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How do consumers respond to green claims? How do consumers respond to green claims?

Standardisation and the  
consolidation of standards cont. 
The findings of our 3Cs model were further 
echoed in our online survey where we 
asked a question about the elements of 
a green claim that would give consumers 
the most confidence. The results show 
that third party endorsement from an 
environmental organisation (such as WWF 
or Greenpeace) was the most popular 
response (58 per cent), followed closely by 
the backing of an independent study (48 per 
cent), a common label for comparison (45 
per cent) and ads from company they trust 
(41 per cent). 

In contrast, direct endorsement from  
Government (29 per cent) – although  
important for some – is a second order  
consideration, while there is little demand 
for additional detail provided as a footnote 
(17 per cent). It is also noteworthy, as a 
reminder of the interest in green information 
across a broad spectrum of consumers, 
that only around one in ten (9 per cent) say 
that they are not interested in any information 
relating to environmental performance. 

 

Fig 7: Thinking about what would make 
you confident in a green claim made by 
a company, which, if any, of the following 
would you personally need to see?

An advert… 
 
…endorsed by an environmental organisation  
(eg WWF, Rainforest Alliance)			     100%

…backed by an independent study 

…with a common label for comparison 
(eg A-G ratings)

…from a company whose reputation you trust

…with a website with further  endorsement 

…endorsed by the Government

…where the claim is backed by detail in the small print 
at the bottom of the ad 

None of these

I’m not interested in seeing green claims in adverts 

34%

58%

48%

45%

41%

34%

29%

17%

4%

9%

‘Different stores have their own labels and 
there’s no consistency between them so it 
can be confusing’ 
Male, Chichester

‘I think we went through a phase where 
it was all about your calories and fat and 
everything like that in your food and that’s 
quite well indicated now, but how recyclable 
a product is, or how environmentally friendly 
it is, that’s not clear’.  
Male, Stirling

The danger for green products and claims, 
as the number of products and claims 
expands, is that the sheer amount of  
information drowns out the ability of  
consumers to make like-for-like comparisons 
and ceases to provide them with any useful 
means of differentiation. This point was 
neatly made in the discussions, as follows:

‘When you’ve got so many cars pitching 
against each other you just kind of lose any 
interest, they’re all making these claims so 
none of them stand out’  
Female, Stirling

‘�When you’ve got so many 
cars pitching against each 
other you just kind of lose 
any interest, they’re all 
making these claims so 
none of them stand out’  
Female, Stirling

‘�That one hits you  
with the eco-friendly  
straight away’ 
Male, Cardiff

‘�There’s no standard. 
Well, there’s a couple  
of standards, but 
there’s so many  
there’s no consistency 
between them’  
Male, Chichester
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This section looks at two barriers that 
emerged repeatedly in our research: 
cost and performance. Sometimes these 
appeared to be perceived rather than real 
barriers, but nonetheless have become 
established ‘rules of thumb’ by which 
consumers judge both the relevance and 
validity of a green claim, as well as deciding 
whether to make an environmentally 
responsible purchase or not. 

Our online survey highlights a growth 
in the number of consumers making 
environmentally responsible purchases, 
as well as a corresponding increase in 
consumers looking for green information. 
However, the market remains relatively niche 
in terms of the proportion of consumers 
habitually making green purchases, while 
interest in environmental information is not 
evenly distributed across product categories 
(it is higher in relation to food, electronic and 
household cleaning products and lower in 
relation to travel, tourism and banking). 

The focus groups found much the same, 
with participants’ largely ‘entry level’  
environmental behaviours (eg, recycling) 
supplemented by purchases of products 
like Fairtrade, free range and A/A+ rated 
white goods. Our research brought out 

two important barriers to uptake of those 
products and services making green claims, 
even though it was not a main topic of the 
discussion: cost and performance. 

Our research shows that it is imperative that 
products and services for which have made 
green claims satisfy three objectives for the 
consumer: improved environmental quality, 
cost and performance. Misjudging either or 
over-emphasising the former at the expense 
of the latter can mean that consumers 
can fail to respond. Other research19 also 
backs up the idea that green products have 
failed because of green marketers’ myopic 
focus on their products’ greenness over the 
broader expectations of consumers on cost 
and performance.

‘�I think the Citroen one hit the nail  
on the head. The biggest claim that  
it made was that it’s cheaper’ 
Male, Chesterfield				  

What else do consumers need to make green choices?

