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ABSTRACT 

Sustainability in the United States trends a new marketing demand for eco-labels yet 

brands often skip regulation to obtain these labels and break consumer trust. The country 

currently has over 200 eco-labels, leaving consumers overwhelmed and confused. In the present 

study, 3 focus groups of 6-8 participants were interviewed about their opinions, perceptions and 

attitudes towards eco-labels. A thematic analysis of the focus group audio was completed. The 

results indicated that participants desire products with eco-labels yet paradoxically distrust eco-

labeled products.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Green Marketing 

Green marketing is a growing trend used in consumer goods with an increasing demand 

in the market. In 2014 alone, a reported 33.12 million consumers expressed preference for 

products marketed as “green” (Shin, Ki, & Griffin, 2017). Following this increase, many 

marketing initiatives sought to target the growing consumer base interested in green products. 

(Bailey, Mishra, & Taimiyu, 2016).  

Green marketing is described as the elements that are designed to achieve the strategic 

and financial goals of a firm, particularly in terms of reducing their negative effects on the 

natural environment (Farradia, 2019). Chen (2019) defines green marketing as multiple activities 

by companies designed to ensure key aspects of products have minimal environmental impacts.  

Of many existing green marketing tools, consumers report the top preferred form of green 

marketing as eco-labels (Canavari & Coderoni’s, 2019). Eco-labels are described by Sharma and 

Kushwaha (2019) as a symbol or logo on a product that depicts the product as environmentally 

safe and labels the product as a “green product”. Moon, Costello, and Koo (2017) defined eco-

labels as the practice of marketing products with a specific and distinctive label to inform 

consumers that the product’s manufacturing process conforms to environmental standards.  

Examples of eco-labels that we often see in the market include United States Department 

of Agriculture (USDA) Organic certification, UTZ fair trade coffee certification, Leadership in 

Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certification for environmentally friendly buildings, 

and SFI for Sustainable Forestry Initiative (Castka & Corbett, 2016). Another two major eco-

labels in the United States include the Green Seal and Green Cross, where Green Seal evaluates 



 

 2 

the manufacturing process and the Green Cross verifies environmental packaging claims 

(Sharma & Kushwaha, 2019).  

 There are two different types of eco-labeling commonly found in green marketing for 

consumer goods: government and non-government certified (Sharma & Kushwaha, 2019). 

Government certified eco-labels are often provided by the government as meeting certain 

standards like the EU energy stars or other international organizations for standardization. Non-

government certified eco-labels are ones a company might achieve on their own or a company 

might create on their own. For example, P&G’s Future Friendly logo has used their own label to 

signify their brand’s green products (Ethan, Lindsay, & Noseworthy, 2017). [See Appendix 1 

Table 1 for examples of the eco-labels used in the current market.] 

Greenwashing 

With the growing environmental issues on a global scale, almost every industry has faced 

an increased demand for green marketed products (Demirel & Kesidou, 2019). In response to 

this demand, companies seek green marketing as a competitive advantage and have caused 

concerns such as greenwashing (Yazdanifard & Mercy, 2011). Greenwashing is defined as the 

use of vague or misleading environmental claims (Fernando, Sivakumaran, & Suganthi, 2014). 

Walker (2012) defined it as when a company with poor environmental performance tries to sell 

themselves as being green. It is described by Kenhove (2016) as a corporation’s negative 

intention to deceive consumers of their environmental efforts by means of green marketing in 

relation to their products and services.  

Greenwashing false claims have been found in a variety of products including cosmetics, 

beverages, hygiene, and the packaging (Saxena, 2015). For example, 7 Up beverage company 
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claimed their drinks had “all natural” ingredients when in fact their drinks contain high fructose 

corn syrup, and ethylenediamine tetra acetic acid or EDTA (a flavor preservative that is not 

natural). The Center for Science in the Public Interest sued the company for false claims. 

Another example of greenwashing was Volkswagen (VW). In 2000, the company 

marketed their diesel engines as more fuel efficient and environmentally friendly in their “Think 

Blue” campaign (Aurand et al., 2018). This campaign emphasized VW’s dedication to fuel 

efficient vehicles and high miles per gallon technology. Later, the Environmental Protection 

Agency later found the advertising to be false when they found the company’s vehicle’s 

emissions to be 75% over legal standards when tested on the road. 

Lastly, another case of greenwashing was found with Krombacher beer in a campaign 

they conducted in 2002 in partnership with the World Wildlife Fund. The campaign advocated 

that 5 cents per crate were donated to the WWF to increase the protected wildlife lands of 

Dzanga-Sangha in Central Africa (Lutge, 2018). However, the money raised was donated to a 

previously existing campaign (Lutge, 2018). 

Previous literature has suggested greenwashing can lead to reduced trust. Chen and 

Chang (2013) found that greenwashing negatively influenced consumer trust of green products in 

their study. They also found that greenwashing was positively associated with consumers’ 

confusion. Aji and Bayu (2015) found greenwashing can cause consumer distrust and More 

(2019) concluded that greenwash reduction would raise green trust with the growing desire for 

environmentalism.  

As part of the strategies used in green marketing, eco-labels have also raised public 

concerns. Taufique, Vocino and Polonsky (2017) found consumers had a lack of trust in eco-

labels when the sources were not perceived as credible. In a study conducted by Moon, Costello, 
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and Koo (2017), they found a lack of trust with eco-labels due to greenwashing tactics. Atkinson 

and Rosenthal (2014) also found overall consumer distrust of eco-labels because attitudes were 

influenced by the credibility of the source.  

