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ABSTRACT 

The terms “sustainability”, “green”, “eco”, “eco-conscious” have become 
important buzzwords: they are fashionable, trendy; they make everything 
that comes into contact with them more attractive. Not only do a plethora 
of scientific articles cover the topic hallmarked by the above words, but 
they have also risen to the throne in the marketing communications of 
businesses and companies. They are used in many cases, even when the 
given product or service has either nothing to do with or only tangentially 
has a connection with the green character. The phenomenon of 
“greenwashing”, i.e., the case described above, when products and 
services are presented as environmentally friendly and green without real 
actions, is becoming more widespread. Today, consumers are also 
becoming more and more conscious; most of them demand correct 
information. In addition, the laws of individual countries place increasing 
demands on businesses, their environmental and social responsibility—so 
the use of green “practices” is often a means of staying on the market and 
surviving. The phenomenon is global. The European Union has recently 
adopted new legislation to prevent greenwashing, while countries are 
taking action against unethical corporate behaviour through their 
legislation and consumer protection authorities. This research aims to 
analyse the new EU directive and Hungarian legislation to see if there is a 
chance to eradicate the phenomenon completely. The research involved 
content analysis, as well as analysis of websites and case law. The results 
suggest that companies are always one step ahead and that only a unified 
trademark system can be the ultimate solution in the fight against 
greenwashing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Environmental concerns have become a topic of increasing interest—
not only for scholars, for businesses and service providers, but also for 
consumers [1]. Thus, businesses often flaunt greenness even when their 
product or service has little to do with this character. They can also over-
dimensionalize the green character or simply use it to as an excellent 
marketing-tool to dress up cutting costs falling into the sin of 
greenwashing. 

Respect towards the environment, eco-consciousness is getting to be 
more and more important even for customers, who take these factors 
increasingly into account in their purchasing decisions. The 
transformation into green economies is on the agenda both on the 
international and on the national level as well [2]. People are changing 
their consumption habits as well. According to the International Institute 
for Sustainable Development ([3], p. 57), since the 1980’s there has been a 
growing demand by consumers for products that don’t harm the 
environment. In the same document IISD stated that only in the USA, in 
1989, 24 products in the USA were claimed as green, in 1990 more than 600 
([3], p. 58). and nowadays more billion. To help consumers to identify 
green products and services, ISO standards can provide guidance. 
Nevertheless, there are many times when products are launched that do 
not meet these standards, but are sold as green products and services. 

This brings with it opportunities in terms of how companies 
communicate. According to [4] “the practice of greenwashing can be seen 
as a positive communication of poor environmental performance”. This 
practice, which makes services, companies or businesses appear 
sustainable without any real action behind it or certification, is 
greenwashing. The misleading communication by companies is difficult to 
detect, given the lack of legal regulation of the concept [5]. 

The fight against greenwashing goes back fordecades, its significance 
cannot be under evaluated. Companies misuse the trust vested in them by 
their customers and other stakeholders using different greenwashing 
strategies to win more consumers and present themselves in a better light. 

Regarding the drivers of greenwashing both the “nonmarket” external 
factors: (Lax and Uncertain Regulatory Environment), and the market 
external elements (including consumer demand, investor demand, and 
competitive pressure) play a significant role in the greenwashing activity 
of firms [4]. 

More factors have an effect on the greenwashing actions of companies. 
A research found that there is a relationship between political connections 
and greenwashing, as companies with political connections show a greater 
activity regarding greenwashing, than the others [6]. Furthermore, firms 
located and seated in counties in the US, where religious faithfulness is 
strong, are less likely to do greenwashing according to the findings of [7]. 
However, CEO turnover increases the possibility of greenwashing, which 
effect is even stronger in cases of CEO-s coming from putside of the firm. 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 3 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

The reason can be, that they have to face a higher pressure and want to 
get fast results [8]. 

More levels of greenwashing were detected by the literature: the level 
of the entity setting, defining different standards on this field, product, 
service level, firm level, and the financial-intermediary level [9–11]. The 
readability of ESG disclosures can be used as a good prior assessment 
mechanism for investors to measure the greenwashing activity of a 
company. Since negative connectionship was detected between the 
readability of ESG disclosures and greenwashing by [12]. 

Greenwashing has already appeared also in social media, in which only 
some sectors, firms and themes arise, and only a small group of private 
persons, NGO-s and media induce the debates. The most important actors 
in the online disputes are the accused (organisations and events), the 
accomplices (branches, politicians), the accusers (individuals, 
organisations) and the allies (followers, media) [13]. 

Greenwashing has serious consequences affecting consumers, the 
company itself, its employees, existing and potential stakeholders (e.g., 
investors) and society as a whole [14]. Many consumers have already 
distrusted companies' green claims, becoming more sceptical regarding 
them [14–17]. These greenwashing practices undermine the trust vested in 
companies and consumers may even lose their faith in their 
trustworthiness ([4,7,18–20]. This technique can result in brand avoidance, 
which is proved by different researches [21,22]. Greenwashing can 
damage image and reputation of the brand [23]. Its consequences can be 
detected in the long run as well: less investors will appear on the market 
of green products, furthermore, even social welfare can be affected 
negatively [14]. In order to repair the brand trust lost due to greenwashing, 
different strategies and mechanisms were adopted [24]. Different 
greenwashing techniques have an impact even on the employees of the 
firms applying them: employees educated in sustainability issues show 
higher turnover intentions in companies which commit greenwashing. 
Since these actions impair the perception of firms in the eyes of these 
employees [25]. 

Since the phenomenon of greenwashing is a hot issue, it was already 
analyzed in several areas: in the field of tourism [1,21,26–28], in sport [29], 
in the transportation [30,31], in the fashion [32–34], in the metal industry 
[35], in construction projects [36] and in the banking and finance sector 
[18,37], as well. However, greenwashing is more and more widespread, 
according to [28] a positive shift can be detected in certain areas: the 
tourism and hospitality sector is proven to have fewer reputational 
scandals and cases, followed by the transportation industry. What is more, 
it is not worth for them, since those tourism service providers, that 
greenwash, experience a serious sales drop [28]. 

