

Number of pages 

30 

 

Title of the thesis 

Unmasking greenwashing: An examination of Generation Z’s perception of sus-
tainable business 

 Degree, Field of Study 

Bachelor of Business Administration, Degree Programme in International Business 

Abstract 

This thesis aims to examine the perception Generation Z has on greenwashing, how it 
affects their perception of sustainable business, and whether it has an impact on their 
consumer behaviour. The topic was chosen based on the author’s interest of sustaina-
ble business.  

As a highly connected, technological generation, Generation Z has grown up to be hy-
peraware of global news and events. With raging online activism, and endless sources 
of knowledge, it is no surprise the generation feels anxious about the future. The the-
sis examines the awareness Generation Z has on the environmental issues of con-
sumerism, and how it impacts their consumer behaviour.  

The thesis is written using both qualitative and quantitative methods of research, and 
a deductive approach. Both primary and secondary data are utilized to formulate the 
theoretical framework and the empirical research of the thesis. First, theories of sus-
tainable business, greenwashing, and Generation Z are explored in the form of a liter-
ature review. Then empirical research is conducted in the form of two online surveys 
to gain an understanding of Generation Z, and preceding generations perception of 
greenwashing. 

The work is concluded by analysing the empirical research results and drawing con-
clusions on the research questions surrounding the topic. The outcomes of the re-
search support the theoretical framework by providing an understanding of the gener-
ation’s views on greenwashing, and how they truly implement that in consumer deci-
sions.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

Generation Z, born between mid-1990s to 2010, is considered to be the most technological 

generation to date. Generation Z has witnessed more change than any preceding genera-

tion, as wide accessibility to technology, knowledge, and global news has been an integral 

part of their everyday lives. With this, the generation has shaped in to a highly connected, 

self-actualized, and global group of youths. Wide connectivity and access to endless 

knowledge allow Generation Z to observe and rationally formulate opinions on global issues 

such as climate change or human rights issues. (Dadić et al. 2022, 11.) 

Generation Z has been exposed to massive global concerns since youth, with a constant 

stream of crises and disasters displayed on social media platforms and the news. A recent 

10-nation survey shows that Generation Z suffers from climate anxiety more than any other 

generation. More than half of the survey respondents said they believe humanity is doomed. 

(Wray 2022, according to Schiffman 2022.) Fuelled by climate anxiety, Generation Z’s 

stance towards a more sustainable future is determined, as they alter their travel and pur-

chase habits, and create influential communities across social media platforms. The fore-

mentioned accessibility to endless knowledge allows Generation Z to develop deep critical 

thinking skills, and defy alleged facts, such as companies’ sustainability statements. 

A Knit (2022a) 2022 research states that only 25 percent of US Gen Zers believe brands 

are genuine in their social cause initiatives. It is no wonder Generation Z is hyper-aware of 

greenwashing – the act of misleading the public to believe a company or a product is envi-

ronmentally conscious. Companies use greenwashing to market themselves as sustainable 

to attract green consumers, without providing sufficient information to determine the actual 

environmental impact of the product. (Gibbens 2022.)  

According to the Knit 2022 research, Generation Z occupies 40 percent of the world’s con-

sumer population (Knit 2022b, 3). Considering Gen Z’s environmental activism, and the 

scepticism towards companies’ true environmental impact, the consumer behaviour of the 

generation can be presumed to adapt to the generational values. This thesis aims to exam-

ine how Generation Z perceives greenwashing in the context of sustainable business and 

whether it affects their consumer behaviour.  

The examination of Generation Z and their consumer behaviour is important as the gener-

ation holds significant consumer power and sets the foundation for modern consumer be-
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haviour of the next generations to come. Businesses benefit from understanding the rele-

vancy of current social values in many aspects, such as brand image, marketing, manufac-

turing, recruitment, and sales. By examining the potential challenges brought by genera-

tional values, businesses can prepare for, and adapt to the demands of the generation. 

1.2 Thesis Objectives, Research Questions, and Limitations 

The aim of this thesis is to examine how Generation Z perceives greenwashing in the con-

text of sustainable business, and whether it impacts their consumer behaviour. The objec-

tive of the research is to assess whether Generation Z’s environmental values correlate with 

their behaviour.  

Three research questions are defined to guide the process of the examination and to sup-

port the aim of the thesis. The research questions are as follows.  

The main research question: 

• How does Generation Z perceive and interpret greenwashing in the context of sus-

tainable business practices? 

The two sub-questions: 

• How does Generation Z’s perception of greenwashing affect their consumer behav-

iour? 

• How do Generation Z’s attitudes towards greenwashing compare with those of other 

generations? 