 Understanding the trust perceptions of consumers towards eco-labels is important. When 

consumers perceive higher levels of green trust they are more likely to purchase green products 

(Musgrove, Choi,& Cox, 2018). The current climate change and environmental sustainability 

issues of today demand the importance for research for consumer trust for eco-labels to continue 

to support environmentalist efforts (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014). 

Rationale for Study 

Many studies on green marketing analyzed green trust of green marketing in a broad 

sense. Studies have not thoroughly examined, however, how people perceive eco-labels existing 

in the market of government and non-government certified sources. Using Relational Dialectic 

Tensions as a theoretical framework, this study expands on previous research by examining how 

eco-label trust is perceived using a focus-group study. Understanding the trust of eco-labels is of 

great importance to both companies and service industries. 

Summary  

 This thesis examines green marketing and trust perceptions of eco-labels. In Chapter 2, 

previous research of green marketing trust perceptions is identified to help formulate the 

foundation for this research study. Chapter 3 explains the questionnaire methodology used to 

administer focus group interviews. Chapter 4 describes the results of the focus group study, and 

Chapter 5 deduces discussion of the results and conclusions, limitations and implications.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Green Marketing and Trust 

The research on green marketing agrees a growing number of consumers prefer to buy 

green products. Canavari and Coderoni’s (2019) study found 21% of participants interviewed 

gave the highest importance to eco-labels when purchasing products. Most consumers prefer 

green products overall, although pricing and advertising types still influenced their purchasing 

intentions (Green & Peloza, 2014). Nielsen (2011) found more than half of Americans reported 

they prefer green marketed products, and 25% are considered environmentally concerned 

(Banerjee, Iyer, Kashyap, 2003). 

Ku et al. (2012) found most consumers preferred green marketed products when given an 

option. Guo et al. (2017) found China’s population preferred green marketed products over non-

green marketed products, and this preference actually forced several energy companies to adopt 

green marketing methods. According to the findings of these studies, it supports the growing 

preference on a global scale for green marketed products and services.  

A person’s level of environmental concern influences their perceptions of trust towards 

green marketing. A few scales for measuring environmental concern have been invented, with 

one of the most influential scales created by Bailey, Mishra and Taimiyu (2016) called the 

Receptivity to Green Advertising (REGRAD) scale, measuring how environmental concern 

positively measures green marketing receptivity. Many studies have found the higher a person 

scores on the scale in environmental concern, the more likely they are to have positive trust 

perceptions of green marketing. Chen and Chiu (2016) found individuals deemed more 

environmentally concerned will have higher trust green marketing messages, and overall positive 
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perception. Grimmer and Woolley (2014) agreed with these findings, since they also found that 

the environmental concern of a participant influenced their response to different green marketing 

appeals.  

Matthes and Wonneberger (2014) studied how those deemed more environmentally 

concerned may have higher trust perceptions of green marketing. Within their study, they found 

that individuals with higher scores on environmental concern regarded green marketing as more 

trustworthy compared to lose who scored lower on environmental concern. The findings from 

this study found green marketing can influence trust the most when the use of detailed and 

informative green marketing is implemented.  

Greenwashing 

 In recent years, scholars have paid attention to the effects of greenwashing. For example, 

Chen and Chang (2013) collected 252 valid questionnaires and found greenwashing negatively 

influenced green trust. In their study, they used a scale developed by Chen (2010) to measure 

green trust from consumers in Taiwan who had recently purchased an electronic product 

marketed as green [See Appendix 1 Table 2 for questionnaire]. Green trust was defined as 

willingness to depend on a product, service, or brand based on the belief or expectation resulting 

from its credibility, benevolence, and ability about its environmental performance (Chen & 

Chang, 2013). They found greenwashing caused confusion for consumers and increased their 

feelings of environmental consequences associated with purchasing behavior. Chen and Chang 

(2013) suggested companies reduce greenwashing activity in order to win back consumer’s green 

trust.  
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 Guo et al. (2017) also examined greenwashing effects on trust. Green trust was defined as 

beliefs or expectations based on the credibility, benevolence, and ability of an energy company’s 

environmental performance after greenwashing [See Appendix 1 Table 4 for questionnaire]. 

They received 203 valid questionnaires and found a decrease in green trust from greenwashing 

and suggested it be counteracted through fostering brand loyalty by meeting public interests and 

green industrial standards. 

 A study by More (2019) also took notice of greenwashing’s influence on green trust. This 

study built on previous literature by Chen (2010) defined green trust as “the readiness of a 

consumer to depend on a product based on belief or expectation resulting from its benevolence, 

credibility, and ability about environmental performance” and using the same developed scale 

[See Appendix 1 Table 1 for scale]. The questionnaire was sent to 579 participants and they 

found that greenwashing activities impact green trust negatively and erode green brand image 

and loyalty. 

Eco-Labels 

 Past literature examined eco-label perceptions. For example, Taufique, Vocino, and 

Polonsky (2017) found positive environmental consumer behavior was influenced by trust. They 

defined green trust as the expectation of an organization to keep promises and obligations. 370 

Malaysian college students were surveyed with a questionnaire [See Appendix 1 Table 3 for 

questionnaire] and found environmental knowledge and eco-label trust positively influenced 

purchase intentions of consumers. This study highlights the importance of understanding eco-

label trust and its ability to influence consumer behavior.  
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 Atkinson and Rosenthal (2013) also studied eco-labels. Trust was defined as “the extent 

to which consumers believe the advertiser has the required expertise to provide the product or 

service effectively and the belief that the advertiser’s word or written statement can be relied 

on.” The study considered product attitude and eco-label certifying body attitude to influence 

eco-label trust. They surveyed 233 college students to find the influence of eco-label certifying 

source, product, and individual eco-labels on trust and purchase intent. A seven-point Likert 

scale was used to measure participant green trust perceptions [See Appendix 1 Table 5 for 

questionnaire]. The study found that the design of an eco-label and the certifying body did 

influence trust but not purchase intentions. They found that, although purchase intent was not 

impacted, the product attitude and trust perceptions towards a product and label were impacted.  