As it can be seen, there is a rich literature available examining many 
aspects of greenwashing. Greenwashing is present in everyday practice; 
despite the fact it has been proven that the organization that lives with it 
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risks many negative consequences. At the same time, it is encouraging 
from the point of view of the future that there are already areas where 
positive processes have started in this regard. 

Materials and Methods 

The research examines the situation of Hungarian legislation on 
consumer protection vs. greenwashing. From a methodological point of 
view, this document presents a non-exhaustive list of the most relevant 
legislation, focusing on the new directive of the European Union against 
greenwashing and on the activity and possibilities of the Hungarian 
Consumer Protection Authority. 

The study primarily put the legal background of the communication of 
companies in focus with an overview of the European legal framework 
and cases compared with the current legislation and practice in Hungary. 
The article presents the legal background with an analysis of the laws and 
directives that regulate those campaigns that are aimed at attracting 
consumers. 

The main question of the research (Q1) is to what extent the Hungarian 
Consumer Protection Authority can prevent unethical corporate 
communication while taking into account the legal regulatory 
environment. 

The study has two hypothesis: 
H1: Unethical corporate communication can’t always be detected, 

despite the legal environment. 
This study is based on a four-step research methodology, as shown in 

Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Research methodology. 

Research Methodology 

Step 1. Literature overview of greenwashing in European and Hungarian 
contexts (definition, main characteristics, etc.) 

Step 2. Analyzes of the European framework and the newly accepted EU directive 
on greenwashing. 

Step 3. Analyzes of the work of the Hungarian Competition Authority and the 
legislative background of Hungary. 

Conclusion 

The first part of the study presents the theoretical framework of 
greenwashing, focusing on definitions and the main characteristics of it. 

As second pillar, the European framework and the newly accepted EU 
directive will be analyzed. 

In the third part, the legal norms of Hungary will be studied. Since the 
Hungarian Competition Authority plays a special role in the legal battle 
against greenwashing, in this part, the related legal cases will be evaluated. 
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The Hungarian Competition Authority also conducts comprehensive 
market analyses in different areas to map and understand the practices of 
companies. 

Legislative analyses will include the content analysis of laws, 
regulations and recommendations. These data are derived from primary 
sources (regulations, legislation, amendments, recommendations). In 
addition to this, the most typical research tools, checking webpages, data 
requests, and market research will be used as well [38].  

DISCUSSION 

Greenwashing is a complex phenomenon touching human rights, 
consumer rights and climate goals’ issues at the same time. The power of 
consumers depends on access to information about the real (green) nature 
of products and services. Furthermore, effective access to justice is also a 
key to ensuring the enforcement of these rights [39]. 

There was a general trend regarding green claims: these claims, related 
abuses, misguided behaviours and practices have typically spread much 
faster than legislators could react. Thus, for the first time, the authorities 
issued various soft law acts and guidelines for businesses and consumers 
with the aim of educating and raising awareness. These guides are very 
similar in content across the whole European Union, partly due to the 
harmonization effect of the EU Directive and the close cooperation 
between the bodies involved [40]. 

Definition and Characteristics of Greenwashing 

Analyzing the recent definitions of greenwashing, it can be concluded, 
that a generally accepted definition does not exist, however, the emphasis 
can be different. [41] argues, that there are different shades in 
greenwashing, and not all types of greenwashing activities are equal. 
Checking the keywords: over-communication [42]; a moral inconsistency 
[28,43] misleading, exaggerating, reflecting inability, dissemination of 
false or deceptive information reflect the essence of the phenomenon (See 
in Table 2). In summary, greenwashing embraces giving false information 
and exaggerating the green characteristics of different products and 
services in order to get more consumers. 

Table 2. Definitions of greenwashing. 

Definition Author(s) 
Over-Communication, Exaggeration 
“a phenomenon by which firms over-communicate their CSR aspirations or 
endeavors to be perceived as more responsible (environmentally or socially) 
than their actual CSR practices may justify” 

[42] 

“When products or companies appear overall to be more environmentally 
friendly than they really are” 

[44] 
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Table 2. Cont. 

Definition Author(s) 
Over-Communication, Exaggeration 
“The company can gain unearned benefits from exaggerating positive social and 
environmental impacts and/or downplaying negative ones, even though there is 
no correspondence between sustainability ‘talk’ and the underlying business 
realities (‘walk’) 

[13] 

Moral Inconsistency 
“It represents a moral inconsistency phenomenon whereby firms try to earn an 
undeserved moral benefit by appearing more sustainable than they really are” 

[28,43] 

Misleading 
“It involves misleading consumers about the environmental benefits of their 
products and services” 

[18] 

“Misrepresenting themselves as more socially and environmentally responsible 
than they actually are” 

[28] 

Greenwashing refers to the practice of falsely promoting an organisation’s 
environmental efforts or spending more resources to promote the organisation 
as green than are spent to engage in environmentally sound practices. Thus, 
greenwashing is the dissemination of false or deceptive information regarding 
an organisation’s environmental strategies, goals, motivations, and actions” 

[45] 

“The company’s marketing or PR strategy that portrays the given company as 
environmentally friendly and responsible for environmental protection, while 
no meaningful steps can be demonstrated in its actual operation to achieve 
these goals. Insofar as green removal appears in the company’s specific 
marketing communication, the term refers to environmental claims that cannot 
be verified” 

[46] 

Inability Of Companies 
“Reflects the inability of companies to substantiate their publicly made green 
claims” 

[47] 

Even though some consumers want to take environmental aspects into 
account when making purchasing decisions, it is often very difficult to 
decide whether a product or service is truly environmentally friendly [15]. 
Today it is a key challenge to effectively identify the presence of 
greenwashing. 

