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Do Isomorphic Pressures Impede Greenwashing in the Hospitality Industry?
A Theoretical Framework

Mert Giirlek
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Abstract

Green practices gradually increase in the hospitality industry. However, concerns have grown that
there is an inconsistency between the environmental practices announced by the organizations and
the practices they actually implement. Therefore, the phenomenon of greenwashing has become a
common concern in the hospitality industry. This study aims to develop a theoretical framework
to be used in explaining the mechanisms to prevent greenwashing. For this purpose, the role of
isomorphic pressures in preventing greenwashing and the role of environmental legitimacy
motivation in the effect of isomorphic pressures on greenwashing are theorized. The neo-
institutional theory was used in the development of the theoretical framework. The theoretical
framework can serve as a theoretical lens for future research on greenwashing prevention.
Considering that previous studies generally focused on customer perceptions of greenwashing and
neglected mechanisms to prevent greenwashing, this study is expected to contribute to the
literature.

Keywords: neo-institutional theory, greenwashing, hospitality industry, environmental
legitimacy motivation
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Introduction

It is forecasted that the hospitality industry accounts for 21% of all carbon dioxide emissions and
generates around 1 kg of waste per customer per day (Majeed & Kim, 2022). For this reason,
environmental awareness of customers and other segments of society is increasing (Giirlek &
Koseoglu, 2021). Organizations implement environmental practices as a response to demands from
customers and society (Chen, Bernard, & Rahman, 2019). However, in recent years, there have
been debated about the instrumentalization of environmental practices by firms and many firms
have been accused of breaking their promises (Gatti, Seele, & Rademacher, 2019). It is noted that
there is a discrepancy between attitude and action regarding environmental practices in the
hospitality industry. Some hotels do not actually carry out the environmental practices they claim
to implement (Rahman, Park, & Chi, 2015). Green marketing efforts sometimes do not accurately
reflect the environmental practices of businesses. Some businesses either exaggerate their
environmental behaviour or claim that they are environmentally friendly even though they are not.
The gap between environmental attitude and action is known as the greenwashing phenomenon
(Szabo & Webster, 2021). For example, Yesiltas, Gilirlek and Kenar (2022) revealed that
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greenwashing is common in hotels and that many environmental practices are for show and
formality.

The majority of greenwashing studies have focused on customer perceptions, according to the
findings of a recent review (Majeed & Kim, 2022). However, factors that could prevent
greenwashing have not yet been addressed. A few studies (Giirlek & Koseoglu, 2021; Girlek,
2021) suggest that neo-institutional theory will serve as a useful theoretical lens in addressing
factors that encourage and inhibit green behavior. Starting from this gap, this research aims to
develop a theoretical framework that explains the role of isomorphic pressures and environmental
legitimacy motivation in preventing greenwashing, drawing on neo-institutional theory. The neo-
institutional theory assumes that organizations that share the same organizational environment will
face similar pressures and become increasingly isomorphic to gain legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan,
1977). Based on the basic assumptions of the neo-institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983), this study will theorize the effects of isomorphic pressures such as coercive, mimetic and
normative on greenwashing and the role of environmental legitimacy motivation in the effect of
isomorphic pressures on greenwashing.

Greenwashing research usually focuses on customer perceptions, but how to avoid greenwashing,
which is a serious problem in practice, is rarely discussed in depth. (Sun & Zhang, 2019).
Researchers need theoretical frameworks to examine mechanisms to precede greenwashing. This
theoretical study can offer researchers a perspective to address the green greenwashing problem.

Literature Review
Greenwashing

The term greenwashing was first used by Jay Westerveld in 1986. Westerveld coined the term
from the practice of hotels promoting the reuse of towels to protect the environment while
maintaining poor environmental policies (Pearson 2010; Pizzetti, Gatti, & Seele, 2021). Green
greenwashing is defined as tactics to deceive customers about an organization's environmental
practices and benefits (Parguel et al., 2011). Organizations can claim that they act responsibly
towards the environment through marketing activities. However, there may be inconsistency
between actions and claims (Chen, Bernard, & Rahman, 2019). For example, in the study of
Tierney et al. (2011), 20% of the participants stated that green practices are a public relations tactic
and are not actually implemented. Customers suspect that the hotel's environmental claims are a
masking tactic to maximize profits by reducing operating costs (energy consumption, cleaning
costs, water costs, etc.) (Majeed & Kim, 2022)

Neo-Institutional Theory

The neo- institutional theory seeks to answer the question of why organizations become
increasingly similar (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Organizations in the same organizational
environment become similar because they face similar institutional pressures. This phenomenon
is called isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The reason why organizations become
increasingly isomorphic is the desire to gain organizational legitimacy. The efforts of organizations
to adapt to the institutional environment in order to survive in the long run are accepted as seeking
legitimacy (Huang, Xie, & Zhou, 2022). Legitimacy refers to the conformity of organizational
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action with the system of values, norms, beliefs and definitions belonging to institutions (Suchman,
1995).