According to Atkinson and Rosenthal’s study (2013) they found that government 

certified eco-labels were most highly trusted amongst corporate and non-profit created eco-

labels, but they did not have a high influence on behavioral intent. The study suggests this might 

be because participants had a stronger trust in government regulations versus corporate 

regulations on the eco-labels. Participants felt more trusting of certain products they used more 

often, and this influenced their answers in the study although it was found that corporate eco-

labels improved attitudes towards the product. 

Relational Dialectics  

 Relational Dialectics Theory (RDT) explains communication patterns that arise in 

relationships and focus on tensions which are internal and external contradictions within 

relationships (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). This theory explains tensions or contradictions that 

exist between individuals in a relationship or with society. Internal dialects are between 
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relationships and external are with society. This study draws on Relational Dialectics Theory 

(RDT) by Baxter and Montgomery (1996). There are several dialectic tensions addressed by 

Baxter and Montgomery which include internal and external dialectic tensions. Some categories 

for tensions include integration-separation, stability-change and expression-nonexpression. 

Integration-separation category includes dialectic tensions in which individual autonomy must be 

sacrificed to connect with others (Montgomery and Baxter, 1996). Stability-change category 

includes all tensions which involve a balance between the expected and unexpected. Lastly, the 

category expression-nonexpression included the dialectic tensions in which privacy and sharing 

with society are involved.  

This study focuses on the inclusion-seclusion and conventionality-uniqueness dialectic 

tensions (Prentice 2009). The conventionality-uniqueness dialectic tension is felt by people when 

they try to meet other’s expectations in society and may often communicate in ways which show 

consistency or inconsistency with the larger social group. An individual may wish to do what is 

expected of society, yet desire to do the opposite despite the societal expectations. There is also 

another dialectic tension referred to as inclusion-seclusion where individual desire to participate 

in society and community actions but also desire to be separate (Prentice, 2009).  

Applying RDT to this study refers to the conventionality-uniqueness dialect where 

individuals might desire to be eco-friendly aligned with society, yet might push against this 

societal pull. There may be individuals in society who feel societal pressures to follow the social 

desire for environmentalism, yet don’t wish to participate because of the pressure. The inclusion-

seclusion tension dialectic tension may explain a desire to integrate with the common desire of 

society yet separate from this common consensus- such as eco-labeled products. Within this 
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dialectic tension, there might be a push and pull of wishing to purchase eco-labeled products like 

society but also desiring to be different for other reasons. 

 In a study by Rogan, Piancentini, and Hopkinson (2018), 15 intercultural couples were 

interviewed about their eating habits and perceptions of food products. The study used RDT to 

identify the contradiction between finding harmony and identity in an intercultural relationship 

yet holding on to a sense of unique identity with one’s past culture through food. The research 

found that although the couples desired to have a harmonious culture and identity together, the 

individual in the relationship immersed in a new cultural society was driven to find cultural 

uniqueness.  

Linton and Budds (2014) used RDT to study the relationship between societies and 

irrigation water systems. They found a contradiction in society’s movement to act upon external 

nature and change it, yet society is frequently forced to change its own nature to irrigation 

systems. This dialectic tension exists because of society’s desire to manage irrigation systems, 

yet this desire drives irrigation systems to create societies that rely and revolve around these 

systems.  

Hence, my study focuses on RDT contradiction of these studies. The contradiction exists 

where consumers desire sustainability in their purchases yet distrust sustainable products.  

Research Goals 

Past research on eco-labels has sufficiently addressed the growing popularity of green 

marketing, greenwashing’s influence, and sought to understand eco-label’s effects on consumer 

purchase intention and behavior (Musgrove, Choi, & Cox, 2018). The present study is different 

from previous studies of green marketing in eco-labels in various ways and expands upon 
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previous research. Eco-labels previously studied were considered an influence on consumer 

behavior, rather than questioning what perceptions might exist towards government and non-

government certified. Second, past research studying eco-labels has used products with the label, 

which may skew trust perceptions depending on a participant’s relationship with the product or 

service. 

To see how consumers are perceiving eco-labels of government and non-government 

certifications in aspects of trust and other concerns, the following research questions were 

proposed: 

RQ1: How do consumers perceive eco-labels in terms of trust? 

RQ2: Do consumers desire products with eco-labels, yet also distrust eco-labeled        

products? 

RQ3: Does a dialectic tension exist in the relationship between environmentally friendly 

consumerism and eco-labels? 

Summary 

In this review of literature, the consumer distrust towards green marketing of eco-labels 

due to greenwashing and the mixed perceptions of eco-labels depending on sourcing have been 

discussed. The next chapter will explain the methodology used to answer the research questions. 

The participants, recruitment strategy, and trust scale used will be defined. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

 Three focus groups of 8-9 participants were conducted for a total of 25 participants. 

Adults ages 18 and up were recruited by either volunteering or were invited to participate. 

Participants had an age range of 18 to 74 with the majority of participants between the ages of 

25-34 (48%). Also, most of the participants were Caucasian (68%), 16% were Latino/Hispanic, 

4% were African American and 12% reported as “Other” ethnicity. Using an adult population 

increased the likelihood that participants had firsthand consumer experiences of eco-labels. Since 

the study is exploratory and eco-labels are applicable to most consumer goods, age was the only 

recruitment criterion.  