19 �http://www.greenmarketing.com/files/articles/Stafford-
MyopiaJune06.pdf

7	� What else do 
consumers need 
to make green 
choices?
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7	� What else do 
consumers need 
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Cost
The price of green products, while not 
a prompted topic of debate in the focus 
groups, nonetheless emerged repeatedly  
as one of the main reasons why participants 
said they were not buying more. Whether 
or not this barrier is real or perceived is 
largely immaterial, in that it is now a default 
‘rule of thumb’ that consumers use to 
make product choices. In discussions, 
those adverts which made a dual appeal to 
environmental as well as cost benefit were 
received particularly well.

‘If money wasn’t an issue I’d get it all the 
time. But especially at the moment you just 
can’t do it’ 
Male, Chichester

‘I think the Citroen one hit the nail on the 
head. The biggest claim that it made was 
that it’s cheaper’ 
Male, Chesterfield

Confidence in performance
A second barrier to emerge concerns the 
issue of performance, and specifically 
whether environmentally responsible 
products are ‘as good’ as their standard 
equivalents. The conventional wisdom is 
that green products don’t work as well as 
standard ones. For example, consumer 
perception of green household cleaners 
that were first introduced in the 1960s and 
1970s were that ‘they cost twice as much 
to remove half the grime’.20 Today, however, 
many green products are designed 
to perform better than the standard 
alternatives. In our research, the issue 
of performance emerged particularly in 
relation to cars and cleaning products, and 
less so in relation to food products where 
consumers perceive environmentally friendly 
goods – via organic and local produce – to 
be better quality:

‘I’ve considered buying one of the  
environmentally friendly cars recently,  
low emissions. But you automatically  
think it’s going to be less powerful and 
less performance’  
Female, Chesterfield

‘�I don’t believe it is 
environmentally friendly. 
If it hasn’t got bleach in it 
must have something else 
bad to do the job!’  
Male, Chichester

What else do consumers need to make green choices? What else do consumers need to make green choices?

20 � R. Leiber, ‘The Dirt on Green Housecleaners,’ Wall Street 
Journal, 29 December 2005

‘There’s got to be that many things in it in 
order for it to do all the claims that is says, 
that is can’t possibly be. It’s either one or 
the other. It’s either strong and it removes 
everything, and it’s dangerous, or it’s  
environmentally friendly and don’t work.  
It can’t be both’ 
Male, Cardiff

‘I don’t believe it is environmentally friendly. 
If it hasn’t got bleach in it must have  
something else bad to do the job!’  
Male, Chichester

As already noted, previous experience of 
specific products is a powerful influence 
on perceptions. However, at the current 
time consumers do not necessarily have a 
widespread, collective experience of green 
products and so decisions continue to be 
made on the basis of default expectations 
about how a product will perform, rather 
than actual experience. 

‘�I’ve considered buying one of the 
environmentally friendly cars recently, 
low emissions. But you automatically 
think it’s going to be less powerful and 
less performance’  
Female, Chesterfield
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I’d love to know if anyone in this group has 
put a white T-shirt, pair of jeans or whatever 
with ketchup or wine on it, into a 15OC wash 
and it has come out’  
Male, Stirling

‘It’s something that I would go and buy 
every day. And if it’s going to be better for 
the environment as well as good at what it 
does then I would buy it’  
Female, Chichester

A similar pattern is also evident in the online 
survey – consumers’ perceptions about the 
potential environmental impact of a claim 
are not closely aligned to those claims that 
they say are most likely to influence what 
they buy. So, for example, even though 
consumers perceive the claims from 
Comfort and Doktor Power to offer less 
in terms of environmental benefit, both of 
these claims rank highly in terms of what 
might influence their purchasing decisions. 
These are both smaller, less expensive 
purchases and this shows us that there 
is still a long way to go in moving green 
products from niche, small purchases to the 
mainstream. Greener products will clearly 
stand a better chance of becoming more 
mass market if they are aspirational and can 
appeal to consumers’ wider concerns of 
cost and performance.

8	� Conclusions  
and  
recommendations

What else do consumers need to make green choices?

Fig 8: Do consumers think the claim would 
have significant environmental benefit?
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Fig 9: Do the ads influence consumer choice? 
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Conclusions and recommendationsConclusions and recommendations

Our research demonstrates that although 
consumers can be sceptical of the green 
claims that companies are making, we did 
not detect widespread cynicism - which 
would act as a much more fundamental 
barrier to progress of growing the ‘green 
pound’. Consumers are increasingly aware 
and responding to environmentally  
responsible products. This applies across a 
broad spectrum of consumers, not just the 
assumed ‘green elite’, giving a huge potential 
to engage consumers in living more  
sustainable lifestyles. 