The research has limitations. The generalizability of Generation Z is limited due to geo-

graphical, socioeconomic, and cultural backgrounds. The differences are not analysed in 

this thesis. Response bias may affect the results of conducted surveys, as Gen Zers might 

answer according to social desires rather than with their own opinion or behaviour. The 

possible response bias is not assessed. This thesis does not examine hypotheses, the fo-

cus of the research is on existing literature, data, and conduct of surveys. The extent of the 

research is limited based on relevancy to a bachelor’s thesis.  

1.3 Theoretical Framework 

This thesis utilizes the interpretive research paradigm. Interpretivism assumes that reality 

is subjective and socially constructed. It argues that reality is based on an individual’s his-

torical or social perspective and understanding and can vary between persons. Interpretive 



3 

approaches rely on the observation of qualitative data to gain an extensive understanding 

of the researched phenomena. (Helm.)  

Interpretivism applies to the thesis as researching a generational phenomenon poses chal-

lenges based on the educational, socio-economic, and geographical backgrounds of Gen 

Zers. Generalizing an entire generation is not feasible, therefore the empirical research re-

sults must be supported by relevant theories.  

In this thesis, a literature review is conducted to explain the main concepts and define the 

theoretical background of the research questions. Chapters 2-4 contain the theoretical 

background. Chapter 2 defines sustainable business in the context of the thesis. Chapter 3 

defines greenwashing as a concept and examines its relevancy to the conduct of sustaina-

ble business. Chapter 4 defines Generation Z and examines their behaviour in the context 

of sustainable consumption.  

1.4 Research Methodology and Data Collection 

Two common research approaches are the inductive approach, where the theoretical per-

spective is developed based on collected specific data, and the deductive approach, where 

the theoretical perspective is defined first, then tested against collected data (Emerald Pub-

lishing). This thesis follows a deductive approach, where a theoretical background is formed 

to support the topic of the thesis, followed by empirical research to answer the foremen-

tioned research questions. 

Research methodology explains how the research is carried out. Quantitative research in-

volves collecting and analysing numerical data, whereas qualitative research involves col-

lecting and analysing non-numerical data to gain insight into a specific problem (Bhandari, 

2020). The empirical research is conducted with a mixed approach of qualitative and quan-

titative research methods through observing and collecting data supporting the main re-

search questions.  

This thesis utilises both primary and secondary data. Primary data is collected for the em-

pirical research through conducting surveys. Secondary data is collected for the literature 

review and theoretical perspective of this thesis.  

1.5 Thesis Structure 

The structure of the thesis is visualised in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Thesis Structure.  

Chapter 1 introduces the topic, theory, and content of the thesis. Chapters 2-4 contain the 

theoretical background and literature review. The main concepts are explained, and rele-

vant theory is presented to support Chapter 5 of empirical research. Empirical research is 

conducted in the form of two surveys. Chapter 6 concludes the empirical research results 

and contains recommendations for further research. The thesis is summarized in Chapter 

7.  
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2 Sustainable Business 

2.1 Definition of Sustainable Business 

Sustainable business intends to conduct business without negatively impacting the environ-

ment, community, or society in which it operates. Sustainable business strategies generally 

implement positive impact in the environmental and societal fields, while considering a va-

riety of factors, such as the sustainability of manufacturing, logistics, and distribution, emis-

sions, social justice, and quality of life. (Spiliakos 2018, KnowESG 2023.) 

Sustainability brings value to not only the environment and society, but for businesses them-

selves. As explained by Chladek (2019), the benefits of implementing sustainable business 

strategies are vast, as sustainable business mitigates risks, improves brand image, brings 

competitive advantage, expands the market, and drives industry-level change.  

A common method to implement sustainable business is to establish Corporate Social Re-

sponsibility (CSR) strategies within the organization. According to Stobierski (2021), CSR 

is a form of self-regulated strategy with which businesses can measure and communicate 

their social and environmental efforts and hold themselves accountable. CSR is oftentimes 

guided by the triple bottom line concept, which implies that businesses should measure 

their social and environmental impact, sustainability efforts and profits. The triple bottom 

line concept is easily summarised by the three P’s: people, planet, and profit.  

Once sustainable business strategies have been implemented in the organization, an addi-

tional effort can be made by delving into the Sustainable Development Goals, or SDGs. The 

Sustainable Development Goals were developed in 2015 by the United Nations member 

states, establishing 17 development goals to end extreme poverty, fight inequalities, and 

protect the planet. Integrating SDGs into sustainable business strategies provides clear ob-

jectives for sustainable innovation and creates opportunities for further action. (United Na-

tions Global Compact.) 

2.2 Environmental Sustainability 

It is important to note that this thesis research focuses on the environmental aspects of 

sustainable business. Environmental sustainability focuses on the impact a business cre-

ates on the natural world. The focus is not solely on the short-term impact, rather environ-

mental sustainability urges businesses to become aware of and adjust the long-term impact 

they create on the environment and climate. (Failte Ireland a.). According to an Impact Day 

(2023) article, the long-term environmental impact of businesses includes greenhouse gas 

emissions, waste production, pollution, and habitat and biodiversity destruction.  