 The participants were highly educated, as all attended some college, and 60% had at least 

a bachelor’s degree. The annual salary of participants ranged from less than $25k to over $200k 

although the most salaries were between $25k to $50k annually (28%), $50k to $100k annually 

(32%), or less than $25k (20%). Most participants did not have children (72%), although the 

participants that had children had 2-4 (24%). Lastly, 80% of participants lived in suburban areas, 

while 20% of participants lived in urban areas. 

Participants were recruited through a convenience sample with individuals living locally 

within the neighborhood of the researcher. Participants were invited through printed invitations 

and Facebook groups to “participate in a study to and have a conversation about eco-labels”. 

Participants in this study did not receive any direct payment for participation, and all participants 

provided informed consent.  
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Data Collection 

 The data was collected through three audio-taped focus group sessions which were 

conducted at three different locations. These lasted for an hour each and addressed the research 

questions “How do consumers perceive eco-labels in terms of trust?” and “Do consumers desire 

products with eco-labels, yet also distrust eco-labeled products?”. Participants were encouraged 

to discuss any issues relevant to the study questions [See APPENDIX A for focus group 

instrument]. 

 The audio tapes were transcribed verbatim. A brief demographic questionnaire was 

provided to participants inquiring gender, age, education, and salary range [See APPENDIX C 

for demographics questionnaire] 

Analysis 

 The data collected from the focus groups were manually transcribed by the 

researcher/focus group coordinator by listening to the audio recordings of the study a total of 

three times to become familiar with the data. The data were also re-read several times in order to 

create codes and categorize topics. These codes were organized by color coding and used to 

create the themes in the audio data. Each transcript was applied codes, and multiple sentiments 

by the same respondents were recorded multiple times. 

 Themes were identified and defined as patterns in the data that encompassed a recurring 

idea. Each theme was assigned a name and definition and a thematic map was developed to track 

and identify themes, and the significance and relevance of the themes were identified. Themes 

were disregarded if they did not apply to the overall research goal, or pattern was loosely 

defined. Following the method of Owen (1984), a theme was noted when three criteria were met: 
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recurrence, repetition and forcefulness. When a theme occurred more than once but in different 

words, a similar meaning was inferred and grouped into one theme. The repetition of certain 

words, although possibly different meanings were also considered in the creation of themes as a 

certain topic was top of mind for the participants. Lastly, forcefulness describes the salience and 

emotion behind a theme if the participants were particularly opinionated or emotionally dogmatic 

about a theme.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

 The thematic analysis process applied to the transcripts derived themes apparent in the 

data. This resulted in the development of 5 themes. These themes can be labeled as “Eco-Label 

as Marketing Schemes, “Eco-Label Regulation Distrust, “Eco-Label Ambivalence, “Eco-Guilt 

Paradox” and “Desire for Eco-Education. 

Eco-Label as Marketing Schemes 

 This theme is defined by the recurrence and forcefulness of participant’s expression of 

eco-labels as a marketing scheme by companies to capitalize on environmentalism. The theme 

encompasses the identification of eco-labels as marketing scams, gimmicks or by means of 

financial benefit for companies. All participants in the focus groups expressed agreement to this 

perception and pointed out incentives as to why corporations used eco-labels as a marketing 

strategy.   

Some participants from all three of the focus groups stated: 

Woman, FG1: I feel like the goal is to like target consumers… like marketing makes people feel 

better, but you [people in general] have no idea what they're doing. 

Male, FG2: the only reason they're [companies] even doing that [eco-Labels] is because there's 

a demand for that on the product. Because at the end of the day, they just want to sell. 

Male, FG3: It's a gimmick [referring to eco-labels]. 

Female, FG2: Companies that have other products that I guess are eco-friendly… Eco friendly 

and they're adding these labels to their new products. It's like- it's not because they care about 

the environment, but they're jumping on the bandwagon. They know it’s like a… it's a thing now, 

right? So, they're capitalizing on that.  
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Female, FG1: So, it makes me think about like marketing and sales [referring to eco-labels], 

because like… it makes me feel like they use it as a way to differentiate themselves from the rest 

of the products on the shelves. 

Many of the participants appeared confident in their perceptions of intentions behind eco-

labeling. Most felt they were a means of corporations marketing ploys, rather than manufacturing 

identification with genuinely environmentally friendly objectives behind the labels. 

Eco-Label Regulation Distrust 

 This theme is defined as the expressed distrust in the regulation that eco-labels require to 

be labeled on a product. This distrust is defined as participant’s perception of eco-label 

certification regulation to not be strict, and that standards are easily swayed for products to 

obtain the label.  

Some participants from focus groups 2 and 1 stated: 

Female, FG2: I also think that there's not a lot of regulation and how certain terms [eco-labels] 

are used. 

Male, FG2: There's not a ton of regulation around this [eco-labels]. 

Male, FG2: It's just the parts… where there are regulations [around eco-labels] … is generally a 

little sketchy- that I'm aware of. 

Female, FG2: I don't know if there's actually anything that they have to prove in order to get that 

label. 

Some participants expressed their concerns of whether regulation is easy to meet, and maybe 

although there is regulation- there is little effort involved.  

Some participants from focus groups 2 and 1 stated: 
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Male, FG2: I walk down an aisle and see the eco labels. And I know that those companies are 

doing whatever, is like, the most cost efficient to meet the minimum possible standards to put that 

label on their product.  

Male, FG1: It seems like you could just slap that on here. So, it's a lot of them… just kind of 

seems like signaling without having to do anything. 

 It appeared many participants did not understand the purpose of eco-labels, their meaning 

or the regulation behind them. 

Eco-Label Ambivalence 

 Participants voiced a mixture of emotions regarding eco-labels. The eco-label 

ambivalence theme covers the concepts of desiring eco-labeled products because of their health 

and environmental benefits, yet distrust the eco-labels on products.  