Nonetheless, the danger for green products 
and claims, as the number of products and 
claims expands, is that the sheer amount of 
information drowns out the ability of  
consumers to make like-for-like comparisons, 
and ceases to provide them with any useful 
means of differentiation. It is key for  
companies to consider that sometimes 
it may not always be best to jump on the 
‘green bandwagon’. We want companies to 
improve their environmental performance 
but it could be that the way to increase sales 
might be to emphasise other issues that are 
important to consumers, with greenness not 
necessarily playing the defining role. 

2009 offers a good opportunity for the standard 
of green claims being made by companies to 
be improved – both the Defra Green Claims 
Code and the CAP and BCAP Codes on 
environmental claims are up for review. This 
creates the chance to strengthen the rules 
and norms around green claims as well 
as the opportunity to engage a variety of 

Conclusions and recommendations

companies on these issues. This can help to 
ensure that consumers will be both protected 
from spurious and misleading claims as well 
as enabled to make more informed  
green choices. 

These changes are also in companies’ 
self-interest – consumers can reward 
companies that offer what the public wants 
in terms of greenness, performance and 
cost expectations. But companies must 
keep in mind that consumers also have the 
power to vote with their feet if they see a 
green claim they don’t believe, understand or 
trust. Companies need to make sure that the 
green claims they are making are an integral 
part of their business, rather than an add-on 
that could be perceived as ‘greenwash.’ 

 �The revision in 2009 of the Government’s 
Green Claims Code and the CAP and 
BCAP Codes, which cover environmental 

claims, should incorporate the 3Cs 
identified in this consumer research. 
Particular attention should be given to the 
issue of comparison, which is insufficiently 
dealt with in the current Codes. 
Comparison advice should cover relative 
and absolute comparisons, meaningful 
comparisons as well as standardisation 
and consolidation of standards. 

 �Government (Defra) should work closely 
with its stakeholders to develop and 
agree definitions, both in meaning and 
application, for widely used green claims. 
Industry must also play an active role in 
shaping the definitions and methodologies 
that govern different industry sectors to 
ensure that there is buy in from all relevant 
stakeholders. This will enable improved 
communication on the environmental 
performance of products and services. 

 ��Government, NGOs and consumer 
organisations to work with companies to 
help them develop ways of communicating 
complicated environmental information in a 
way that is meaningful to consumers. 

Proxies are a useful way for consumers 
to understand complex environmental 
information. The majority of consumers find it 
hard to understand g CO2/km but are happy 
to use road tax bands as a way to process 
the environmental impact of cars.  

 �The ASA needs to increase its profile on 
green claims among the public, publicising 
its enforcement role further, so consumers 
can have more confidence in the fact that 
the green claims companies make  
are truthful. 

Only 22 per cent of consumers think that it’s 
not possible for companies to make false 
claims about environmental performance, 

whereas twice as many disagree (42 per 
cent). If we are to shift consumer behaviour 
to more sustainable patterns of consumption, 
it is essential that consumers have trust  
and confidence in the green claims 
companies make. 

 �Companies should, where relevant, provide 
meaningful comparisons for consumers. 
Consumers want to be able to compare 
claims made on different products but do not 
like comparisons they can’t understand, or 
the proliferation of different labelling schemes. 
These offer little or may even undermine the 
relevance and usefulness of a green claim. 
Better information, not necessarily more, 
should be a cornerstone of empowering  
pro-environmental consumer choices. 

This is also relevant when looking at how 
green claims match marketing incentives 
offered in the same advertisement. We 
found evidence of companies making green 
claims in ads accompanied by marketing 
incentives for distinctly non-green prizes. For 
example, offering the chance to win a holiday 
to an overseas destination, part of which 
involved a long-haul flight. This provides an 
inconsistent message to consumers and 
can increase cynicism and decrease trust in 
company motivations around green claims.

 �When making green claims, companies 
must also consider other customer 
satisfaction factors of cost and 
performance. 

It is imperative that products and services 
for which have made green claims satisfy 
three objectives for the consumer: improved 
environmental quality, cost and performance. 
Misjudging either or overemphasising the 
former at the expense of the latter can mean 
that consumers can fail to respond. 

The research demonstrates that customers, 
in order to have more confidence in green 
claims, want:

Clarity 
clear and unambiguous language 
and imagery

Credibility 
realistic, accessible, verifiable and 
endorsed claims

Comparability 
simple, meaningful and like-for-like 
comparisons
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Our research demonstrates that although 
consumers can be sceptical of the green 
claims that companies are making, we did 
not detect widespread cynicism - which 
would act as a much more fundamental 
barrier to progress of growing the ‘green 
pound’. Consumers are increasingly aware 
and responding to environmentally  
responsible products. This applies across a 
broad spectrum of consumers, not just the 
assumed ‘green elite’, giving a huge potential 
to engage consumers in living more  
sustainable lifestyles. 