Initiations were made to create algorithms to capture this phenomenon 
[48], furthermore, several research have assessed the key elements that 
make the identification of greenwashing possible [21,33]. The determined 
symptoms and their description help the detection of the phenomenon 
(Table 3). 
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Table 3. The signs of greenwashing. 

Sympton Description 
Overselling the aim is to exaggerate the significance of completed actions 
Vagueness to say ambiguous, unclear things to evoke greens 
Irrelevance to state things that are compulsory because of the legal norms or do not have any 

relevance 
Concealing to state things that emphasize the best facets and hide the worst ones 
Misleading to state thigs that are false, misleading, not true or is impossible to prove 

Source: own edition based on [33]. 

According to Yang [14] selective disclosure, decoupling, attention 
deflection, deceptive manipulation, dubious authorizations and labels, 
inefficient public voluntary programs are the typical signs and portray the 
presence of greenwashing. 

Zanasi et al. offer different recommendations to eliminate 
greenwashing specified on the agrifood sector: the whole life-cycle should 
be analysed, the ad contents should be verifiable, the language should be 
easy to understand and non-misleading, only effective and voluntary 
green practices should be communicated, green images should only be 
used when appropriate, finally, third party certifications should be used 
[49]. 

Even the several definitions of greenwashing prove that it is very 
difficult to wage a legal battle against a phenomenon that in many cases is 
extremely difficult to identify. After all, it is only possible to act effectively 
against a specific behavior, phenomenon if it is possible to determine what 
we are fighting against. 

Different Norms and Initiations with the Aim to Eliminate 
Greenwashing—European Context 

The growing awareness of consumer choices and the need to contribute 
to the protection of the environment is dynamically growing. For 
companies, this is both an expectation and an opportunity to communicate 
the uniqueness and diversity of their services. The results, presented 
above, show that the behaviour of companies is not always ethical. 

To ensure that consumers’ interests are not harmed in the process, the 
European Union has adopted various positions, recommendations and 
legislative frameworks, which are set out in Table 4. 

In 2020, the European Commission and Member States’ consumer 
authorities conducted a survey on services offered in the online space 
through the Consumer Protection Cooperation Network (CPC). The aim of 
the survey was to investigate advertising claims made to consumers. The 
results were shocking, as 42% of the claims made on the 344 websites 
surveyed contained false claims and were therefore considered 
misleading commercial practices. Based on the results, the European 
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Commission has issued a statement in 2020 on the need to better protect 
consumers from misleading information [50]. 

Thanks to the above-mentioned facts, the European Commission 
proposed to update the EU consumer rules to support a better green 
transition. 

In September 2023, Parliament and the Council concluded a provisional 
agreement on the updated rules. The Parliamentary Assembly passed the 
agreement in January 2024, followed by the Council the following month. 
EU Member States have 24 months to implement this update in their 
national legislation [51]. The regulation aims to make consumers better 
informed, better protected and better prepared to be real players in the 
green transition. 

Table 4. European Union regulations and guidelines on greenwashing. 

Number of 
regulation/guideline 

Title of regulation/guideline Issuing organization 
and year 

Aim of the document 

COM/2001/0366 Green paper—Promoting a 
European framework for 
corporate social 
responsibility 

European Commission 
2001 

defined corporate 
social responsibility 
(CSR) [52] 

COM (2011) 681 Communication from the 
commission to the 
Parliament, the Council, the 
European Economic and 
Social Committee of the 
Regions—A renewed EU 
strategy 2011-14 for 
Corporate Social 
Responsibility 

European Commission 
2011 

proposed a new 
definition of CSR 
as “the responsibility 
of enterprises for their 
impact on society” [53]  

2005/29 EK Unfair Commercial Practices 
Directive 

European Parliament 
and Council 
2005 

provides a legal basis 
to prevent traders 
from promoting unfair 
environmental claims 
[54] 

SWD (2016) 163 final Guidance on the 
implementation/application 
of directive 2005/29/EC on 
unfair commercial practices 

European Commission 
2016 

Guidelines for the 
implementation of the 
Directive 2005/29 EK 
defines the claims of 
environmental 
friendliness and green 
labelling [55] 

Source: own edition based [50]. 
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Hungarian Framework and Practice 

Hungarian legislation has not yet formulated specific rules on 
greenwashing, but the issue is receiving increasing attention from a 
consumer protection perspective [44]. According to the Hungarian 
legislation and the above definitions of greenwashing: “a commercial 
practice is misleading if it contains false information or presents a true 
fact, in the light of all the circumstances in which it appears, in such a way 
as to deceive or is likely to deceive the consumer as to one or more of the 
following, and thereby causes or is likely to cause the consumer to take a 
transactional decision that he would not have taken or is likely to take in 
the absence of the information” [56]. In case of suspicion of similar 
misleading behaviour, the Hungarian Competition Authority and the 
Hungarian Consumer Protection Authority are entitled to take action in 
Hungary. 

Hungarian Competition Authority issued its 2016 “Green 
Advertisements” notice for customers, followed by the Green Marketing 
notice in 2020 to support businesses. It calls on companies to use clear, 
specific, unambiguous language in their marketing communications, not 
to exaggerate the claim, and their statements regarding their products and 
services should be verifiable. Then the guideline examined the typically 
emerging green claims (product composition, production, forward-looking 
and market leadership claims), and provided guidance in this regard. 
Finally, requirements relating to certification labels were touched [46]. It 
should also be added that already in 2016, the organization conducted an 
educational campaign called “Don’t be an easy prey!” The campaign also 
dealt with green advertising and drew attention to how conscious 
consumer decisions can be made [57]. 

The Hungarian Code of Advertising Ethics was renewed in 2023 and 
expanded to include also claims referring to environmental friendliness. 
The Code sets out ethical standards for the advertising of certain products 
and businesses. Although it is not legally binding, it has an impact on 
shaping commercial practice. The standards are in line with the advice of 
the FCA and reflects on ethical considerations more strongly, for example 
that advertising should not abuse consumers’ concern for the 
environment [44]. 