6 

Environmental sustainability management is increasingly important to businesses as envi-

ronmental changes create risks in every aspect of life on the planet. In business, environ-

mental sustainability should be managed on a corporate governance level. Corporate gov-

ernance must lead the arrangement and allocation of decision making of sustainable strat-

egies. The strategies should be versatile to mitigate the businesses' impact on the natural 

environment, through implementing processes and policies to restrict consumption, waste, 

and non-sustainable resources. The environmental sustainability management should be 

distributed across the corporate bodies to ensure cooperation and coordination of the strat-

egies. (Aguilera et al. 2021.) 

One of the main drivers behind environmental sustainability is climate change. Climate 

change refers to the long-term changes in global weather and temperature. As gas emis-

sions caused by industrial processes are raising the global temperature, scientists believe 

the worst climate impact could be maintained if the temperature rise stays below 1.5 Celsius 

degrees. However, it is pointed out that a temperature rise of 3 Celsius degrees is expected 

by the end of this century. (United Nations a.). According to the European Parliament 

(2023a), the biggest greenhouse gas emissions come from the energy industry (77.01%), 

the agriculture industry (10.55%) and the industrial processes (9.10%). The biggest emitters 

are China, the United States, the European Union, and India.  

Consumers are becoming increasingly aware of the risks and concerns of climate change, 

impelling more sustainable consumption. As consumers become more educated on the cur-

rent climate concerns, they become more vigilant of their impact, and the impact of the 

companies they purchase from. This drives businesses to not only act more sustainably but 

also communicate their efforts. (Failte Ireland b.) Green marketing, according to Sloovi 

(2024) enhances businesses' brand image, and increases customer loyalty, as these busi-

nesses are perceived as honest and committed to a good cause. Green marketing can offer 

a competitive advantage in the field, as well as expand the customer base as consumers 

become more demanding of eco-conscious products and services.  
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3 Greenwashing 

3.1 Definition of Greenwashing 

Green marketing brings a competitive advantage to sustainable businesses, as consumers 

begin to value sustainable efforts and the environmental impact of companies. It is good to 

note, that not all green marketing is always legitimate. 

False green marketing is known as the phenomenon of greenwashing. As defined in the 

introduction, according to Gibbens (2022) greenwashing is the act of misleading the public 

to believe a company or a product is environmentally conscious. Greenwashing appears as 

a company uses green marketing strategies to appear positively to the public, without 

providing sufficient information on the true environmental impact of the product or service. 

Greenwashing appears on many levels, varying between low-impact such as falsely adver-

tised recyclable packaging, up to high-impact, like the false green representation of fossil 

fuel companies. Robinson (2022) lists common examples of greenwashing. An example of 

lower impact greenwashing can be observed from big companies such as Nestle and Coca-

Cola, which have been named as some of the biggest plastic polluters of the world, yet 

claim to be sustainable and to prioritize recycling, without providing sufficient reporting of 

the initiatives. An example of higher impact greenwashing can be perceived from major 

banks, which claim to combat climate change while funding industries that use fossil fuels 

or contribute to deforestation.  

3.2 Drivers of Greenwashing 

The drivers of greenwashing are not limited to the preferences of green consumers. Ac-

cording to the 2011 article, Drivers of Greenwashing, the drivers can be divided into three 

categories: non-market external drivers, market external drivers, and organizational drivers. 

(Delmas et al. 2011, 5.) 

The non-market external drivers include the regulatory environment. The regulatory envi-

ronment refers to the advertising regulations in the market area. In the US and many devel-

oping countries regulations are limited or non-existent. The European Union is setting rules 

to ban misleading marketing, with e.g., restricting the use of sustainability labels to ensure 

the sole use of approved certification schemes (European Parliament, 2023b). The lack of 

regulation enables greenwashing as the consequences are not legally binding. (Delmas et 

al. 2011, 6-8.) 
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Market external drivers include consumer, investor, and competitor-induced incentives. 

Companies experience pressure from green consumers, and investors to be environmen-

tally conscious, and communicate their environmental performance. The pressure can drive 

companies to falsely communicate and portray their environmental efforts and impact. The 

competitive environment may cause pressure if companies come to acknowledge the com-

petitive advantages of green marketing. (Delmas et al. 2011, 8-9.) 

The organizational drivers include firm characteristics, such as the size, industry, or profit-

ability of the company. Firm characteristics influence the strategies of companies and ex-

pose them to external pressures. The other organizational drivers include the incentive 

structure and ethical climate of the company, the organizational inertia, and the effective-

ness of internal communication. These structures can directly, or indirectly influence the 

appearance of greenwashing in companies. The lack of communication, poor ethical envi-

ronment, and slow reaction to change all subject companies to participate in fabrication. 

