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Abstract

Al washing—defined as the misleading application of artificial intelligence terminology in marketing—has
emerged as a significant challenge to consumer trust and market integrity. This study aimed to identify the
conceptual dimensions, antecedents, consequences, and strategies for addressing Al washing within Iran’s
competitive marketing landscape. Adopting an exploratory qualitative methodology, the research employed a
thematic analysis approach. Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with 18 marketing and
management academics and experts from universities in Tehran, Mazandaran, Semnan, Qom, and Ilam.
Snowball sampling was utilized until theoretical saturation was reached and the data were transcribed and
analyzed according to ethical research principles. The findings yielded 144 basic codes, 24 organizing themes,
and 6 global themes for antecedents—including lack of awareness and cognitive limitations, competitive market
dynamics, legal and regulatory weaknesses, deceptive marketing strategies, psychological manipulation, and
violation of ethical principles. Additionally, there were 86 basic codes, 30 organizing themes, and 6 global
themes for consequences, which encompassed negative effects on consumer behavior, market dynamics,
regulatory policymaking, cognitive and psychological impacts, economic and investment effects, and brand
credibility and reputation. The strategies identified included 75 basic codes, 20 organizing themes, and 5 global
themes: regulation and supervision, consumer education, ethics in marketing, interdisciplinary approaches, and
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collaboration and partnerships. The novelty of this study lay in the presentation of an integrated framework for
analyzing the conceptual dimensions of Al washing, along with practical solutions anchored in ethical and
interdisciplinary principles that had received limited attention in previous research. The results demonstrated that
Al washing eroded consumer trust and fair competition, ultimately marginalizing genuine innovation. The
proposed strategies—strengthening legal oversight, enhancing technological literacy, and adhering to ethical
principles—can help foster a more transparent and ethically focused marketing environment.

Keywords: Al Washing, Misleading Marketing, Consumer Trust, Legal Regulation, Technological Literacy.

Introduction

The increasing adoption of artificial intelligence in marketing has fundamentally transformed how firms
communicate value, personalize offerings, and engage with consumers. Alongside these advancements, a
concerning phenomenon known as Al-washing has emerged. This term refers to the exaggerated or misleading
claims related to artificial intelligence that aim to enhance product appeal without accurately reflecting actual
technological capabilities (Ozturkcan & Bozdag, 2025; Nyilasy & Gangadharbatla, 2025). Such practices raise
significant concerns regarding consumer trust, ethical marketing conduct, and integrity of competitive markets.

Al-washing is exacerbated by a considerable knowledge gap between firms and consumers, many of whom lack a
sufficient understanding of how artificial intelligence systems operate and what their realistic limitations entail (Tello
& Espinoza, 2025). Under intense competitive pressure, firms may exploit this asymmetry by using technical jargon,
symbolic imagery, and forward-looking narratives to create inflated perceptions of innovation (Hermann, 2023). This
issue is compounded by weak regulatory frameworks and limited oversight of technology-related advertising, which
enables misleading claims to proliferate without substantial consequences (Bagqi et al., 2022).

The ramifications of Al-washing extend beyond mere short-term consumer deception. Continuous exposure
to misleading Al claims can erode consumer trust, cultivate skepticism towards genuine technological
innovation, and distort competitive dynamics by granting unfair advantages to firms that engage in deceptive
communication (Ottenheimer, 2024). In the Iranian context, where the actual adoption of advanced Al
technologies remains relatively limited, the disparity between marketing claims and technological reality
heightens the risk of Al-washing (Jami Pour et al., 2024; Marzdar, 2025).

Despite increasing scholarly attention, existing research is fragmented and lacks an integrated framework for
understanding Al-washing as a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing deception, emotional
manipulation, and misrepresentation. Accordingly, this study aimed to address the following research question:
What are the conceptual dimensions, antecedents, and consequences of Al-washing in competitive marketing
claims and how can effective strategies be developed to mitigate misleading practices?