A significant, representative research was carried out by the Hungarian 
Competition Authority regarding the effect of green claims on consumers 
and their effect in 2022 [58]. The research concluded, that the displaying 
green claims on product packaging has an effect on consumers’ perception 
of a product and their intention to purchase. At the same time, it must be 
added, that a significant proportion of consumers are not aware of the 
exact content of the claims they see, and in many cases even 
misunderstand them [58]. 

In January 2023, the Competition Protection Authority reviewed the 
content of 59 websites. The research concluded that most green claims 
appear on websites and packaging. When it comes to sustainability, 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 10 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

companies communicated with a very broad spectrum in an unstructured 
way. The main and most common problem is that the information 
supporting these claims was difficult or simply impossible to find. It was 
also typical, that a sustainable brand image was emphasized [58]. 

The legal basis for action against greenwashing cases is Act XLVII of 
2008 Act on Prohibition of Unfair Commercial Practices (“UCP Act”), which 
transposed the provisions of the EU Directive into the Hungarian legal 
system. The Act states that unfair commercial practices are prohibited [56]. 
Furthermore, misleading commercial practices are not allowed, either, 
which means that a commercial communication contains information or 
has the possibility to deceive the consumers in relation to the main 
characteristics of the goods ([56], Sect. 6). Within the list about the main 
characteristics of the goods the composition, the environmental impact, 
the impact on health of the goods can be found—which have special 
importance in related to our topic ([56], Sect. 6). The Hungarian 
Competition Authority has jurisdiction regarding any unfair commercial 
practices if it can have a material effect on competition on the market. 
However, there are certain exceptions: when the unfair commercial 
practice is apparent only on the product or on the packaging of the product 
or fixed to the product by other means (label), or on any warnings and 
instructions for its use and operation or in the warranty note ([56], Sect. 
10).  

However, legal regulation exists, the acceptance of new norms 
(directive) is in progress in the European Union [59]. 

In many countries the legal rules regarding consumer protection are 
the most relevant norms on this filed, which give the legal basis for the 
fight against greenwashing (e.g., in Germany, in the UK, in Australia) 
[60,61]. In the United Kingdom awareness raising is also important among 
both consumers and business companies: the Competition and Markets 
Authority (CMA) has created the Green Claims Code, which helps to 
identify if green claims are really green or not [61–63]. 

Legal Cases 

Since the Hungarian Competition Authority has competence in cases 
related to this (Table 5), we analyse the jurisprudence of this body. If the 
authority becomes aware of a possible infringement, or if it comes to light 
as a result of market analyses or market surveillance activities carried out 
by this state organ, it initiates proceedings. Several cases have emerged in 
the practice of the authority regarding green claims. In most cases 
misleading consumers is the committed infringement, and fines are 
imposed on the companies. However, in two occasions the corporations 
did not have to pay fines, warnings and own commitments were 
undertaken instead.  

In proceedings VJ/4/2002, the Competition Council imposed a fine on a 
coffee trading company for misleading consumers for claiming during an 
action between June and September 2001 that one of their products was 
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“the purest black, from the world’s most carefully maintained plantations, 
using environmentally friendly technologies”. During the proceedings, the 
Competition Council referred to the need to prove the truth and 
authenticity of the expression “purest black”. In this case, the term “purest 
black” means the effect, and the quality of crop production and processing 
referred to is the cause itself. The company was able to demonstrate 
compliance with the various—sometimes voluntarily undertaken—
processing requirements. However, ‘since the undertaking has used a 
higher term in its communication referring to the uniqueness of its 
product, its proof must be directed towards the fact that its product 
possesses a more specific and superior characteristic than others’. In 
addition, credible data proving the conditions under which crops were 
grown do not exist [64]. 

In a 2008 case, proceedings were initiated against a dairy company for 
displaying the words ‘eco-friendly packaging’ and a symbol on one of its 
products. However, based on the manufacturer’s statement, reasons, and 
an independent study, it was concluded that the so-called ecolean 
packaging concerned does indeed meet the claims and is not misleading 
[65]. 

The Hungarian Competition Authority also started proceedings against 
a company producing and distributing organic cosmetics and was found 
to have published misleading advertising by displaying the Biokontroll 
trademark in several trade journals made for beauticians, invitations to 
professional events and on advertising bags. In addition, the Biokontrolll 
trademark was included in the congressional brochure and product 
catalogue. Thus, ‘it gave the impression that the certification covered the 
production of the whole range of products, when in fact the undertaking 
was certified for the production of certain vegetable raw materials ([66], 
p. 32). However, the Board did not consider the imposition of a fine 
because of the following circumstances, inter alia: indeed, the company 
did not refer textually to the fact that the Biokontroll trademark refers to 
cosmetics, only the information provided that effect as a whole. In 
addition, even before acquiring the trademark, the company strived to use 
as pure plant raw materials as possible, and the Biokontroll trademark 
applied to about a third of the plant raw materials used by the company. 
However, the other raw materials can also be considered organic raw 
materials, and the user beauticians were familiar with the company’s 
philosophy, and the company’s perception did not fundamentally change 
because of this. The company continued to work closely with the authority 
[67]. 
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Table 5. Cases of the Hungarian Competition Authority regarding green claims. 