(Delmas et al. 2011, 9-12.) 

3.3 Impact of Greenwashing 

As briefly prefaced in the previous chapter, greenwashing does not come without conse-

quences. The consequences vary between business- and environmental levels and can 

have long-term negative impact on both.  

According to Koskinen (2023), on a business level greenwashing can cause a rift in brand 

image and customer loyalty, as consumers become more aware of greenwashing and its 

impact on the environment. If a company gets exposed as greenwashing, customers will 

deem the brand untrustworthy, directly affecting their return to the company. Social media 

activists are quick to call out the ethical dilemmas of companies, and consumers are quick 

to ingest the information online. With social media’s heavy influence and broad reach, com-

panies are at an all-time reputational risk.  

Another potential consequence is legal action, such as getting sued or going under investi-

gation. This is highly dependent on the regulatory environment but is a potential risk in e.g. 

the EU area. Legal action not only affects brand image but might damage business-to-busi-

ness partnerships, such as investors and insurances. All the forementioned consequences 

can result in financial losses, through loss of revenue, penalties, legal costs, etc.  

Greenwashing negatively impacts the environment, as consumers are tricked into purchas-

ing from companies that falsely communicate the environmental impact of their products or 

services. This results in repercussions like increased pollution due to manufacturing, re-

source depletion of natural resources, biodiversity damage, and climate change due to 
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greenhouse gas emissions. (Koskinen, 2023.) Greenwashing also distracts the public from 

realistic and concrete action towards fighting the climate crisis (United Nations b). 
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4 The Generations 

4.1 The Generation of Technology, Generation Z 

According to Confetto et al. (2023) Generation Z, born from the mid-nineties to early 2010s, 

has been exposed to extensive development in technology since early childhood, growing 

up on unlimited access to the internet and global connection. Gen Z has grown up to be 

hyperaware of current global events and socioeconomic trends, such as wars, the pan-

demic, and climate change.   

Djafarova et al. (2022) state that the high level of education and social awareness of the 

generation drives online activism and information retrieval, influencing Gen Zers to imple-

ment sustainability and social justice in their lifestyles. They pursue green products and 

services, show interest in social responsibility, and actively voice their opinions online.  

As a generation, Gen Zers are increasingly aware of their online presence and impression, 

unlike any preceding generation. While they spend up to 11 hours a day scrolling online, 

they are careful of what they share and how they present their personal lives. The online 

identities of Gen Z influence their consumption habits, as they worry about how others might 

perceive them. (Djafarova et al. 2022.) 

As the most educated generation to date, met with consistent exposure to global and eco-

nomic issues, Gen Z has grown to be frugal, mindful, and socially just in their consumption 

habits and everyday life. While they make up a major percentage of the world’s consumer 

population, they are more intentional in how money is spent. (Djafarova et al. 2022.)  

4.2 Generation Z Conscious Consumer Behaviour 

While environmentally aware, Generation Z has been perceived as more attitudinally green, 

in contrast to their true green consumer behaviour. Djafarova et al. (2022), conducted re-

search that shows variable results in the true green consumer behaviour of Gen Zers.  

The research supports the phenomenon of online influence and the presence of high aware-

ness in Generation Z. Gen Zers rely heavily on social media movements and activism to 

educate themselves on important global topics. As stated by Narayanan (2022), Gen Z’s 

complex upbringing has brought them to hyper-cognitively utilize both online and offline 

sources to educate themselves on global topics. The generation is extensively educated on 

climate change and environmental issues and are not holding back from voicing their con-

cerns globally.  
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Gen Zers have a strong will for conscious consumption, though the final purchase decision 

is heavily impacted by cost and reach accessibility. Djafarova et al. (2022) research shows 

that cost limitations and selection distance drive Gen Z to purchase a less ethical option. It 

is good to note that the oldest of Gen Z have yet to reach 30 years of age, limiting the 

financial capacity of their consumer behaviour, and as the generation becomes more finan-

cially stable, the limitations can be expected to change.  

As Generation Z has grown up through many economic fluctuations, they have become 

frugal in their spending habits. This shows positively in conscious consumption, as they are 

increasingly intentional with purchasing, considering factors such as the longevity of the 

product. 

According to Djafarova et al. (2022) research, the motivators of Gen Z’s purchase intent are 

drawn to social media influence and presence, and the “do good, feel good” feeling of ethical 

purchases. Gen Zers feel pressure to appear as informed and conscious online, pushing 

them towards more ethical action.  

Research conducted by Narayanan (2022) mentions Generation Z to value the Corporate 

Social Responsibility of companies when considering purchases. The research supports 

the intentionality of Gen Z consumers and states that Gen Z has a higher willingness to pay 

for a brand based on their social and environmental initiatives. 

The overall conscious consumer behaviour of Generation Z is individually driven by per-

sonal values and moral beliefs. However, the online pressures and level of information push 

Gen Z’s values on a generational level, interconnecting the two.  