Participants expressed their agreement in eco-label desire and how they will always 

choose an eco-labeled product when the opportunity arises, or they are usually looking for eco-

labels on products.  

Some participants from focus groups 3 and 1 stated: 

Female, FG3: I find this is a helpful guide because I always like to look [for eco-labels], you 

know? Like a triangle [recycling label]. I like to buy things that I can recycle. Yeah. So, it's a… 

it's a guide. 

Female, FG3: To me, it's important to me too. And I tried to read the labels and I tried to buy 

things I figure is environmentally friendly. 

 Female, FG1: I'll be more inclined to buy it if I think it's better for the environment. 
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Female, FG1: For the same price [if one had it and one didn't] I would get the one with the label 

on it. 

Male, FG3: If the products are the same ones. Better for the ecosystem. You obviously choose 

that one.  

Other participants stated they often look for eco-labels because of the internal desire to 

help the environment: 

Female, FG1: It makes me feel better about helping out.  

Female, FG1: Deep down you want to be a good person. Yeah. being a good person. Are you 

there for buying things that that minimize your carbon footprint? 

 Some participants from all three of the focus groups expressed their lack of trust through 

the ambiguity of the eco-labels. There are currently over 200 eco-labels in the United States 

alone, and many participants appeared aware of this. 

Male, FG3: [eco-labels] means whatever they want it to mean, you know?  

Female, FG1: It's not always easy to understand what they mean. So, like you might see it has 

like a certain "Oh, this is eco-friendly" Or this is you know environmentally friendly. What does 

that mean? Like, is it from the way you make your product, or you ship it?... Or like… You know- 

what constitutes that because it might not actually be like [that]. 

Male, FG1: It's just like I still just like I said, you can't really trust these because I feel like half 

of them just don't mean anything.  

Male, FG3: Because they don't really advertise what it means to have that stamp on there. It's 

kind of just like, Hey, we're probably go friendly. Just look at the stamp. It doesn’t, there's no 

explanation as to like, you know, if you buy this over the leading brand, you save a tree and a 

half or something. 
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Some participants from focus groups 1 and 2, when asked, voiced their lack of trust due 

to those certifying the eco-labels and their intentions, although the participants disagreed on what 

certifying body was most trustworthy: 

Female, FG1: I would trust a nonprofit more. [other person: same] Because they're not out for 

the money. You know, they really want to help people. Hopefully. 

Male, FG2: I think the big issue trust wise with those is that it is exactly- that its government 

funded. And that probably goes for a lot of things that are government funded… Is that you 

know, if the rules are more stringent and less of those rules were bent on, you know, for the sake 

of lobbying money and stuff like that… 

Male, FG1: I think it comes from like a third-party observer, it's a lot easier to trust something 

being, you know, certified, like I said, with the USDA. 

Female, FG2: I guess at the same token, you could say though, then maybe like self-imposed 

organization ones are more credible because they don't have to do [certifications] and they're 

just going the extra mile to do it. I guess if I had to make a decision, I would think, like, 

government ones would be the less credible, I would start there.  

 Lastly, eco-labels were desired by participants but the trust in the quality of the product 

was low because of eco-labels. Participants desired eco-labeled products yet didn’t trust the 

quality of the products. Some participants from focus groups 2 and 1 stated: 

Male, FG2: There's a sliding scale of where's your threshold of “okay” [to] accept the quality 

you're sacrificing permit being a conventional versus a green product. Where does that line up 

on what your minimum acceptance criteria [asking the group]? 

Female, FG2: [referring to eco-labeled laundry detergent] it costs almost double and it doesn't 

work. 



 

 20 

Female, FG1: [Referring to non-eco-labeled products] Or they do better job. Maybe harsh 

chemicals that are bad for the planet but darn it- it gets my grout clean. 

 There is a paradox existing between the participant’s clear desire for eco-labeled 

products, yet distrust in products due to being eco-labeled. Participants seem to desire eco-labels, 

but distrust these eco-labels for a variety of reasons including quality, certifying body and 

ambiguity. 

Eco-Guilt Paradox 

 Relational Dialectics Theory (RDT) by Baxter and Montgomery (1996) addresses 

relationships and in this case the relationship between individuals and society as a whole. This 

theme is identified as participants recurrence of the expressions of guilt for being “part of the 

problem” in society for environmentalism problems, feelings of responsibility or a lack of desire 

to change because one small change on their part won’t create enough of an impact.  

Some participants from the three focus groups stated pressures they feel to be eco-friendly: 

Male, FG2:  I think, like, there's no like direct pressure from the people or like [inaudible]. or 

something. But like, the word of like being eco-friendly. It's somehow always in your head. Like 

no matter why, like no matter where you go, but you always have the idea you had like, you 

know…  

Female, FG3: I would say I'm conflicted because I think that there's a lot of society pressure for 

me to be eco-friendly…. And in my heart, I would like to be eco-friendly, but as [Participant 

Name] suggested, I don't know if I'm willing to pay 30% more 50% more for product especially 

when no one is really looking over my shoulder to see what I'm doing. 

Some participants from the three focus groups expressed feelings of guilt: 
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Female, FG2: I do feel a little bit of guilt if I don't end up buying an eco-friendly product. Just 

internal [guilt]. 

Male, FG2: It's more of a -  it's a guilt -not I don't not society- whatever- society is body but it is 

certainly like a "common [name] and you couldn't just suck it up and spend the extra dollar" or 

"you couldn't suck it up and do what was better for everything"?... and not you know, you know, 

there's certainly that in and that's not just with purchasing, you know, that that's something they 

experience in every facet of life. Like why can't you just suck it up and do the right thing? 