Enterprise, 
case number 

The concerned 
statement or activity of 
the company 

Legal 
qualification, 
Legal 
consequence 

Reasoning 

trade with 
coffee, VJ/4/2002 

“The purest black, from 
the world’s most 
carefully maintained 
plantations, using 
environmentally friendly 
technologies” 

 

misleading 
consumers, fines: 
1,000,000 HUF 

The company should have been 
able to prove that his product had a 
more special, superior quality than 
others. Furthermore, credible data 
proving the conditions under which 
the crop was grown do not exist 
[64] 

dairy product 
company; Vj-
105/2008/12 

“Environmentally 
friendly packaging on the 
product” 

no infringement The company was able to prove the 
environmental friendliness of the 
packaging [65] 

trade and 
production of 
cosmetics; 
VJ/103/2009.9 

Displaying Biocontrol 
trademark in 
advertisements 

misleading 
consumers, unfair 
commercial 
practice,  
establishing that 
an infringement 
has occurred 
without imposing 
a fine 

“The company’s advertisements 
gave the impression that the 
certification covered the production 
of the entire range of products, 
when in fact the undertaking was 
certified for the production of 
certain plant raw materials” [67] 

vitamin trading 
company, 
VJ/59/2011 

“100% bio” unfair commercial 
practice, fines: 
700,000 HUF 

“It is only proven that products are 
made with the use of organic raw 
materials, but not every single 
ingredient has been certified 
organic” [68] 

vitamin trading 
company; Vj-
68/2015/106 

“100% natural” 
 

unfair commercial 
practice, fines: 
2,000,000 HUF 

The company could not verify its 
claim [69] 

a healthcare 
business 
providing 
dental services; 
VJ/2/2021 

“Environmentally 
conscious practice” 

misleading 
consumers; 
warning, 
commitment on 
the part of the 
company 

“Consumers do not know exactly 
how the environmentally conscious 
nature of the clinic manifests itself” 
[70] 

solarium 
franchise 
company; 
Vj/4/2019 

 fines: 7,000,000 
HUF 

“The company did not explain what 
was meant by claims such as ‘green 
organic’, ‘organic’ and ‘by the 
power of nature’” and “it is 
worrying to unjustifiably present as 
healthy a service which, according 
to the current state of science, may 
be particularly harmful to health” 
[66] 

Source: own edition. 
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Another company that falsely claimed in its direct marketing 
communications about cosmetics that they were ‘100% organic’ also 
engaged in unfair commercial practices against consumers and was fined. 
([68], p. 1). Indeed, the Board argues: “there is no reason to claim that they 
qualify as 100% organic cosmetics, as Ecocert certificates and product 
packaging only prove that products are made from organic raw materials, 
but not all ingredients are certified organic ([68], p. 12)”. 

A vitamin company engaged in a misleading commercial practice and 
had to pay a fine for displaying the words “100/% natural” and a green 
pictogram with the words 100% natural on vitamin packaging and in 
advertisements but could not prove these statements [69]. 

A procedure concerning a healthcare company providing dental 
services ended with a commitment from the company. The proceedings 
were initiated, among other things, because “It presented its facilities as 
an environmentally friendly clinic. The company referred to the fact that 
Environmental awareness is related to the EcoEngage sign, since 
disinfectants and techniques that do not harm the environment are used. 
In addition, it introduced additional measures, for example, it does not 
print copies of invoices, but stores them electronically certified—uses 
recycled paper for printing. However, the Competition Council 
emphasized that “when promoting the environmentally friendly 
operation of an enterprise, activities and measures that bring some 
realised environmental benefit must also be clearly identified” [69]. 
However, the claim used by the company is general and comprehensive, it 
is not clear whether the service or the activity of the undertaking relates 
only to a narrower, specific area of operation and not of a general nature. 
Consumers do not know exactly how the environmentally conscious 
nature of the clinic manifests itself [70]. 

The Authority started a procedure against a company operating a 
tanning network franchise for making claims such as “green organic” and 
“organic” in advertisements for tanning beds. As a result of the procedure, 
the company was fined HUF 7 million and banned from continuing the 
unlawful practice. According to the explanatory memorandum, it did not 
explain what he meant by ‘green organic’, ‘organic’ and ‘by the power of 
nature’, Furthermore, “there is concern about unjustifiably portraying as 
healthy a service which, according to the current state of science, may be 
particularly harmful to health” [66]. 

CONCLUSION 

The research aimed to shed light on the phenomenon of greenwashing 
and its implications for Hungary in a European context. 

Our analyzes summarised the definitions and characteristics of the 
phenomenon currently in use. Following the presentation of the European 
framework, the Hungarian legislative environment was presented, 
highlighting the work of the Hungarian Consumer Protection Authority. 
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The misleading corporate communications and the fight against them 
were presented through case studies. 

Despite of the legal fight and the above-mentioned initiations, 
awareness-raising actions of different consumer authorities, 
greenwashing is still an everyday phenomenon in business life. However, 
both legislators and law enforcement authorities make stricter and 
stronger actions to combat it. Consumers are also more conscious partly 
because of the many awareness-raising actions, campaigns. 

The Hungarian Competition Authority has made several 
recommendations both for the companies and the legislators. It is 
extremely important for the companies to map, understand the type of 
environmental effect generated during the production even before 
creating their green statements. The life-cycle analysis could be a good tool 
for that. Those activities of the companies should appear in their 
communication with which the greatest impact can be achieved in 
reducing environmental load. The claims, logos, labels displayed by the 
companies in the communication, (e.g., on the product itself, in 
advertisements) must be verifiable, made public and available to the 
consumer. The overly general, vague statements should be eliminated. If a 
claim or logo refer to only to one or only some aspects of the product (e.g., 
its packaging), the company should indicate it clearly [58]. 

Regarding the recommendations made for legislators, the authority 
emphasized that the certifications should take into account the whole life 
cycle of the product. The data used during the lifecycle analysis may also 
originate from own measurements besides generic data bases to take the 
administrative and financial burden off the shoulders of business entities. 
The qualification, its method should be made public; and should be first 
only a voluntary mechanism [58]. Finally, further educational campaign is 
still inevitable and essential both for the companies and the consumers.  