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) proposed three types of isomorphism: coercive, mimetic, and
normative. Coercive isomorphism refers to the pressures of organizations to adopt a particular
practice and behavior arising from the laws, government regulations, societal expectations and
other organizations on which they are dependent. Mimetic isomorphism refers to organizations
imitate other organizations that are considered legitimate to reduce costs when faced with
environmental uncertainty. Normative isomorphism expresses the pressures arising from the
expectations of industry standards, professional organizations and non-governmental
organizations. Normative isomorphism is a kind of professionalization (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983). These isomorphism types are also called isomorphic pressures or institutional pressures
because they push organizations to be isomorphic (Giirlek, 2021). In order to gain legitimacy,
organizations try to comply with the laws of the state, fulfill the criteria of the associations they
are members of, meet the standards of accreditation bodies, and market the products and services
demanded by customers, and try to imitate popular businesses when they encounter uncertainty
(Heugens & Lander, 2009). Businesses that fulfill these isomorphic pressures gain legitimacy in
the field in which they operate and are increasingly isomorphic (Martinez-Ferrero & Garcia-
Sanchez, 2017).

Isomorphic Pressures and Greenwashing: A Theoretical Framework

According to the neo- institutional theory, institutional pressures push organizations to adopt
similar organizational structures and practices, and therefore organizations become isomorphic
(Testa, Boiral, & Iraldo, 2018). Organizations are surrounded by institutions. Institutions can apply
pressure for organizations to act responsibly towards society and the environment. In the absence
of repressive institutions, organizations are more likely to act irresponsibly (Campbell, 2007).
Government, competitors, customers, industry associations, customers, environmental activists,
environmental organizations can pressure the organization to act environmentally friendly (Ervin
et al., 2013). Isomorphic pressures such as coercive, mimetic, and normative from the institutional
environment can motivate companies to stick to their declared environmental policies (Sun &
Zhang, 2019). Organizations may avoid greenwashing due to pressure factors such as a)legal
regulations, government decisions, informal organizations to which organizations are dependent,
b)tendency to imitate other organizations due to uncertainty, c)professional networks,
environmental non-governmental organizations, industry standards (Gunarathne et al., 2021).

Coercive pressures come from government decisions and regulations. In the absence of
government pressure, organizations are less likely to implement environmental practices (Asiri,
Khan, & Kend, 2020). Government policies play a dominant role in guiding companies to
undertake environmental activities. (Nishitani, et al., 2021). Government agencies may require
companies to meet certain standards to reduce their environmental impact and may impose
punitive measures if necessary (Jazairy & von Haartman, 2020). Coercive pressures often arise
from official government laws and regulations regarding issues such as pollution controls and
punitive measures (Masocha & Fatoki, 2018). Legislation has a strong impact on the operations of
businesses (Li et al., 2022). Global regulations, together with the regulations of both central and
local governments, increase the institutional pressures for companies to improve their
environmental management (Gtirlek, 2021). Organizations facing such pressures are expected to
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have stronger consistency between their environmental attitudes and actions. The public authority
can discipline companies that do not comply with environmental standards by imposing sanctions
and penalties, thus contributing to the fulfillment of their environmental promises by businesses
(Bernal, Dominguez, & Montero, 2022).

e Proposition 1: Greenwashing will decrease as coercive pressures increase.

Normative pressures come from the standards of value and behavior created by professional
organizations, academic institutions, industry associations, and consumers (Tate, Dooley &
Ellram, 2011). Normative pressures, unlike coercive pressures, are based on moral and ethical
reasons, not coercive power (Hoffman, 1999). Since environmental protection has moral and social
aspects, normative pressures have a significant impact on organizations' intrinsic adherence to
environmental practices (Ramus & Montiel, 2005). For example, companies that are members of
trade associations are expected to demonstrate exemplary environmental performance.
Environmentally irresponsible organizations can harm the perceived green reliability of a whole
industry. Therefore, industry associations are progressively supporting green standards (Rivera,
2004). On the other hand, environmental non-governmental organizations can channel activist
groups into social movements and create pressure on businesses (Berrone et al., 2013; Giirlek,
2021). Besides, normative pressures also come from consumers. Consumers expect businesses to
act in an environmentally friendly manner. The legitimacy of the organization may suffer if
customers think that businesses mislead them about environmental practices (Nguyen et al., 2022).
Therefore, it is expected that there will be more consistency between the environmental promises
of organizations exposed to normative pressures and their actual environmental practices.
e Proposition 2: Greenwashing will decrease as normative pressures increase.

Mimetic pressures are the force that enables organizations to imitate other organizations. When
firms face uncertainty, they can use other organizations as models that can provide a low-cost
solution (Arranz, Sena & Kwong, 2022). Organizations may prefer a less risky and economical
approach to imitation under uncertain conditions. (Ma, Wang, & Lv, 2022). When organizations
see that competitive advantage is gained through environmental practices in the industry, they will
begin to imitate and learn from the green behaviors of leading organizations (Huang et al., 2022;
Xu et al., 2022). Organizations face the pressure of imitation when environmental practices
become widely accepted and widespread (Luo & Tang, 2016). Thus, organizations can adopt
environmental strategies, environmentally friendly products, and environmentally friendly HRM
practices of leading companies in order to contribute to environmental sustainability (Majid et al.
2020). Therefore, consistency between environmentalist attitudes and actions can be expected in
order to increase the social approval of organizations facing mimetic pressures.
e Proposition 3: Greenwashing will decrease as mimetic pressures increase.