Female, FG3: I mean, I feel guilty personally because I recycle like 90% of the stuff but if I have 

like a salsa jar, I don't feel like rinsing it out. 

Male, FG2: Consumerism and lack of sustainability. Literally, we can't just suck it up and do the 

right thing internally.  

Some participants from the three focus groups expressed feelings of responsibility: 

Female, FG3: Also, I think when we were growing up our age group, it was like, are you doing 

your part? You're doing your part, you know, so that's why I think we feel a sense of purpose 

personal responsibility. Not sure why you don't. 

Female, FG3: I feel… I feel a sense of responsibility for the future for next generation. I always I 

feel for my grandchildren, my children. 

Female, FG3: I don't think I feel pressure, but I think I feel it like a personal responsibility. 

That's why I feel so responsible. Yeah so it makes you more conscientious, you know, like maybe 

like again and everything plays a role…  

Female FG3: I feel my responsibility [to be eco-friendly] but I don't necessarily act on that 

responsibility. So, I'll have guilt. So, like I should buy the, you know, the $5 one, you know 
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instead of the $3 one, but I won't because my practicality overrules my responsibility to eco 

friendly 

Female, FG3: Yeah, yeah, you too. I feel that sense of responsibility. 

Female, FG3: If everyone is one drop of water in the ocean as well as but many drops of water 

make the ocean. Okay? So we will do a little bit it helps rather than not doing anything at all. So 

that's how I feel there is a responsibility for every single person in the world. 

Some participants from the three focus groups expressed no intention of being eco-friendly: 

Female, FG1: I feel like knowing that no one else cares about it either. Like just like sitting here 

and everyone's like agreeing. They don't really care. It makes me care even less because like, I'm 

just like one person. And like, Am I really going to like make that big of a difference? You know? 

Because like the companies that don't put the labels on it, they're still going to be like making 

products whether I buy it or not. Yeah. 

Female, FG3: One person out of billions of people, you know, it's like, yes, you know, it starts 

with one person. But that doesn't mean it makes a big difference. So it's like I'm saying, I'm 

taking money out of my pocket just so I can, you know, benefit the environment, but at the same 

time, it's like, Is it really worth it? 

 Referring to the RDT theory, the conventionality-uniqueness dialectic tension can be 

found in the data (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). Some participants expressed a desire to meet 

society’s expectation of environmentalism, but others state a push against this expectation 

because of financial reasons. The inclusion-seclusion dialectic tension can also be found in the 

data, since many stated a need to participate in solving society’s problem through 

environmentalism yet many had feelings of not wishing to invest in eco-labeled products because 

it wouldn’t help against the problems caused by society. 
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Desire for Eco-Label Education 

 This theme illustrates the participant’s desire for some sort of standardization of these 

labels and a greater knowledge of the regulations required. 

Some participants from focus groups 1 stated: 

Male, FG1: I was gonna say, put some kind of like explanation on the packaging or something to 

explain what this really means. 

Male, FG1: I think If I knew what these labels actually meant, like, if I was better informed on 

that, then I'd be more inclined to follow them.  

Female, FG1: [They should do] Education on why we want to do it eco-friendly… right? Why 

does it matter? 

Some participants from the three focus groups agreed on a need for less eco-labels and more 

standardization: 

Male, FG3: They should standardize it…They should standardize it because when there's 30 

different labels nobody really knows what they mean… or, you know, who's regulating it?  

Female, FG3: I'd be nice if there was one that's more one that everybody for sure knows. 

Female, FG3: Well I think they could educate the children in the school system to know what the 

eco label means. And you know, encourage them to choose eco label products, because they 

would know how it links to the environment. So, I think it probably has to start in the school 

system. 

Male, FG3: I think we said this halfway through is if they became a little bit more standardized, 

and you saw the labels on, you know…You're used to the labels on a product, but when you 

didn't see it on the product, you said, Okay, well, that one's not, you know, eco-friendly or 



 

 24 

whatever, as opposed to having 50 different labels and don't know what the heck any of them 

mean.  

There was an agreed consensus that there should be standardization and education of eco-

labels for the public. The participants wished to know what eco-labels meant and their 

regulations but felt there was no reliable source or easy access to the information. If there were 

fewer labels, participants felt that maybe it would be easier to learn and identify labels rather 

than several certifying bodies and hundreds of different labels that currently create eco-labels. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

 Greenwashing has driven out consumer trust in green marketing in most forms, and eco-

labels were not left out (Aji & Bayu, 2015). The results from this research highlight the distrust 

consumers feel towards eco-labels. At the same time, participants desire eco-labels to identify 

eco-friendly products because they wish to be eco-friendly but distrust the standards in place.  

 In this study, the perception of eco-labels was generalized as a marketing ploy. Many of 

the participants voiced their feelings that the labels of these sustainability efforts were not 

genuine and used as a strategy for corporations to profit. Participants expressed feelings of being 

a victim of marketing. Much of this can be blamed on greenwashing breaking consumer trust and 

causing consumers to assume the sole purpose is to capitalize on a green movement. This 

perception of eco-labels as a form of marketing is so prevalent that many participants defined 

eco-labels in these terms. This becomes a difficult situation for companies which foster genuine 

sustainability intentions for their brand and may be ignored due to this perception.   

 Participants did not have awareness of the certifications of government certified eco-

labels, corporations or nonprofits. Participants were not aware in all three groups of who the 

certifying bodies were and did not recognize most eco-labels or who regulated them. A lack of 

trust towards eco-labels is likely due to the little understanding of how eco-labels are certified 

and less feelings of ambiguity from participants towards eco-labels.  