The acceptance of a new EU directive is in progress. This new legal 
norm is in harmony with the recommendations of the Competition 
Authority. The directive gives a list of claims, that should be considered 
always unfair, thus prohibited: among others the usage of “sustainability” 
labels that lack an independent, third-party certification scheme, or they 
are not based on the qualifications of public authorities. It is also 
forbidden to spread the green claim on the whole product when it affects 
only one part of that [71]. 

The research has clearly shown that the dynamic changes in the market 
and the creativity of companies make it difficult to fight greenwashing 
effectively. Although the European Union and Hungary are doing their 
utmost to ensure that consumers are not harmed by unethical 
communication and actions by companies, the analysis showed that the 
authorities are not always able to prevent these cases (Q1). Rather, they 
tend to detect and sanction problems after the event. The results, 
therefore, support our hypothesis and confirm that the legal environment 
can react ex-post to cases of malpractice (T1), but that the diversity of 
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sectors and dynamic market changes make prevention less suitable for 
100%. 

Preventing greenwashing often depends not on the authorities behind 
the scenes, but on consumers making conscious choices. Educating them 
is as important as the regulations imposed on companies to protect 
consumers. 

In the future, we would like to continue our research to assess the 
information content behind consumer decisions. 

DATA AVAILABILITY 

No data were generated from the study. 

AUTHORS’ CONTRIBUTIONS 

VK and IE designed and wrote the paper. 

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest. 

REFERENCES 

1. Majeed S, Kim WG. A reflection of greenwashing practices in the hospitality 
industry: A scoping review. Int J Contemp Hosp Manag. 2023;35(3):1125-46. 

2. Zioło M, Bąk I, Spoz A. Literature review of greenwashing research: State of 
the art. Corp Soc Responsib Environ Manag. 2024;1-14. doi: 10.1002/csr.2842 

3. International Institute for Sustainable Development. Global Green Standards: 
ISO 14000 and Sustainable Development. Available from: 
https://www.iisd.org/system/files/publications/globlgrn.pdf. Accessed on 18 
Sep 2024. 

4. Delmas MA, Burbano VC. The drivers of greenwashing. Calif Manag Rev. 
2011;54(1):64-87.  

5. Kundi V, Ernszt I. Safeguarding natural environment in tourism—and the 
phenomenon of greenwashing. J Infrast Policy Dev. 2024;8(8):5000. 

6. Liu H, Wang Q, Li J. Political connections and greenwashing: Chinese evidence. 
Appl Econ. 2024;1-19. doi: 10.1080/00036846.2024.2365455 

7. Gomes M, Marsat S, Peillex J, Pijourlet G. Does religiosity influence corporate 
greenwashing behavior? J Clean Prod. 2024;434:140151.  

8. Niu Z, Zhu Y, Wang Y, Zhong M. CEO turnover and ESG greenwashing: 
evidence from China. Appl Econ Lett. 2024;1-5. doi: 
10.1080/13504851.2024.2345317 

9. Dorfleitner G, Utz S. Green, green, it’s green they say: a conceptual framework 
for measuring greenwashing on firm level. Rev Manag Sci. 2023:1-24. doi: 
10.1007/s11846-023-00718-w 

10. Kaustia M, Yu W. Greenwashing in mutual funds. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3934004. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 16 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

11. Torelli R, Balluchi F, Lazzini A. Greenwashing and environmental 
communication: effects on stakeholders’ perceptions. Bus Strat Environ. 
2020;29:407-21.  

12. Hu P, Li X, Li N, Wang Y, Wang DD. Peeking into corporate greenwashing 
through the readability of ESG disclosures. Sustainability. 2024;16(6):2571.  

13. Blazkova T, Pedersen ERG, Andersen KR, Rosati F. Greenwashing debates on 
Twitter: Stakeholders and critical topics. J Clean Prod. 2023;427:139260. 

14. Yang Z, Nguyen TTH, Nguyen HN, Nguyen TTN, Cao TT. Greenwashing 
behaviours: causes, taxonomy and consequences based on a systematic 
literature review. J Bus Econ Manag. 2020;21(5):1486-507. 

15. Bottega L, Brécard D, Delacote P. Advertising, ecolabeling and consumers’ 
beliefs: Greenwashing or not? Econ Lett. 2024;235:111513. 

16. European Union. Attitudes of Europeans towards the environment, Special 
Eurobarometer. Available from: https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/ 
detail/2257. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

17. Jaiswal D, Singh B, Kant R, Biswas A. Towards green product consumption: 
Effect of green marketing stimuli and perceived environmental knowledge in 
the Indian consumer market. Soc Bus Rev. 2021;17(1):45-65. 

18. Galletta S, Mazzù S, Naciti V, Paltrinieri A. A PRISMA systematic review of 
greenwashing in the banking industry: A call for action. Res Int Bus Finance. 
2024;69:102262.  

19. Lyon TP, Montgomery AW. The means and end of greenwash. Organ Environ. 
2015;28(2):223-49. 

20. Walker K, Wan F. The harm of symbolic actions and green-washing: corporate 
actions and communications on environmental performance and their 
financial implications. J Bus Ethics. 2012;109(2):227-42.  

21. Chen H, Bernard S, Rahman I. Greenwashing in hotels: A structural model of 
trust and behavioral intentions. J Clean Prod. 2019;206:326-35.  

22. Sajid M, Zakkariya KA, Suki NM, Islam JU. When going green goes wrong: The 
effects of greenwashing on brand avoidance and negative word-of-mouth. J 
Retail Consum Serv. 2024;78:103773. 

23. Nnindini SI, Dankwah JB. Describing brown as green: an examination of the 
relationship between greenwashing and consumer negative emotive 
outcomes. Cogent Bus Manag. 2024;11(1):2367781. 

24. Guo R, Zhang W, Wang T, Li CB, Tao L. Timely or considered? Brand trust 
repair strategies and mechanism after greenwashing in China—from a 
legitimacy perspective. Ind Mark Manag. 2018;72:127-37. 

25. Robertson JL, Montgomery AW, Ozbilir T. Employees’ response to corporate 
greenwashing. Bus Strat Environ. 2023;32(7):4015-27. 