Materials & Methods

This study employed an exploratory qualitative research design rooted in an interpretive philosophical
framework and an inductive methodological approach. The research strategy was guided by the research onion
framework of Saunders et al., emphasizing a qualitative mono-method design and a cross-sectional time horizon.
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with 18 academic experts in marketing and management
from universities in Tehran, Mazandaran, Semnan, Qom, and Ilam. Participants were selected by using snowball
sampling based on their academic expertise, research background, and professional experience related to
marketing, artificial intelligence, or digital technologies.

The interviews, which lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, were conducted either face-to-face or online and
were audio-recorded with the participants' informed consent. The interview protocol consisted of open-ended
questions addressing perceptions of Al-washing, its antecedents, consequences, and potential regulatory and
ethical responses. All interviews were transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed the 6-phase thematic analysis process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006):
familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the final report. To enhance credibility and reliability, several validation techniques
were employed, including data triangulation, member checking, independent coding by multiple researchers, and
systematic documentation of analytical procedures. Ethical considerations, such as confidentiality, voluntary
participation, and the right to withdraw, were rigorously upheld throughout the research process.
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Research Findings
Analysis of the interview data led to the identification of 144 initial codes related to the antecedents of Al-
washing, which were organized into 24 themes and 6 overarching categories.

Antecedents of AI-Washing

1. Consumer Cognitive Limitations: Limited Al literacy, technical complexity, and inadequate access to
transparent information rendered consumers vulnerable to misleading claims.

2. Competitive Market Dynamics: Intense competition and pressure to appear technologically advanced
encouraged firms to overstate their Al capabilities.

3. Regulatory and Supervisory Weaknesses: The absence of clear legal frameworks and enforcement
mechanisms facilitated deceptive marketing practices related to Al

4. Deceptive Marketing Strategies: The use of ambiguous terminology, exaggerated performance claims,
and symbolic representations misled consumer perceptions.

5. Psychological Manipulation: Emotional appeals, future-oriented imagery, and narratives of technological
superiority affected consumer judgment.

6. Ethical Violations: A short-term profit orientation and a lack of professional responsibility contributed to
intentional misrepresentation.

Consequences of AI-Washing

The consequences derived from 86 initial codes were categorized into 6 major themes:
Erosion of consumer trust and increased skepticism
Disruption of fair competition and marginalization of ethical firms
Suppression of genuine innovation
Negative cognitive and psychological effects on consumers
Economic and investment distortions
. Damage to brand credibility and long-term reputation

Strategies to Mitigate AI-Washing

5 overarching strategies emerged from the analysis: regulatory reinforcement, consumer education,
commitment to ethical marketing, interdisciplinary collaboration, and institutional cooperation.

I

Discussion of Results & Conclusion
The findings highlighted Al-washing as a complex, multidimensional phenomenon rooted in knowledge
asymmetry, competitive pressure, and institutional gaps. While Al-related marketing claims might provide short-
term visibility, they ultimately eroded consumer trust, distort market competition, and impede authentic
technological advancement. Consistent with prior research, the results underscored the necessity of transparency,
ethical accountability, and regulatory oversight in mitigating misleading Al claims (Nyilasy & Gangadharbatla,
2025; Ozturkcan & Bozdag, 2025). Addressing Al-washing requires a comprehensive approach that integrates
policy intervention, consumer education, and robust ethical marketing standards.

Practical Recommendations

1. Establishing clear regulatory standards for Al-related marketing claims

2. Promoting initiatives aimed at enhancing Al literacy and consumer education

3. Encouraging firms to adopt transparent and ethical marketing practices

4. Fostering interdisciplinary collaboration among regulators, academics, and industry stakeholders.

Limitations

This study was subject to limitations inherent in qualitative research, including potential interpretive bias and
reliance on expert perspectives. The cross-sectional design might not fully capture the evolving nature of Al-
washing practices. Future research could employ quantitative or longitudinal approaches to expand upon these
findings.
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Figure 2: Antecedents of Washing Artificial Intelligence
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Figure 3: Consequences of Washing Artificial Intelligence
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