Legitimacy means that the organization meets and adheres to the norms, values, rules and
expectations of a social system (Deephouse, & Carter, 2005). To gain legitimacy, organizations
must not only act consistently with laws and customer demands, but also act in accordance with
societal values, beliefs and norms (Zhang, Pan, Janardhanan, & Patel, 2022). When organizations
are highly motivated to achieve legitimacy, they may take more into account isomorphic pressures
(Murillo et al., 2008) Legitimacy motivation refers to an organization's desire to improve the
consistency of its actions with norms, beliefs, values, and regulations (Bansal & Roth 2000).
Environmental legitimacy refers to the perception that an organization's environmental behavior
is acceptable and suitable (Bansal & Clelland 2004). When these definitions are adapted,
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environmental legitimacy motivation can be defined as an organization's desire to improve the
conformity of its environmental behavior and practices with norms, beliefs, values, and
regulations.

Acting consistently with isomorphic pressures gives organizations legitimacy. For this reason,
organizations need to have a desire for legitimacy in order to act in harmony with isomorphic
pressures (Giirlek, 2021). Therefore, the interaction of isomorphic pressures with legitimacy
motivation may strengthen the relationship between isomorphic pressures and greenwashing.
Because institutional pressures alone can reduce green laundering at a low level. For example,
some studies argue that the regulatory tools used by governments are less likely to be successful
in addressing the greenwashing problem (Markham, Khare, & Beckman, 2014; Sun & Zhang,
2019). Therefore, this study argues that organizations must be motivated by environmental
legitimacy for isomorphic pressures to prevent greenwashing.
e Proposition 4: Environmental legitimacy motivation will reinforce the negative
relationship between coercive pressures and greenwashing.
e Proposition 5: Environmental legitimacy motivation will reinforce the negative
relationship between normative pressures and greenwashing.
e Proposition 6: Environmental legitimacy motivation will reinforce the negative
relationship between mimetic pressures and greenwashing.

A theoretical framework is needed to guide researchers on how to prevent greenwashing, which is
a serious problem in practice. Therefore, this study uses the neo-institutional theory to examine
the greenwashing behavior of businesses from the perspective of isomorphic pressures and
legitimacy. The developed theoretical framework is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework

Environmental
Legitimacy
Motivation
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Pressures

Normative
Pressures

Greenwashing
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Conclusion

This study was designed with the motivation to develop a theoretical theoretical framework to be
used in the examination of mechanisms to prevent greenwashing. In this context, a theoretical
framework has been developed explaining the role of isomorphic pressures and environmental
legitimacy motivation in preventing greenwashing. The framework explains the relationships
between isomorphic pressures and greenwashing, as well as discusses the role of environmental
legitimacy motivation in the impact of isomorphic pressures on greenwashing. The neo-
institutional theory was used in the development of the framework.

The neo-institutional theory focuses on pressures from institutions that make organizations
operating in the same organizational field isomorphic. These pressures are divided into three as
coercive, mimetic, and normative (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). These pressures are also called
isomorphic pressures because they push organizations to be isomorphic (Giirlek, 2021). First, this
study argues that these isomorphic pressures can hinder the greenwashing of organizations.
Another central concept that the new institutional theory focuses on is legitimacy. Legitimacy, on
the other hand, simply means social acceptance and approval (Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack,
2017). This study conceptualizes environmental legitimacy motivation based on previous study
(Bansal and Roth 2000; Bansal and Clelland 2004). Environmental legitimacy motivation can be
defined as an organization's desire to improve the conformity of its environmental behavior and
practices with norms, beliefs, values, and regulations. Second, I argue that if organizations are
motivated by environmental legitimacy, isomorphic pressures will affect greenwashing more.
Because organizations need to have a desire for legitimacy in order to consider institutional
pressures more (Giirlek, 2021).

Theoretical Implications

This research makes several contributions to the literature. First, this research explains the
greenwashing prevention mechanism using the neo-institutional theory. Thus, it expands the use
of the theory. Second, greenwashing is quite common in the hospitality industry (Yesiltas, Giirlek
& Kenar, 2022). However, hospitality researchers focused more on customer perceptions of
greenwashing (Majeed & Kim, 2022) and neglected mechanisms to prevent greenwashing. This
research can serve as a theoretical lens for future research that seeks to address the greenwashing
problem.

Limitations and Future Research

The biggest limitation of this study is that it has a theoretical character. Future research can test
the developed theoretical framework in the hospitality industry. Thus, it may be revealed whether
the neo-institutional theory explains the mechanisms to prevent greenwashing. Future research can
use exploratory sequential mixed methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) to understand the
nature of greenwashing and the mechanisms to prevent it in the hospitality industry.
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