26. Alreahi M, Bujdosó Z, Dávid LD, Gyenge B. Green supply chain management 
in hotel industry: A systematic review. Sustainability. 2023;15(7):5622. 

27. Ettinger A, Grabner-Kräuter S, Okazaki S, Terlutter R. The desirability of CSR 
communication versus greenhushing in the hospitality industry: The 
customers’ perspective. J Travel Res. 2020;60(3):618-38. 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 17 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

28. Papagiannakis GE, Vlachos PA, Koritos CD, Kassinis GI. Are publicly traded 
tourism and hospitality providers greenwashing? Tourism Manag. 
2024;103:104893. 

29. Sturm D, Andrews DL, Miller T, Bustad J. Green light or black flag? 
Greenwashing environmental sustainability in Formula One and Formula E. 
Ann Leis Res. 2024:1-20. doi: 10.1080/11745398.2024.2376754 

30. Guix M, Ollé C, Font X. Trustworthy or misleading communication of 
voluntary carbon offsets in the aviation industry. Tour Manag. 
2022;88:104430.  

31. Neureiter A, Hirsch M, Matthes J, Naderer B. Sustainable flying? The effects of 
greenwashed claims in airline advertising on perceived greenwashing, brand 
outcomes, and attitudes toward flying. Environ Commun. 2024;1-18. doi: 
10.1080/17524032.2024.2327060 

32. Adamkiewicz J, Kochańska E, Adamkiewicz I, Łukasik RM. Greenwashing and 
sustainable fashion industry. Curr Opin Green Sustainable Chem. 
2022;38:100710.  

33. Alizadeh L, Liscio MC, Sospiro P. The phenomenon of greenwashing in the 
fashion industry: A conceptual framework. Sustain Chem Pharm. 
2024;37:101416. 

34. Badhwar A, Islam S, Tan CSL, Panwar T, Wigley S, Nayak R. Unraveling green 
marketing and greenwashing: A systematic review in the context of the 
fashion and textiles industry. Sustainability. 2024;16(7):2738. 

35. Schmidt S, Kinne J, Lautenbach S, Blaschke T, Lenz D, Resch B. Greenwashing 
in the US metal industry? A novel approach combining SO2 concentrations 
from satellite data, a plant-level firm database and web text mining. Sci Total 
Environ. 2022;835:155512. 

36. He Q, Wang Z, Wang G, Zuo J, Wu G, Liu B. To be green or not to be: How 
environmental regulations shape contractor greenwashing behaviors in 
construction projects. Sustain Cities Soc. 2020;63:102462.  

37. Dempere J, Alamash E, Mattos P. Unveiling the truth: greenwashing in 
sustainable finance. Front Sustain. 2024;5:1362051.  

38. Takács F. A zöld állítások és a versenyjog – trendek, kihívások, megfelelés 
[Green claims and Competition Law – trends, challenges, compliance]. 
Available from: https://jogaszvilag.hu/cegvilag/a-zold-allitasok-es-a-
versenyjog-trendek-kihivasok-megfeleles/. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 
Hungarian. 

39. European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. Enforcing Human Rights to 
combat greenwashing. Available from: https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/ 
2024/enforcing-consumer-rights-combat-greenwashing#read-online. 
Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

40. Német N. Zöld állítások és a fogyasztóvédelem [Green statements and 
consumer protection]. In: Rigó CB, Szoboszlai I, Csirszki MM, editors. A hazai 
fogyasztóvédelmi jog áttekintése: alapok, kihívások, aktualitások [Overview 
of domestic consumer protection law: basics, challenges, current affairs]. 
Budapest (Hungary): Gazdasági Versenyhivatal; 2023. p. 1-376. Hungarian. 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 18 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

41. Williams J. Greenwashing: Appearance, illusion and the future of ‘green’ 
capitalism. Geogr Compass. 2024;18(1):e12736. 

42. Kim EH, Lyon TP. Greenwash vs. brownwash: Exaggeration and undue 
modesty in corporate sustainability disclosure. Organ Sci. 2015;26(3):705-23. 

43. Effron DA, Helgason BA. Moral inconsistency. Adv Exp Soc Psychol. 2023;67:1-
72.  

44. Nagy J. Zöld, környezetbarát, fenntartható? Valóban?—Az “ESG-washing” 
aktuális kérdései és kihívásai című tanulmányából [Green, environmentally 
friendly, sustainable? Really?—From the study “ESG-washing” current 
questions and challenges]. Available from: https://www.wolterskluwer.com/ 
hu-hu/expert-insights/esg-greenwashing-magyarorszag-szabalyozas. 
Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. Hungarian. 

45. Nemes N, Scanlan SJ, Smith P, Smith T, Aronczyk M, Hill S, et al. An integrated 
framework to assess greenwashing. Sustainability. 2022;14(8):4431. 

46. Hungarian Competition Authority (2020). GVH: Zöld marketing—A Gazdasági 
Versenyhivatal tanácsai vállalkozásoknak [GVH: Green marketing—The 
Economic Competition Office’s advice to businesses]. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/pfile/file?path=/szakmai_felhasznaloknak/tajekoztatok/s
zakmai_felhasznalok_tajekoztatok_zold-iranymutatas_201217&inline=true. 
Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. Hungarian. 

47. Vangeli A, Małecka A, Mitręga M, Pfajfar G. From greenwashing to green B2B 
marketing: A systematic literature review. Ind Mark Manag. 2023;115:281-99.  

48. Zhou K, Zhi Qu Z, Liang J, Tao Y, Zhu M. Threat or shield: Environmental 
administrative penalties and corporate greenwashing. Finance Res Lett. 
2024;61:105031.  

49. Zanasi C, Rota C, Trerè S, Falciatori S. An assessment of the food companies 
sustainability policies through a greenwashing indicator. Available from: 
http://centmapress.ilb.uni-bonn.de/ojs/index.php/proceedings/article/view/ 
1707. Accessed on 17 Feb 2022. 