Nonetheless, the danger for green products 
and claims, as the number of products and 
claims expands, is that the sheer amount of 
information drowns out the ability of  
consumers to make like-for-like comparisons, 
and ceases to provide them with any useful 
means of differentiation. It is key for  
companies to consider that sometimes 
it may not always be best to jump on the 
‘green bandwagon’. We want companies to 
improve their environmental performance 
but it could be that the way to increase sales 
might be to emphasise other issues that are 
important to consumers, with greenness not 
necessarily playing the defining role. 

2009 offers a good opportunity for the standard 
of green claims being made by companies to 
be improved – both the Defra Green Claims 
Code and the CAP and BCAP Codes on 
environmental claims are up for review. This 
creates the chance to strengthen the rules 
and norms around green claims as well 
as the opportunity to engage a variety of 
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companies on these issues. This can help to 
ensure that consumers will be both protected 
from spurious and misleading claims as well 
as enabled to make more informed  
green choices. 

These changes are also in companies’ 
self-interest – consumers can reward 
companies that offer what the public wants 
in terms of greenness, performance and 
cost expectations. But companies must 
keep in mind that consumers also have the 
power to vote with their feet if they see a 
green claim they don’t believe, understand or 
trust. Companies need to make sure that the 
green claims they are making are an integral 
part of their business, rather than an add-on 
that could be perceived as ‘greenwash.’ 

 �The revision in 2009 of the Government’s 
Green Claims Code and the CAP and 
BCAP Codes, which cover environmental 

claims, should incorporate the 3Cs 
identified in this consumer research. 
Particular attention should be given to the 
issue of comparison, which is insufficiently 
dealt with in the current Codes. 
Comparison advice should cover relative 
and absolute comparisons, meaningful 
comparisons as well as standardisation 
and consolidation of standards. 

 �Government (Defra) should work closely 
with its stakeholders to develop and 
agree definitions, both in meaning and 
application, for widely used green claims. 
Industry must also play an active role in 
shaping the definitions and methodologies 
that govern different industry sectors to 
ensure that there is buy in from all relevant 
stakeholders. This will enable improved 
communication on the environmental 
performance of products and services. 

 ��Government, NGOs and consumer 
organisations to work with companies to 
help them develop ways of communicating 
complicated environmental information in a 
way that is meaningful to consumers. 

Proxies are a useful way for consumers 
to understand complex environmental 
information. The majority of consumers find it 
hard to understand g CO2/km but are happy 
to use road tax bands as a way to process 
the environmental impact of cars.  

 �The ASA needs to increase its profile on 
green claims among the public, publicising 
its enforcement role further, so consumers 
can have more confidence in the fact that 
the green claims companies make  
are truthful. 

Only 22 per cent of consumers think that it’s 
not possible for companies to make false 
claims about environmental performance, 

whereas twice as many disagree (42 per 
cent). If we are to shift consumer behaviour 
to more sustainable patterns of consumption, 
it is essential that consumers have trust  
and confidence in the green claims 
companies make. 

 �Companies should, where relevant, provide 
meaningful comparisons for consumers. 
Consumers want to be able to compare 
claims made on different products but do not 
like comparisons they can’t understand, or 
the proliferation of different labelling schemes. 
These offer little or may even undermine the 
relevance and usefulness of a green claim. 
Better information, not necessarily more, 
should be a cornerstone of empowering  
pro-environmental consumer choices. 

This is also relevant when looking at how 
green claims match marketing incentives 
offered in the same advertisement. We 
found evidence of companies making green 
claims in ads accompanied by marketing 
incentives for distinctly non-green prizes. For 
example, offering the chance to win a holiday 
to an overseas destination, part of which 
involved a long-haul flight. This provides an 
inconsistent message to consumers and 
can increase cynicism and decrease trust in 
company motivations around green claims.

 �When making green claims, companies 
must also consider other customer 
satisfaction factors of cost and 
performance. 

It is imperative that products and services 
for which have made green claims satisfy 
three objectives for the consumer: improved 
environmental quality, cost and performance. 
Misjudging either or overemphasising the 
former at the expense of the latter can mean 
that consumers can fail to respond. 

The research demonstrates that customers, 
in order to have more confidence in green 
claims, want:

Clarity 
clear and unambiguous language 
and imagery

Credibility 
realistic, accessible, verifiable and 
endorsed claims

Comparability 
simple, meaningful and like-for-like 
comparisons
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