4.3 Preceding Generations Consumer Behaviour and Sustainable Awareness 

Research on the preceding generations consumer behaviour is limited, however a general-

ized consumer profile can be drawn for each generation. This thesis mentions two of the 

preceding generations of Generation Z, those being Millennials, born between 1981 and 

1996, and Generation X, born between 1965 and 1980. The generations consumer behav-

iour is largely shaped by the economic times and major global events of the generation’s 

formative years. Both generations have lived through various economic crises and reces-

sions throughout their lives, with global recessions in the early 1990’s, 2007, and the Covid-

19 pandemic (Reinike, 2022). Financial instability affects the way these generations value 

money and how they prioritize spending. 

As consumers, Millennials are described as low-effort, low-income and low-loyalty buyers. 

Millennials are less likely to put effort into low-involvement purchases, often searching for 
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the most accessible and affordable deals. The lack of brand loyalty for Millennials is tied to 

the financial instability of the generation, as well as the priorities of their spending. Rather 

than spending money on high-involvement goods, Millennials are prioritizing experiences 

and travel, while valuing sustainability and environmental efforts like Generation Z. (Kou-

fogazos 2024.) 

According to Koufogazos (2024), Generation X is described to be very brand loyal, and to 

prefer in-store shopping and high-quality goods. While spending lots of time online, Gen X 

is said to prefer in-store shopping, taking time to search for high-quality products, for which 

they are willing to spend more money. They are more likely to join loyalty programmes or 

coupon schemes and stay loyal to the brands they often purchase from. As for environmen-

tal concerns, according to research conducted by EY (2023), Generation X is the least likely 

of the generations to make lifestyle changes in their consumption habits. 

The 2023 research conducted by EY (2023) compares the generations knowledge and opin-

ions of sustainability from the perspectives of environmental awareness, sources of sus-

tainability information, environmental literacy education, taking action and barriers to being 

more sustainable. A short comparison is drawn from the survey results to demonstrate the 

generational differences in sustainable awareness.  

Considering environmental awareness, the study states that Generation X, with 60% is the 

most hopeful for the future, while only 57% of Millennials and 55% of Generation Z agree. 

As for environmental concerns, Generation X and Millennials are the most concerned about 

severe weather events locally, and waste production globally, while Generation Z finds 

waste production the most concerning in both contexts. (EY 2023.)  

The study shows that all generations gain information about sustainability from social media 

and consider it the most trustworthy knowledge source. All generations agree that sustain-

ability should be educated in schools and through social media, with over 75% of Genera-

tion Z agreeing that education has made them more sustainable in their own lives. (EY 

2023.) 

As for taking sustainable action, Generation X is recycling more, Millennials are making 

their homes more sustainable, and Generation Z is attempting both. The biggest barrier to 

a more sustainable lifestyle for all generations is the cost of being more sustainable, as 

recurs in many studies and theories. (EY 2023.) 
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5 Empirical research 

5.1 Data Collection 

The data collection for this research was conducted with a mixed approach, acknowledging 

the qualitative nature of the research, but collecting quantitative data in the form of two 

structured surveys. According to Metsämuuronen (2008), a structured survey is often a form 

interview, with specific closed questions. A structured survey is efficient when the target 

group is homogenous, and results are wanted promptly.  

The surveys were created based on the theoretical background of the thesis, to answer the 

research questions set in the introduction chapter. Two surveys were created to research 

Generation Z as a separate group and compare the results to those of older generations. 

Both surveys have eight closed questions and two open answer boxes. The closed ques-

tions vary from multiple choice to linear scale questions. The first question identifies the age 

scope or generation of the respondents. The other questions assess the knowledge and 

opinions of the respondents on greenwashing and sustainable purchasing. The survey was 

designed to be easy and fast to answer, even without previous knowledge of the subject, to 

get the most accurate perception of the generations.  

The surveys were created in Google Forms. The first survey was conducted in English and 

was aimed at Generation Z participants. The second survey was conducted in Finnish and 

was aimed at Millennials, Generation X, and Boomers. The second survey was in Finnish 

to attain a larger scope in the research area. The surveys were shared on online platforms 

such as LAB Viva Engage, LinkedIn, Instagram, Facebook, and WhatsApp. The survey was 

open for two weeks from February 26th to March 11th. In the two weeks, altogether 63 re-

spondents participated across the two surveys.  

5.2 Data Analysis 

In the data analysis, both surveys are analysed by comparing Generation Z’s response with 

the preceding generations response. The main aim of the survey was to assess Generation 

Z's perception of greenwashing, and whether it affects the generations consumer behav-

iour. The generational comparison is made to further assess whether the perception and its 

effect are tied to generational characteristics to support the research objective of this thesis.  