 Once again, the greenwashing impacts on consumer trust leak into the perceptions of eco-

labels. In this study, the participants voiced a strong distrust towards eco-label regulations. Much 

of this can be rooted in a lack of education on eco-labels, what standards are upheld and 

understanding who is certifying eco-labels. The participants voiced distrust in the labels, as 
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anyone can just “slap a label” on a product and certify it or meet the minimum requirements. 

Some of this distrust might be attributed to previous greenwashing instances participants faced in 

the past, as some eco-labels like 7 Up’s incidents with falsifying their eco-label claims are 

common in consumer goods (Saxena, 2015). Participants were divided on which certifying body 

was most trustworthy and did not trust government, non-profit organizations or corporations 

more than another.  

 It is interesting to note that several participants voiced a desire for eco-labeled products to 

help in their current demand for sustainable purchasing, yet at the same time did not trust eco-

labels or eco-labeled products. Plenty of participants desire products eco-labeled but their 

continued distrust in the eco-label as a marketing ploy and ambiguous certification standards 

leave them feeling conflicted. Another interesting point was the mention of quality and price by 

many participants. Most participants desired a similarly affordable eco-labeled product, but 

many viewed eco-labeled products untrustworthy regarding the quality. Essentially, many agreed 

that they felt it often was a sacrifice in product and price to purchase an eco-labeled product. 

This can be noted as interesting, as participants continued to voice a desire for eco-labeled 

products under certain circumstances.  

 When considering RDT and the relationship between participants and society, it appears 

many participants feel as though they do feel pressure from society within the conventionality-

uniqueness dialectic tension (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). Many expressed their feelings of not 

wishing to purchase eco-labeled products because they felt it wouldn’t make a difference. This 

might be due to the relationship between the individual and society and a feeling of helplessness 

of low impact for change. Ironically, change is only possible through each individual but a sense 

of belonging to society comes from this.  
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 When considering the inclusion-seclusion dialectic tension, many stated a need to 

participate in the environmentalism efforts imposed by society as their duty, but others expressed 

a desire against this since they felt like their individual financial needs were more important as 

eco-labeled products often required financial sacrifice. This can fall into the inclusion-seclusion 

dialectic tension because many participants voiced desire for involvement in social 

environmentalism yet desire to seclude themselves for personal reasons like finances. 

 While applying the RDT theory to this study, it highlighted the paradox in the data where 

participants experienced societal pressures to be environmentally friendly. The theory addressed 

participant’s desire to be an active individual in society towards environmental change, but also 

uprooted the conflicted emotions they faced towards doing so. By employing RDT theory, it 

exposed the push and pull of wishing to engage in environmental change with eco-labels through 

the inclusion-seclusion and the conventionality-uniqueness dialectic tensions. 

Some participants from the three focus groups voiced a desire for quantified impact 

included in eco-labels, such as “each purchase plants X trees” as an improved means for eco-

label standards and improved relationship with purchasing. The feeling of responsibility for 

society also was expressed by some, stating they feel a sense of guilt and responsibility to be 

eco-friendly for others. 

Over 200 eco-labels exist in the United States and there seems to be no regulation, 

making it difficult to recognize and become familiar with any particular label. There is no 

traditional form of education for the public on eco-labels, and much of the research is pushed on 

consumers. In this study, many participants voiced a desire for standardization of these many 

eco-labels into an easily identifiable label, rather than another anonymous symbol. Some 

expressed the challenge to keep an eye out for new labels, when so many companies can also 
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make their own. Other participants voiced a need for educational requirements in sustainability 

and including eco-labels for future generations. If eco-label education was taught in schools and 

there was a standardized set of well-regulated labels, purchasing sustainable products would be 

less stressful for the consumer, and they may be more likely to purchase sustainable products if 

the price permits. 

 This research contributes to the body of green marketing literature as it explored 

existing perceptions of eco labels, eco-label trust and individual relationships with society’s 

environmentalism and eco-labels. Although this literature does not agree with Atkinson and 

Rosenthal’s (2013) study where government certified eco-labels were found as the most 

trustworthy, this study explored what current knowledge of eco-labels and consumer 

understanding of the consumer bodies.  

Limitations 

 Some limitations of the study exist in the potential of thinking with the group or staying 

silent due to opposing opinions and lack of anonymity in the focus group setting. Another 

limitation was the shyness of some groups over other focus groups. Some individuals within the 

group were more talkative than others, and some of the focus groups themselves were more 

engaged and talkative than other groups.  

 There were some participants from all three focus groups that appeared to have stronger 

opinions and be more talkative than others, which may have intimidated others from voicing 

their own opinions and thoughts. For most of the groups, everyone seemed comfortable in 

sharing their honest opinions.  
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 Other limitations of this study include the demographics of the participants. The 

participants of this study were all of at least some college education and might not reflect the 

same in a more diversely educated sample. This same limitation applies to income, where most 

of this group was above the poverty line and above average income and the results might reflect 

differently with other levels of income since eco-labeled products are often considered 

expensive. 

Implications 

 Environmentalism is on the rise, and consumers desire eco-labeled products. It’s no 

longer enough to place a label on a product and claim sustainability. Consumers want details, 

transparency, education and standardization. This study may suggest future research for how 

eco-labels may communicate a means of gaining consumer trust. Participants expressed feelings 

of responsibility to society, and the planet. A feeling of helplessness participants expressed to 

face the sustainability issues society has caused may lead to future research on effective means 

of quantifying eco-label impacts.  

 Future research may want to examine different means of educating individuals on eco-

labels and most effective means. Standardization models may be a possible research purpose, as 

many participants desired a more standard means of creating and identifying eco-labels rather 

than the hundreds that currently exist.  