50. Hungarian Parliamentary Office (2021). A “greenwashing” jelenség [The 
"greenwashing" phenomenon]. Available from: https://www.parlament.hu/ 
documents/10181/39233854/Infojegyzet_2021_40_greenwashing.pdf/ec5b9e7
8-0b17-34b7-3273-8db1bd16bea9?t=1622187677016. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 
Hungarian. 

51. European Parliament. Stopping greenwashing: how the EU regulates green 
claims. Available from: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/en/article/ 
20240111STO16722/stopping-greenwashing-how-the-eu-regulates-green-
claims. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

52. European Commission. Green paper—Promoting a European framework for 
corporate social responsibility: COM/2001/0366. Brussel (Belgium): 
Commission of The European Communities; 2001. 

53. European Commission. Communication from the commission to the 
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee of the 
Regions—A renewed EU strategy 2011-14 for Corporate Social Responsibility: 
COM (2011) 681. Available from: https://www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/ 
j9vvik7m1c3gyxp/vitwrzhm31gk. Accessed on 23 Sep 2024. 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 19 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

54. European Parliament and Council. Unfair Commercial Practices Directive: 
2005/29 EK. Available from: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32005L0029. Accessed on 23 Sep 2024. 

55. European Commission. Guidance on the implementation/application of 
directive 2005/29/EC on unfair commercial practices: SWD (2016) 163 final. 
Available from: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex% 
3A52016SC0163. Accessed on 23 Sep 2024. 

56. Act XLVII of 2008 Act on Prohibition of Unfair Commercial Practices against 
Consumers. Available from: https://www.gvh.hu/data/cms998395/jogihatter_ 
jogszab_gyujt_fttv_2008_m%C3%B3d_09_04_a_jav.pdf. Accessed on 12 Apr 
2024. 

57. Arsboni. Ne legyen könnyű préda! – a Gazdasági Versenyhivatal legújabb 
edukációs célú kampánya [Don’t be easy prey! – the latest educational 
campaign of the Economic Competition Authority]. Available from: 
https://arsboni.hu/ne-legyen-konnyu-preda-a-gazdasagi-versenyhivatal-
legujabb-edukacios-celu-kampanya/. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. Hungarian. 

58. Hungarian Competition Authority (2024). Környezetvédelemhez kötődő 
állítások piaci szereplők általi kialakítása és alkalmazása, ehhez kapcsolódó 
javaslatok és iránymutatás megfogalmazása [Development and application of 
claims related to environmental protection by market players, formulation of 
related proposals and guidelines]. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/pfile/file?path=/dontesek/agazati_vizsgalatok_piacelemz
esek/piacelemzesek/Zold_allitasok_piacelemzes_tanulmany_240111.pdf1&inl
ine=true. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. Hungarian. 

59. European Union. ‘Green claims’ directive, Protecting consumers from 
greenwashing. Available from: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/ 
etudes/BRIE/2023/753958/EPRS_BRI(2023)753958_EN.pdf. Accessed on 18 Sep 
2024. 

60. CMS Legal. Germany—Sustainability Claims and Greenwashin. Available 
from: https://cms.law/en/int/publication/cms-green-globe/germany#severe. 
Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

61. Parker M. The limitations of greenwashing regulation under Australian law. 
Environ Plann Law J. 2023;39(6):480-91. 

62. Government of the UK. Green Claims Code. Available from: 
https://greenclaims.campaign.gov.uk/. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

63. Government of the UK. Misleading environmental claims. Available from: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/misleading-environmental-
claims. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

64. Hungarian Competition Authority (2002). Vj-4/2002/25. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/dontesek/versenyhivatali_dontesek/archiv/dontesek_200
2/3460_hu_vj-4200225. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024.  

65. Hungarian Competition Authority (2008). Vj-105/2008/12. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/dontesek/versenyhivatali_dontesek/archiv/dontesek_200
8/5561_hu_vj-105200812. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

66. Hungarian Competition Authority (2020). Bírságot szabott ki e versenyhivatal 
a bioszolárium miatt [The Competition Authority imposed a fine because of 



 
Journal of Sustainability Research 20 of 20 
 

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066  

the biosolarium]. Available from: https://www.gvh.hu/pfile/file?path=/sajto 
szoba/sajtokozlemenyek/sajtokozlemenyek/2020-as-sajtokozlemenyek/sk_vj 
_4_2019_lezart_fox-consulting&inline=true. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 
Hungarian. 

67. Hungarian Competition Authority (2010). VJ/103/2009. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/dontesek/versenyhivatali_dontesek/archiv/dontesek_200
9/6354_hu_vj-103200920. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

68. Hungarian Competition Authority (2012). VJ/59/2011/59. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/dontesek/versenyhivatali_dontesek/archiv/dontesek_201
1/7963_hu_vj-59201159. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

69. Hungarian Competition Authority (2017). Vj-68/2015/106. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/dontesek/versenyhivatali_dontesek/dontesek_2015/vj_68
_2015_106. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

70. Hungarian Competition Authority (2022). VJ/2/2021. Available from: 
https://www.gvh.hu/dontesek/versenyhivatali_dontesek/dontesek-2021/vj-
22021132. Accessed on 18 Sep 2024. 

71. Van Vooren B, Oyarzabal R, Molyneux CG, Finan S, Edmonds-Camara H, 
Mertenskötter P. EU adopts new rules on greenwashing and social impact 
claims. Available from: https://www.insideeulifesciences.com/2024/01/31/eu-
adopts-new-rules-on-greenwashing-and-social-impact-claims/. Accessed on 
18 Sep 2024. 

 

 

How to cite this article: 
Kundi V, Ernszt I. The Phenomenon of Greenwashing: An Analysis of the Hungarian Regulation. J Sustain Res. 
2024;6(4):e240066. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240066 