The questions in the two surveys were similar, with eight mandatory questions, and two 

optional answer boxes. Some of the questions were formulated differently to offer a clear 

understanding for the respondent demographic. The questions were made mandatory to 

get the most accurate respondent rate and to minimize the skipping of questions.  



14 

Age scope 

 

Figure 2. Age of Gen Z respondents. 

 

Figure 3. The generation of older respondents. 

The first question assesses the respondents age range. The age range is not further differ-

entiated in the survey, but the data was collected to get a general understanding of the age 

scope of the respondents.  

As shown in Figure 2, all Generation Z respondents were over 18 years of age. As all the 

respondents are adults, it can be presumed that they have, and use their own money in 

purchases, which may affect their answers later in the survey. If there were younger re-

spondents, this should be considered while analysing the results. 
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Figure 3 shows the generation scope of the preceding generations survey. The second 

survey has respondents from two generations, with 53,6% Millennials, and 46,4% Gen X. 

The survey did not have any Boomer participants.  

Respondents’ familiarity with the topic 

 

Figure 4. Generation Z’s familiarity with Greenwashing. 

 

Figure 5. Preceding generations familiarity with Greenwashing. 

The second question assesses the respondent’s familiarity with the term greenwashing and 

therefore introduces the topic of the research. While many might subconsciously be aware 

of the topic at hand, it is important to assess whether the generations are familiar with the 

official term.  

From the results presented in Figure 4, it can be concluded that the Generation Z respond-

ents are highly aware of greenwashing, in the least, they are familiar with the term. From 
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the theory, it can be presumed that Generation Z’s high connectivity and level of education 

support the level of awareness.  

Comparatively, as shown in Figure 5, only 64,3% of older respondents are somewhat- to 

very familiar with the term greenwashing. The difference may be explained by the different 

utilization of social media and the education level of preceding generations.  

Trust in green labelling 

 

Figure 6. Generation Z’s trust in green labels. 

To preface Generation Z’s perception of greenwashing, the third question was constructed 

to reveal the generations trust in green labelling – as greenwashing often hides behind 

sustainable labels or keywords.  

As shown in Figure 6, the Gen Z respondents appear to somewhat trust green labelling. 

The neutral response may be affected by the research scope, as the surveys were spread 

in Finland, where national and EU regulations take place, and official labels are deemed 

trustworthy. The neutral stance in question three however contradicts results of the gener-

ations scepticism later on in the survey. 

No comparison to the preceding generations is made for question three, as the response 

was comparatively neutral in both surveys. However, later on in the open comment box, a 

preceding generation respondent brought up scepticism towards certifications and labels, 

bringing up an interesting perspective of why the preceding generations may be more scep-

tical of labelling. The view may be tied to the educational differences of the generations, or 

it can be thought that as Generation Z was the first generation to grow up in the European 

Union, they have grown to trust the Union and its regulations and directives, more than 

those who lived through the transitional period.  
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Importance of sustainability in purchasing 

 

Figure 7. Importance of sustainability in purchasing decisions for Generation Z. 

 

Figure 8. Research for sustainable options in Generation Z.  

The fourth and the fifth questions scope the importance of sustainability for Generation Z in 

purchase decisions, and whether they are likely to research to find a more sustainable op-

tion. This question aims to reveal whether Gen Z’s actions are influenced by their values. 

In the chart, 1 indicates ‘not at all important, or likely’, and 5 indicates ‘very important, or 

likely’.  

As shown in Figure 7, 54,3% of Generation Z respondents find the sustainability of compa-

nies important as they consider a purchase. 31,4% of the respondents took a neutral stance. 

Figure 8 reveals that Gen Z respondents are somewhat likely to research more sustainable 
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options during purchase decisions. The results support the theory that Generation Z is more 

attitudinally green than in action. At the end of the survey is an open comment box, where 

a few respondents said they would like to purchase more sustainably, but due to current 

economic and financial situations, it is not possible. Due to the young age of Gen Z, and 

the world economic situation, it is not surprising that many prioritize budget over sustaina-

bility. 

 

Figure 9. Importance of sustainability in purchasing decisions for preceding generations. 

 

Figure 10. Research for sustainable options in preceding generations. 

To compare, Figure 9 reveals that 64,3% of the preceding generation respondents value 

the sustainability of companies when making a purchase decision. However, as seen in 
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Figure 10, the likelihood to research a more sustainable option is more spread out than 

Generation Z. While 50% of the respondents claim to do further research, a surprising 

amount of 42,8% are not likely to search further. This might be explained by the generation’s 

lower recognition of greenwashing and high trust in sustainable labelling.  

Experiences of greenwashing 

 

Figure 11. Generation Z’s experience with greenwashing. 

 

Figure 12. Preceding generations experience with greenwashing. 