 Eco-labels are confusing for consumers because consumers feel out of touch. Many 

express feelings of powerlessness to instill environmental change, yet each person holds the 

consumer dollar power to shift societal norms. Eco-labels should be a guide for consumers to 

drive this change by rewarding companies that engage in true sustainable efforts. Their 
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purchasing power can force more companies to strive towards environmentalism. Participants 

feel like eco-labels lack meaning. They have so little faith in the certification, so they choose 

unsustainable products because they simply don’t trust eco-labels. Eco-labels can empower 

consumers to drive the change they truly want if they are provided with proper education, 

regulation transparency, and standardization of eco-labels.  
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APPENDIX A: ECO-LABEL EXAMPLES 
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APPENDIX B: WELCOME MESSAGE BY MODERATOR 
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Welcome Message by Moderator 

 
Hello, my name is Rebecca. Thank you for attending this focus group study and the contribution 

of your time. This study is about eco-labels for consumer products. The completion of this 

project will add to the existing literature on eco-label perceptions.  

 

This is a group selected for the study, and we would like to hear about your overall perceptions 

of eco-labels current in the market. A few examples eco-label visuals will be provided which you 

may recognize, and their certifications and regulators will be explained.  

 

During this focus group study, I will ask questions and facilitate a conversation about eco-labels. 

Please remember there is no “right” or “wrong” answer for the questions that will be discussed. 

The goal of this study is to stimulate conversation and open up discussion to disclose opinions 

and perceptions about eco-labels by everyone in the room. Hopefully everyone will feel 

comfortable in disclosing their honest opinions and ideas.  

 

This session will be recorded, and I will be taking notes during the focus group study to ensure 

all ideas are captured during this meeting. Please note the comments within this focus group will 

be kept confidential and anonymity will be honored to any comments or opinions you make. 

 

At this time, are there any questions anyone might have before we begin? 

 

[double check recording device] 

 

Project overall questions: 

RQ1: How do consumers perceive eco-labels in terms of trust? 

RQ2: Do consumers desire products with eco-labels, yet also distrust eco-labeled products? 

RQ3: Does a dialectic tension exist in the relationship between environmentally friendly 

consumerism and eco-labels? 

  



 

 35 

APPENDIX C: DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Demographics Questionnaire 
 

1) What is your gender?  

a) Male 

b) Female  

c) Other  

d) Do not wish to disclose. 

 

2) What is your age?  

a) 18-24 years old 

b) 25-34 years old  

c) 35-44 years old  

d) 45-54 years old  

e) 55-64 years old  

f) 65-74 years old  

g) 75 years or older 

h) Prefer not to say. 

 

3) What is your ethnicity?  

a) Caucasian  

b) Africa-American  

c) Latino or Hispanic  

d) Asian  

e) Native American  

f) Native Hawain or Pacific Islander  

g) Two or more  

h) Other/Unknown  

i) Prefer not to say  

 

4) What is your highest level of education?  

a) No high school  

b) High School/GED  

c) Some College  

d) Bachelor’ Degree  

e) Master’s Degree  

f) Ph.D. or higher  

g) Trade School  

h) Prefer not to say  

 

5) Please indicate your annual salary.  

a) Less than $25,000  

b) $25,000- $50,000  

c) $50,000-$100,000  

d) $100,000- $200,000  

e) More than $200,000  
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f) Prefer not to say. 

 

6) How many children do you have?  

a) None 

b) 1 

c) 2-4 

d) More than 4 

e) Prefer not to say 

 

7) Which of the following best describes the area you live in? 

a) Urban 

b) Suburban 

c) Rural 

d) Prefer not to say. 
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APPENDIX D: PROBE QUESTIONS 
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Probe Questions 

 
STAGE 1: General eco-label feelings. 

1) Are any of you familiar with any existing eco-labels? If so, what are your thoughts and 

opinions on those eco-labels? 

2) When a product is labeled with an eco-label, what does that mean to you? Please 

elaborate. 

3) If a product is labeled with an eco-label, does that change what you think about the brand 

or product? What would your perception toward that product be? 

4) Are there any products with eco-labels that you regularly purchase? Give me some 

examples. Is it because you trust the product or is it because you trust the brand? 

5) What products do you usually buy with eco-labels? Do you notice them? 

6) Does the presence of eco-labels change your perception of the brands or the products? 

 

[Introduce eco-labels graphics] 

STAGE 2: Exposure to eco-labels, trust and background knowledge. 

1) Please look at the examples I’m providing to you. Do you recognize any of them? Please 

let me know if any of these are familiar. It’s okay if you don’t. Do you think there are 

other examples you can share with the group?  

2) What are the opinions you might have about these eco-labels? 

3) This might be a difficult question, but in your mind do you feel like some eco-labels are 

more trustworthy than others? Why so? 

4) Do you find any of these examples of eco-labels trustworthy? If so, which ones? Why? 

5) What could eco-labels do differently to gain your trust? 

6) What are your opinions and thoughts about the credibility of these eco-labels? 

7) Do you know who has the authority to certify eco-labels? 

8) Among these eco-labels can you identify which are certified by the government, or non-

government? 

9) Some argue non-government certified ecolabels are less trustworthy than government 

certified, do you agree or disagree? 

 

STAGE 3: Dialectic Tensions probe questions. 

1) Do you feel conflicted, unconflicted or nothings towards eco-labels? 

2) Do you think society in general has an expectation for people to buy products with eco-

labels?  

3) Do you feel like you experience/feel these expectations or pressures? 

4) Do you feel a sense of responsibility to buy products with eco-labels? If so, how does that 

make you feel? 

 

Is there anything else we haven’t discussed that you think is important? Please share. 

 

Thank you for your time and participation.  
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APPENDIX E: IRB APPROVAL LETTER 
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