The sixth question was constructed for the generations to reflect on their personal experi-

ences with potential greenwashing. The results shown in Figure 11 and Figure 12 are com-

paratively similar. When given the text box option to specify the experiences, respondents 

mentioned e.g., non-recyclable packaging, use of trendy keywords, CO2 compensation 
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claims, scepticism towards green energy, and fast fashion. Across the two surveys, 25 re-

spondents shared experiences of greenwashing, pointing to the direction that consumers 

are able to recognise fabricated marketing and are sceptical of companies’ green claims. 

Customer return of the generations 

 

Figure 13. Generation Z’s return to greenwashing companies. 

 

Figure 14. Preceding generations return to greenwashing companies. 

The eight question challenges the respondents to consider whether they would purchase 

from a company again if the company was outed as greenwashing. In the chart, 1 indicates 

‘not at all likely’, and 5 indicates ‘very likely’. 65,8% of Generation Z respondents claim to 
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not be likely to return to a greenwashing company. In the final comments, a Gen Z respond-

ent mentioned they would return to a greenwashing company if they showed proof of reform. 

Surprisingly, the percentage is higher for the preceding generation, with 82,1% claiming not 

likely to return. Here again, the financial position of Generation Z may make an impact, and 

as in question 5, the theory of Gen Z’s attitudinal greenness over actional greenness is 

supported.  

Generation Z’s environmental scepticism 

 

Figure 15. Generation Z’s environmental scepticism 

The last question reflects on the generation as a whole by asking respondents to evaluate 

how environmentally sceptical the generation is compared to previous generations. As sup-

ported by theory, 94,3% of the respondents claim Gen Z to be more sceptical than the 

previous generations. The preceding generations’ survey asked respondents to evaluate 

their own scepticism, and 57,1% of respondents claimed to be sceptical of companies’ en-

vironmental claims.  

Other comments 

At the end of each survey is an open comment box for any additional ideas, comments, or 

remarks. A few respondents from each survey took time to further comment. The boxes had 

interesting mentions about the financial inaccessibility to sustainable products, scepticism 

towards the sources from which Generation Z gathers information, and the wish for compa-

nies to take environmental action seriously. One Gen Z respondent mentioned, in reference 

to question eight, that they would return to a greenwashing company if the company showed 

proof of reform. Many respondents in the first survey mentioned the inability to afford sus-

tainable options but highlighted their interest in consuming more sustainably in the future. 
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Another Gen Z respondent mentioned their scepticism towards Generation Z’s ability to 

rightfully judge the information they gather from social media, claiming Gen Z to believe the 

information too naively. One preceding generation respondent brought up an interesting 

take on how fast fashion brands use consciousness and sustainability as a marketing trick 

to grant customers “permission” to continue overconsumption with a clear conscience. The 

comments reveal that the respondents have previous thoughts about greenwashing and 

were able to reflect on those thoughts upon answering the survey.  
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6 Conclusion 

6.1 Answers to the Research Questions 

The research aimed to examine how Generation Z perceives greenwashing in the context 

of sustainable business, and whether it impacts their consumer behaviour. Research was 

conducted to assess a correlation between Generation Z’s values and actions in conscious 

consumer behaviour. The research questions and answers are as follows.  

How does Generation Z perceive and interpret greenwashing in the context of sus-

tainable business practices? 

As gathered in the theoretical background and as supported by the empirical research, it 

can be concluded that Generation Z is highly aware of greenwashing, as they are constantly 

interconnected with global news and online activism, highlighting climate change and the 

environmental impact of current consumerism. Fuelled by climate anxiety, the generation 

pushes towards a more conscious future by educating themselves and taking concrete ac-

tion. The empirical research shows that Generation Z is very sceptical of the environmental 

claims of companies and is quick to notice attempts of greenwashing, highly values sus-

tainability in purchase decisions and is likely to research more sustainable options. Though 

sceptical, the generation is highly trusting of green labelling, which is explained by the re-

search locality, as in Finland national and EU regulations are in place to guide the labelling 

of products. The survey reveals that Generation Z respondents are not likely to return as 

customers to greenwashing companies, and as companies already face a reputational risk 

via online platforms, Generation Z’s attitude imposes serious consequences on companies 

caught of fabrication.  

How does Generation Z’s perception of greenwashing affect their consumer behav-

iour? 

The theory mentions that Generation Z is often deemed as more attitudinally green, than in 

action, and this statement is somewhat supported by the empirical research results. In the 

survey when asked, Generation Z highly values the sustainability of companies when con-

sidering a purchase yet is neutral to research for a more sustainable option. When asked 

to specify, respondents brought up the financial aspect of sustainable consumption and 

claimed that sustainable options are often far out of their budget. Local accessibility was 

also mentioned, as often the more sustainable options are only available online, or in bigger 

cities, and the generation perceives ordering or travelling for the product as counterproduc-

tive. The financial aspect can be explained by the young age of the generation, as well as 

the economic environment, and can be presumed to change as the generation becomes 
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more financially secure. It can be concluded that Generation Z is attitudinally aware of the 

environmental impact of their purchases, but face limitations in acting according to their 

values.  

How do Generation Z’s attitudes towards greenwashing compare with those of other 

generations? 

The empirical research reveals Generation Z to be more aware of greenwashing than the 

preceding generations, as well as more likely to research more sustainable options when 

making purchase decisions. When asked about trust in green labelling, the importance of 

sustainability and experiences of greenwashing the generations compare very equally, 

each generation being highly trusting of green labelling, finding sustainability important, and 

having experienced greenwashing in some form. However, the preceding generations are 

less familiar with the term greenwashing and less likely to research for more sustainable 

options when making purchase decisions, yet interestingly enough also less likely to return 

to greenwashing companies than Generation Z. The preceding generations were also less 

sceptical of companies’ environmental claims, whereas Generation Z claimed to be highly 

sceptical. It can be concluded that Generation Z is not the sole generation that is becoming 

hyperaware of the environmental risks at hand but is more likely to be educated on the 

current trends and terms surrounding the sustainability conversation.  

6.2 Validity and Reliability 

The research uses both primary and secondary data. Secondary data was collected for the 

literature review or theoretical background by using books, articles, earlier research, and 

other relatable academic websites. Primary data was collected through empirical research 

in the form of two online surveys. The surveys relate to the theoretical background of the 

thesis.  

As defined by Middleton (2019), validity and reliability are concepts which evaluate the qual-

ity of research. Reliability refers to the consistency of the research results, and validity refers 

to how the research corresponds to valid theories.  

The validity of the research can be confirmed by the correspondence of the empirical re-

search results with the theoretical background. The reliability of the thesis is confirmed by 

the validity, however as the research target is a group of people, the consistency of research 

results cannot be guaranteed. 
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6.3 Recommendations for Further Research 

Based on the research presented in this thesis, recommendations for further research can 

be suggested to further delve into the issue of greenwashing, and the consumer behaviour 

of the generation. 

The first recommendation is to conduct similar research with a larger, more global scope. 

One of the research limitations was the generalizability of Generation Z, therefore in further 

research, the socioeconomic, geographic, and cultural differences could be analysed and 

included in the generation’s perception, and consumer behaviour in the context of sustain-

able business.  

To further apply the knowledge of Generation Z’s conscious consumer behaviour, research 

could be conducted to assess how the generation impacts businesses. For example, does 

the online activism of Gen Z push businesses to act more sustainably, or does it teach them 

how to fabricate better? Further understanding the impact Generation Z imposes on busi-

nesses can help the leaders of said businesses adapt to the demands and expectations of 

the younger generations.  

In the future, the current research can be revisited by either researching Generation Z again 

as they age, or by researching Generation Alpha, those born between 2010 and 2024, to 

see how the next highly connected generation perceives greenwashing, and whether it dif-

fers from Gen Z.  

For the issue of greenwashing, research can be made on how companies can successfully 

avoid greenwashing, and how it can be reliably communicated in sustainable reporting. 

Businesses may lack knowledge on how to take concrete action towards sustainability, and 

how to communicate it to consumers and business partners in a way that is deemed reliable 

and transparent. The research may offer a framework for future sustainable businesses. 
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7 Summary 

The thesis aimed to examine how Generation Z perceives greenwashing in the context of 

sustainable business, and whether it impacts their consumer behaviour. Three research 

questions were formulated to guide the research. The research questions were as follows. 

The main research question: 

• How does Generation Z perceive and interpret greenwashing in the context of sus-

tainable business practices? 

The two sub-questions: 

• How does Generation Z’s perception of greenwashing affect their consumer behav-

iour? 

• How do Generation Z’s attitudes towards greenwashing compare with those of other 

generations? 

To reach the research objective, both primary and secondary data were used to formulate 

the theoretical framework and empirical research. The theoretical framework used second-

ary data in the form of a literature review. The empirical research used a mixed methodology 

of both quantitative and qualitative research in the form of two online surveys. The thesis 

was written using a deductive approach. 

The first chapter introduced the topic, research objectives, theoretical framework, and meth-

odology of the thesis. Research background, questions, limitations, and data collection 

methods were also covered in the introduction chapter. 

Chapters 2-4 covered the theoretical framework of the research. The second chapter de-

fined sustainable business and introduced environmental sustainability. The third chapter 

defined greenwashing and explained its common drivers and impact. The fourth chapter 

introduced Generation Z and delved into their conscious consumer behaviour.  

Chapter five covered the process of data collection of the empirical research. The research 

was conducted as two online surveys created to assess different generations perceptions 

of greenwashing. The chapter includes data analysis of the survey results. 

Chapter six concluded the research. Answers to the research questions were formulated, 

the research validity and reliability were defined, and suggestions for further research were 

presented. The thesis was summarized in chapter seven.  
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